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     “You know the one good thing about IPB lock-up?” Denis said to himself, glancing down at the orange jumpsuit, that he knew, even if he couldn't see it, said prisoner on the back in ugly black letters.

     “No anal rape on Wednesdays.”

     None at all, on any day, of course, but since there was only one prisoner in the whole place, him, that would have taken some doing to work into the schedule. That and a foreign object or two, and maybe some lubricant, which the bare walls and empty space around him didn't allow for at all. Everything was just silver metal, except his sleeping pad, which had a very thick plastic coating with a steel mesh woven through it for strength, making it a non-shiny gray color. Not exactly comfortable to nap on. No blankets, no pillow. No comfort at all. Marginally better than the floor, but only the tiniest bit.

     He'd grown bored of reading self-help books for some reason, probably because the same eight   were recycled one after the other. One each day while the lights were up to full. That plus spending twenty-four hours a day in his cell anymore. 

     The guard's choice, not his. 

     They didn't even trust him enough to take a shower alone or outside of his cell, even though the little shower room was just two doors down to the left. They'd set it up so water just sprayed in from the ceiling at designated times instead. Cold water. Not freezing, but more than cool enough to force him into flashbacks of his childhood. If the bastards would just pump in organ music and pray at him while doing it, the whole thing would feel like home. 

     They probably thought they were being bad-asses, but he'd grown up with worse.

     Much worse. 

     This little box didn't even have spiders or rats in it at all.

     The cage, and calling it a cell would be a little too PC he thought, so he didn't, not being that kind of guy, was done in steel, sure, but not new even, scraped and marred by scrubbing over time even if stainless. No rust to play with or potentially weaken the walls, as if he could get through them anyway. They didn't even leave him shoes, not even flip-flops. They'd taken everything away. On purpose.

     Trying to “break” him.

     Idiots.

     Sure, he was “dangerous” having the ability to make anyone feel anything, any emotion, any sensation at all, including pain and fear. A virtual tough guy really. But that didn't mean he could kill a man with a stick of chewing gum or turn a newspaper into a deadly weapon. Even if it did, how was he going to reach anyone? No one had come into his cell for months and if he couldn't see them, there was no way to affect them with his power.

     No, they knew what they were doing and it had nothing to do with safety, taking all his stuff away like that. It was torture. They were trying to break his mind. His spirit. As if he had any of that left. That was their plan at least. 

     It wouldn't work though. Boredom might take him down, but not having things wouldn't.

     As an Infected his first mode, his primary emotional state, had turned out to be greed. The morons thought that meant he had to have things in order to stay sane or something. The stupid idiots probably hadn't even read his psych profile then. He wanted stuff, all the time. Even if he had it, he wanted more. Always. Things, people, friends, sticks of chewing gum and newspapers now that he'd thought of them. Even incredibly dumb things, like more guards. 

     It was already torture. 

     That he didn't have stuff didn't change anything for him. If he had everything in the world, he'd still want more. It sucked, because he could never be happy, there was no way in the world to ever have enough and not even a tiny bit of relief came when he got something, not even for a moment. Being here didn't help, but it didn't hurt that way either. He wanted without reason and without end. Life had simply made it so that physical objects had very little meaning for him at all. He could be bribed with the promise of getting things, but having them? 

     Meaningless.

     The books they'd given him had been another dig, but he read them anyway, there literally wasn't anything else to do. All self-help crap geared toward making him a better person. “How to Make Friends and Influence People” and “Do as I Do”, most of which had some decent points and just didn't apply to him at all. Not in here. What, he should practice being nice to himself? Hello, empty cell, and how are you doing today? The exact same as yesterday you say? Yeah, that would work wonders no doubt.

     That part, the books, well he could write that off as rehabilitation. He was, and had been most of his life, a complete dick. Denis knew it and had even embraced the idea a long time back. A real a-hole shit-heel that made life difficult for almost everyone around him. It was his thing, how he protected himself from the people that might hurt him if they got too close. Too small to fight physically most of his life, or too fat when younger, before his new life started, other ways had been found to get the job done. He'd started as a class clown, the chubby kid in the back of the room that said things to get attention, if not love, but found that being abrasive got more laughs than telling jokes so tried to expand on that from an early age. Yeah, there really had been more to it than that, of course. A lot of it had to do with him. 

     The Prophet Darren Jones... Thinking about it now just made him angry, so Denis didn't. Stewing on the bad times just wouldn't help at all. Lock-up had taught him that, hadn't it? 

     Then when he was seventeen he'd popped Infected and didn't have to take crap from bullies or anyone else, chubby little lard ass or not. 

     So he didn't. 

     That hadn't really helped, not his demeanor any way. The powers had gotten him free though. Away from that evil prick.

     “If you want to see a real dick-head develop, give an asshole kid super-powers.” He muttered to no one. Oh, it was all recorded, he didn't doubt, but that was the IPB all over, wasn't it? Everything got put on camera at the base, even if you were “free”.

     He thought about it for a moment and wondered if he should make up an imaginary friend. Someone to talk to and practice being polite with? Denis gave that up after a minute and laughed, since it would be dooming the poor imaginary person to live with an ass like him without a break. Kinder not to even try. Plus, honestly, he'd never had much of an imagination really. Not something encouraged back at Faithhome and if you didn't start that habit as a child it really just didn't seem to take, did it?

     That had been what got him into this mess he knew. Being a jerk with powers, not the muttering to himself or lack of imagination. No one cared at all if he talked to himself, not here. Heck half the people in the IPB looked like they were doing that most days anyway and for all he knew a good chunk of them really were chatting with an imaginary friend. The guards all wore little phones that hugged their jaws like black worms and would start talking at random times without warning, for instance. It was eerie.

     Oh sure, it was nothing that he'd say out loud just yet, but it was the truth, the reality behind why he was put away in lock-up. Denis had run his mouth for so long with impunity that he forgot that a lot of people around him had powers too. They didn't strike out at him often and when they did, they got their asses kicked. Denis was a freaking class four after all and his powers hit from a direction that most people here couldn't guard against at all, since most of them were physically oriented. 

     Until the fat kid came.

     Brian Yi. 

     When he'd come hobbling into the lunch room Denis had really wanted to be nice. Seriously. The boy was so much like him it was hard not to feel for him, a fat kid with sudden powers he didn't understand. More to the point, Denis being an asshole or not the kid was clearly in pain, having been worked half to death by that dickweed of a trainer Jason Montrose on his first day, not just a hard workout, but a helping of physical punishment that literally should have been illegal. As words always did with him, his joke about being the hyper intense trainer's new bitch had backfired badly. 

     Well... 

     Honestly, in retrospect it hadn't really, had it? Yi had just joked back with him about how there'd been no penetration yet, playing along like a trooper, not even taking offense and asked if he'd gotten any lately. It was a little pointed, or felt like it, since a lot of people thought Denis was gay, wearing a bow tie and suit all the time along with his tight curly hair and mustache did it. Instead of laughing, or just telling the truth, that an ass like him didn't get a lot of chicks at IPB headquarters, which would have probably gotten a laugh, if only a polite one, he'd lied and suggested that Penny, the invisible girl, had been with him the night before. He'd meant it to be funny. 

     It wasn't.

     Not to her.

     That was the start of it really, because apparently Penny, who no one else could see or hear, could talk to Brian. Which made no sense at all, since the guy practically didn't even have a power. That got a joke about gay porn back and being a sensitive issue got Denis to attack. It was a dumb move, but he'd just lashed out on instinct.

     Not a real attack, since Yi hadn't done much yet, just a bit of a threat really. Denis Tompkins, having read the briefing packet on the guy, it being required by admin since Brian was a special case, in need of delicate treatment, took away the kid's pain. Since that had been all that held the guy's power back at the time, it made for a good way to hassle him and frankly gave him a tiny bit of relief from the clear agony everyone else had planned for him. Just a prank really, meant to frighten the kid into thinking that his power would kick in and he'd have to go away and fight to the death or some shit like that. Nothing should have really happened and as Brian screamed at him to stop, Denis had felt pretty smug about the whole thing. Teach that little bastard to claim he was gay, right?

     Until he disappeared, off to actually fight someone, half crippled, fresh from more beatings than a person should ever have to take and totally untrained. Oops.

     He should have realized, when Yi came back alive and not even more injured, that the guy was tough, despite the pudge around his middle and not knowing how to fight. Then... it just got worse, because, as a rule, Denis was a prick. That being the case, Brian Yi and Denis had been going round and round for half a year nearly, each time they met there was a fight, Denis starting it and class four or not, one of the top few thousand most dangerous people on the freaking planet or not, Brian Yi finishing it.

      Hard.

      The guy didn't even have a real power! Teleporting away at random to get your behind beaten over and over again didn't mean you should be able to take out a class four like he'd done so many times.

     It was aggravating. 

     Scary too.

     A class four was categorized that way for one reason, and one reason alone, they were tough. Their powers let them do things like take down a full squad of armed military men or more. That was the basic rule for it. If you could take down thirteen or more trained and armed men at once, you were a class four. Do a hundred and you were a class five. That a chubby Chinese gamer kid kept beating him down was more than embarrassing. It was... humbling. Yi simply shouldn't have been able to do it. Not at all. He was no better than a class two, like a guy with a stick or something. 

     Really that only even counted when his power kicked in, because of the element of surprise he got, just showing up out of nowhere ready to throw down to try and save someone. He'd never even used his power against Denis at all. No, he just walked through Denis' ability and kicked his ass. The first time Denis had even had a gun trained on him. It was fucked up. He just sat and thought about that for a while, for about the hundredth time in the last two months. 

     He still couldn't really figure it out.

     After a while he exercised, sit-ups and push-ups, deep knee bends and every other exercise that could be figured out that would work in the tiny cage of steel. Then he meditated for an hour. 

     That was a new thing, Zen. He didn't know if it would help, the idea came from one of the books the guards shoved through the hole in the door at him on the fastened down stainless steel tray that required him to eat his meals sitting on the floor. No fork or spoon even. He had to use his fingers. Like an animal. Another punishment. 

     He liked the Zen idea though. The Buddhist mindset. Accept what was and be happy with it, so that there was no suffering. If he could get that shit down he'd be home free wouldn't he? 

     It was almost impossible to master a first mode, still, he knew people that had. Some with things harder to get a handle on than greed too. Worth a shot. Plus there was nothing else to do in here. Even writing a manifesto wouldn't work. The cell didn't have toilet paper in it, leaving him nothing to write on. No pen or pencil either.

     “Stand away from the door. Prisoner Tompkins, stand away from the door!” A loud and stern voice came from the speakers in the twelve foot high ceiling. 

     Denis snorted and stood up, walking toward the back of the room, book left on the bed. They liked to do this to him about once a week at random times, probably just to entertain themselves. For a second he wondered if they actually jacked off while they did it or if that came later, in bed at home? 

     It wasn't that anyone was coming in, they just used it as an excuse to boss Denis around and humiliate him, knowing that they could run an electrical current through the floor at any time if he didn't obey instantly. The walls and bed too, the whole place was designed to take away all options and all control a person might have over themselves. Part of the time they liked to do it, shock him, even if he did exactly what they said. They'd left it on for a while a time or two, just to show him who was in charge. That little bit of fun had started about two and a half months back after Prime had trashed the upper levels of the place and everyone had to go outside in case of a collapse. 

     Taking advantage of the situation Denis had tried to make a bit of trouble for Yi, which ended with him being beaten again. Of course. The guards claimed he tortured them, but honestly, he didn't. There was a blank spot and he'd woken up having been beaten, pretty solidly too, but no way did he hurt any of the guards. Before then they'd even gotten along alright mainly, the worst he'd do was something like put them to sleep so he could run away.

     Now, he had kind of gotten several people to attack Prime, but it wasn't like the ego obsessed super-being heartthrob to millions had been hurt or even in real danger, he was practically invulnerable for God's sake. All he'd gotten out of it was a kick to the head by Brian, who he really almost didn't recognize by that point. The first time they'd fought the guy had been chunky, but now was freaking hard, and his eyes had gone all scary. Psycho. None of that translated into hurting the guards or anyone else of course. Why would he do that? Maybe call them names or something. 

     Yeah, he'd do that. Sure, there was that blank spot in his memory, and that might mean he'd done what had been claimed, but should he be held responsible for something he couldn't even remember? How could he defend against the charges? Or take responsibility for something he knew nothing about and didn't think even sound like an action he might take?

     They seemed to think he should and punished him for it regularly. Now it was time for “screw with the prisoner pain calisthenics” again. Denis got ready to turn around, put hands on head, the wall, or whatever. If he took too long they'd zap him. It fucking hurt, so he just did what they wanted if he could, and tried not to cry out if he couldn't. That was why he was locked up twenty-four hours a day though, he knew. To punish him for whatever they thought had happened. 

     The shocks brought on flashbacks of Faithhome too, which was worse than the pain itself, but he tried to stay calm and not think about that. Had Christian told them about how to best get to him? The specific use of cold water and electricity seemed pretty exacting, didn't it? She didn't normally use her telepathy for crap like that, but she wasn't his biggest fan in the whole world either, so... maybe?

     After all, even trying to be all Zen now, those guys were going to get a taste of what they'd been dishing out as soon as he saw them, even if it meant getting worse later himself. It would be a lot worse than a few jolts too.

     Instead of calling out to him like normal, the door actually clicked and slowly began to open.   Denis blinked. 

     It had been so long since they'd opened the door he was a little surprised it still worked. The very thick silver door slid to the right after moving toward him into the room. The thing was at least six inches thick, meant to hold violent super humans in if they had above normal strength or energy powers. It worked pretty well on him too. Early on, frustrated at being locked up, he'd punched it. The thing hadn't even rang. Barely even made a thud even. It had hurt like hell though, so he hadn't bothered trying it again.

     When it slid to the side he kind of expected a couple of guards to be standing there, ready to shoot him if he twitched wrong, or maybe even if he did what they wanted. Instead, dressed in black military fatigues and wearing dorky looking IPB issue tennis shoes, stood the kid. Brian Yi.

     His nemesis.

     Before Denis could attack Brian waved to him happily enough, taking him off guard.

     “Hi Denis. Say, I know we'd traditionally have some kind of big fight about now, but how about we save that for later? Or maybe just forget about it altogether and chat instead?” His voice struggled to be gentle and didn't make it, sounding tired and worn. Harshed to tell the truth. A bit dark too, even more so than the last time they'd met. The man was also lean now. Almost skinny, but carrying just enough muscle to hold that state off, like a swimmer or free climber. One of those types of people that got their own exercise videos but never made any money because when you got down to it, no one sane could keep up with their workouts.

     Denis just stared for a bit. What was he supposed to do here? If he said anything, he'd be a dick to the guy. He knew it.

      Really, for all the books he'd read on the topic, Denis couldn't think of a single thing in any of them that would help. Since the man had just asked if it was alright not to kick his ass, the least he could do was not poke the guy. Crap. What to do?

     Taking a deep breath he tried falling into a Zen state. It didn't work, not really, but just trying helped calm him, the pattern a bit familiar and all that now.

     “OK.” It wasn't exactly War and Peace, but it beat the “fuck you queer” that had tried to come out. Baby steps. One little thing at a time. First move, don't get beaten unconscious. So far so good.

     Yi nodded and walked a bit further into the cell. He looked around for a bit before starting to talk.

     “So, um, here's the deal. You stop trying to kill people and torturing them and all that kind of thing and be more polite to everyone, as a rule at least. In return we get you your old job back and a place on a new special team. It's crowd control, so I used that to suggest you'd be a good person for it. There's travel involved, so you won't be locked up on the base, but it's sensitive, so you'll have to be good with the public, even if they don't always deserve it. Trust me, they won't deserve it.” 

     Denis, feeling blindsided, really wanted to cover with a quip, something about how they finally realized they needed him. It wouldn't come out right, he knew, nothing ever did. Kind of like his mouth had been hard wired to do an end run around common sense. So, he decided, don't try to be funny at all. Don't accuse or anything like that. If nothing else, it was a chance to get out of the cell he was in. Maybe it was a trick, but in the few times they'd met, Brian had never lied to him. Beaten him pretty badly, sure, but no falsehoods. 

     It took an act of will to do it but he took a deep breath and dove in head first. Gently and kindly. After a fashion.

     “Well, that sounds like a nice offer. Is there a catch?” The words weren't what he'd meant to say at all, having been planning to just agree and try to get out, but there it was, his mouth just running on its own. Fuck. Hey gift horse, mind if I check your fucking dental work? Brilliant.

     The other man didn't look put out at least.

     “Yeah, several catches. You have to be nice to everyone. Like I said. The old way won't work now, things are too tense for the time being for anything less than kindness from the people here. We have to support one another. So that's in there, and it's real too. If you can't or won't do it, the Director said the deal's off. You'll be watched too. Free, but observed.” Yi smiled, it didn't reach his eyes and seemed to promise a beating. Another one. Still, the mouth made an effort to curl up on the sides. That had to count for something.

     “Then, that's all of us here, isn't it? Watched. So, you know, watch out with the chronic masturbation if it's an issue. Just a warning, I don't think that the IPB is the only group looking at our tapes and records anymore. Hooper and McCreedy have gotten some emergency anti-Infected stuff put into play, which makes everything a lot more volatile. Basically, even if you're losing your cool, don't say anything. Not even that you dislike someone. If you really need to fight it out, take it outside and off base. For that matter if you need to chat about more than the weather, do the same thing. This is serious.” The man in black leaned forward a bit and stared at Denis, as if trying to convey extra meaning to the words. It wasn't that obvious, but it made the point clear. 

     This was real.

     A billion questions flashed into Denis' head then, but what he said, finally, thankfully, came out being what he wanted. Close enough at least. The tone could be better.

     “Alright. Anything else?” He didn't even sound like he was being sarcastic for once. Suspicious though.

     “Lots, but the only basic thing is that. Be nice, don't try to kill people. The rest is negotiable. Um, though, a lot of people aren't too fond of you right now. I got yelled at a few times when I told people about this plan. So, you know, I suggest you just start apologizing to everyone and basically bending over backwards to make this work. It won't be comfortable for a long time, but...” He gestured to the cold and ugly walls.

     “It's not in here either. If nothing else you can wait six months and then just quit. That's the probation period. Get past that and you're free to do what you like. I'd suggest making contacts here first though, even if you plan to get out. Things are... dark doesn't exactly describe it. You'll want friends in the near future, keep that in mind.”

     It was a lot more than he ever expected. Really, waking up under a hail of bullets or poison gas being pumped in had occurred to him more than once. If this was all real, it might be worth giving a try. What's the worst they could do? Kill him while trying to “escape”? If they wanted to do that, it would just happen anyway.

     “Alright. I'll try.” Denis took a deep breath, tried to relax and swallowed hard. 

     “Sorry I tried to kill you all those times.” It sounded sullen and grudging, but Brian didn't seem to care about that. The guy looked down for a second and nodded.

     “And I'm sorry I didn't get down here and try to fix things sooner. Would have stopped a lot of trouble if I had.”

     That nearly made Denis lose control of his mouth again.

      Freaking-A right! If the guy had come and settled things in the first place, he wouldn't have lost six months or longer in this God forsaken hole. The words nearly came out, but even he could tell that wasn't really true. A newb on his second week, training past exhaustion all the time, should have gone off and found him, hidden away from everyone else, then smoothed things over with a guy who had introduced himself as an asshole and then tried to kill him with a gun?

     Fucking brilliant to even think it. Given all that Denis kind of wondered why Yi had even bothered to come now. No one in the world would expect a person to forgive someone that kept trying, no matter how ineptly, to murder them. He wouldn't have.

     “Not your fault. The screw up was mine and I know it. Um, what now?” It was a good question, because Denis didn't have a clue about how prisoners were released from here. 

     Yi shrugged and stepped back, “now I go and convince the Director that you really mean to try your best and that we're all buddies now. This could take a bit, but I'll do my best.”

     Then, without notice or another warning to step back, the door shut fast enough to kill him if he'd been trying to exit at the time, making a loud and reverberating clang that shook the very walls a bit. Denis shrugged. If it was a fucking con job, well... at least he'd had a visitor. That was the first person that had come to see him the whole time he'd been down here. Just that had to count as a treat, didn't it?

      He read more for a while and put the book back on the tray after dinner. It wasn't a huge bit of text and they'd given it before, so it was simple enough to finish in one day. A book of little sayings about kindness. They were sweet.

     The lights went out, dimmed really, and Denis slept, not knowing if it would be weeks, months or even years before he heard anything else.

      Maybe never.

      If anyone in the world had a right to jerk him around it was Brian Yi. Plus, the guy didn't seem the same anymore, not from the first time they'd talked. Maybe not exactly sane? No big. After all the isolation Denis probably wasn't either. He'd just be all Zen about it and see what came. A tiny sliver of hope wanted to creep into his soul, which got pushed down hard. None of that, he schooled himself, start hoping again and who knew what the hell would come of it? Let downs probably. Just accept the moment and let it be whatever it was.

     The next morning when the lights brightened – they never went all the way out here – the small metal slot on his door opened. It didn't have breakfast on it, or a book, just a pair of blue jeans and a dark blue t-shirt. Under the pile was underwear, another thing that the guards had taken away to try and punish him, and some tennis shoes. No socks. Jerks. Who forgot socks? 

     Denis grinned anyway. 

     “OK Tompkins, get dressed and get the fuck out of here. If you attack any of us on the way out, I swear to God I'll shoot your ass right here.” It was one of the voices that liked to play electrocution Simon says with him. That kind of thing made an impression, he really doubted he'd forget that voice for a long while.

     Alright fuck-nut, Denis thought, changing clothes as fast as possible, I won't attack you on the way out. What he did later depended on a lot of factors, but that guy was freaking going down. Or at least would be feeling like his balls were in a vice for a while. Torturing someone like that was low and petty. At least when he did it he'd have a good reason. They'd done it to him first. 

     As he slipped on the white and blue running shoes and rubbed his hairy face, Denis grinned again. Did he really have a good reason for what he did most of the time? Yeah, sure, people treated him like crap, so he responded in kind, but half the time he started the cycle, didn't he? More than half he corrected. Most of the time. Being a prick wasn't helping too much so far in life, was it?

     “Look at me, I'm being all insightful and shit.” He muttered as he walked to the still closed door. It opened with a clang and a sudden rush of air. 

     None of the guards came out to say goodbye, even after all these months, so Denis waved to the air behind him where the silver mirrored glass guard booth was and then started walking out as fast as his little ex-con legs could carry him. That he even managed to keep his mouth shut was impressive. A gold star or a smiley sticker should be in order no doubt. No need to let them shoot him after all. 

     Class four or not, he wasn't bullet proof and these guards weren't just some guys with a shiny badge and a few months training, they were all un-Infected IPB agents. Most of them had been Green Berets and Delta Force or Navy SEALs before they signed up for even harder jobs here. Not guys he wanted to test really. If one of them said he'd shoot you, it was probably best to just believe him and assume the weapon was already aimed.

     The doors, all heavy, all steel, opened in front of him as he walked, slowly though, they crawled open, as if drawing out his approach to freedom. The dicks were screwing with him again, trying to make it seem like he might be denied at any moment. If they did that he wasn't going back as easily this time. Life in a tiny metal box without even a toothbrush just wasn't worth it. If they tried...

     They didn't. The last door that opened took him to an elevator, one that didn't have a control panel inside, but did have a nice pumpkin orange carpet. To remind him of the prison uniform? Ugly color maybe, but the walls were wood panel and had a copper looking hand rail, which he grabbed just before the doors slammed shut behind him. Now things moved quickly, trying to scare him or something. 

     He rocketed up, the force of the elevator being enough to nearly force him to the ground. The a-holes getting their last strike in? Yeah, that seemed about right. Well, no big thing. Be Zen. Denis took a deep calming breath when the box jerked to a stop and the doors opened into a tan and beige hallway. 

     Great, they'd killed him now and he'd died and gone to the great office building in the sky.

     What stood waiting for him wasn't an angel at all. 

     Oh, it was a woman, a hot one too, dressed in white even, heavy clothes that could take a pounding, since her powers made it really hard to hurt her, she tended to be a little hard on the wardrobe. He could make her suffer, but they'd never gotten into it. Not to that level. Even back when he was a jerk he'd known better. She'd kill him in a real fight. Besides, she was kind of good looking, which made it easier to put up with her. They'd argued back and forth almost daily, but nothing major.

     “Marcia! Well, good to see a familiar face. Thanks for meeting me?” He said, trying to remember what some of those books the guards had forced on him said. Steal the march and set the tone. With her in particular, he wanted friendly to take the day. Really it was a good policy with anyone that could pull your arms off.

     He needed to keep that in mind, especially here, since that was every third person practically.

     She looked at him with so much suspicion that it fairly curdled the air between them. Instead of cursing at him, which would have been fair really, since he'd tried to kill a teammate of hers more than once, she just nodded.

     “Good. Brian said you'd agreed to not be as big a pain in the ass to everyone, but this is a really nice start. Better than expected. Walk with me.” Her voice was gruff, hard and still, somehow. As they walked she kept giving him sidelong glances. Like she was waiting for the insults to come.

     Forcing a smile to his brown bearded face, Denis fell into step and tried to keep up. For all his regular daily exercise there hadn't been room in the ten by ten cell for much walking and Marcia was super-fast when she needed to be. It seemed today she did. That or she secretly wanted to shake him off and leave him standing in the hallway alone.

     Without preamble she began talking.

     “You're on my team now. It's a new unit, made up of people from all the main teams, you, technically, are one of the reps for team three. Mark is the other and if it ever comes to it, you take orders from him. Really, for the next six months you take orders from everyone. The maid service outranks you for now. If they tell you to scrub the floor, you'd better be on your hands and knees with a brush before they finish explaining how they want it done, get the idea?” She glared at him but didn't stop walking.

     He gets out of prison and now he had to be everyone's bitch? That hardly seemed fair, did it? After a second he nodded and muttered yes. Keep it cool, he reminded himself. In real life no one wanted the would-be killer running the show, did they? Don't say anything stupid. Don't be a tool. It was hard to pull off but he left it at that.

     “Good. I won't threaten you, but I will point one thing out here; you were about to be taken out and killed as a liability three days ago. If Proxy hadn't stepped in and put his ass on the line for you there'd be a new set of bones out in the high desert twenty feet down. The paperwork had been signed and everything. It was even legal. If he hadn't threatened to quit it would have happened this morning instead of getting a new job with me and we'd be carting your corpse out right now. Since doing that, quitting, would probably mean his own death, without the medical treatment he gets here after his missions... well, you better not screw this up, understood? Not a lot of people have someone willing to die to give them a second chance like this, don't blow it.”

     Ah. Half of that didn't make any sense to him. That was the problem of being locked up essentially alone for months on end. He got the death thing, and the stay of execution, but who was Proxy? He'd have to thank the guy. Nice to know someone in the world gave a shit about him. Denis asked, which made Marcia stop suddenly. The look was baffled for a second before a nod came.

     “Right, you've been out of the loop. Proxy is Brian, his code name. So, yeah, your best friend in the whole world is the same guy you keep trying to off and he pretty much threatened to kill himself if we didn't let you out and give you this chance. Think about that. There have been some changes. Mainly bad. You're not in the need to know for everything yet, but the current mission, well, I'll fill you in after we get you taken care of. New name, new clothes and for God's sake a new look. What did you call your old one with the mismatched awful suits and bow ties? Ventriloquist dummy sheik? Your face is going public, so clean cut and sharp looking from now on. The beard will have to go too, the “psycho hill folk” look isn't in anymore.”

     Denis figured that he'd get a dressing down now, more threats of death if he didn't comply totally and maybe a face to face with the Director, shaming him into being a good little boy. Focusing he dropped into a mentally quiet spot and tried to just accept. He did deserve it after all.

      Instead he got taken to Clarice, the make-up lady for the IPB's front branch, team one, and was pushed a little roughly into a chair by the woman, who glared at him.

     “Do anything but sit nicely and I'll...” She didn't get to finish, because someone else walked in just then, a pretty brunette bitch. 

     Denis tried to stop the thought, not because she wasn't a bitch, she really was, her face held a perpetual scowl and bitterness ran through her frame with each breath. It just didn't help him to think things like that, because, well, she was a bitch. Odds were she was about to say something that would piss him off in about five seconds.

     She made it happen in two. She was a real pro at it. If she'd been aiming at anyone else Denis probably would have admired her work. 

     “At least he doesn't look as gay anymore. Clari dear, shave his head and get rid of that mess on his face. A short, light boned man like this can't afford to wear a bow tie, not if we want anyone to take him seriously outside the homosexual community. Even there he always polled low, those people actually have a fashion sense as a group. Wait... Are you gay Denis? We could dress him in a rainbow costume and call him the “purple invader” or something. That would play well with the kink crowd, don't you think Marcia?”

     They all laughed, except Denis, who had to close his eyes and not speak for a while. When he did it sounded a little strained.

     “No, not gay. Just poor fashion sense I guess.” Stop there, he cautioned himself. Don't say more...

     He couldn't help it, the words popped out on their own.

     “But if I have to be something new, how about the “Purple tickler” instead? It works with my powers better.” Then he literally had to bite down on his tongue to keep from speaking. Everyone stopped laughing and stared at him, but Charlot nodded.

     “Better. Less than half the asshole you used to be. Keep doing that, working on it. You've got the looks for public work, if you can just learn to keep your mouth shut about thirty percent of the time. Clari, go to. Let's make a man of him.”

     This was done, not with the woman's normal deft touch with a sponge, but with clippers that looked like they belong on a sheep farm at shearing time. Denis had that chore as a child, so he knew firsthand. When she finished with the head she used the same ones on his face, brutally, taking the hair off and not really being too careful about his lips and nose. He didn't complain, but kind of wondered if the mutilated look had made a comeback while he'd been away.

     Then, freakily, she shaved him. 

     Thank God for safety razors, Denis thought, the blade running over his throat a bit harder than a clean shave really needed. What had he ever done to her, he wondered. Then it hit him. Back, years ago, he'd briefly been on team one, that had lasted about three weeks, more like two, before they all threw him away because they didn't like him. But when he met the cute make-up girl with her short hair and tight body, he'd really wanted her to like him...

     So he'd pushed her into feeling good, really good, which led to her having an orgasm as she worked. Several in fact. It was only meant as advertising really, and not meant to be that intense at all, kind of like saying, see what I could do for you, but he'd gone overboard a bit and tried too hard. She took it all wrong, acting like it was rape. Luckily for him no one up top thought so, or he'd have gone away then. 

     A shot of anger flowed through him and he contemplated doing it again so that she'd know she hadn't beaten him, but after a few seconds Denis managed to let that go. Clari might be a bit sensitive and too willing to claim major crimes that weren't, but Denis really didn't want Marcia to punch him in the back of the head. If he wanted to die that badly he could go to medical and have them drug him into it, he felt certain. They normally didn't condone suicide, but no one here loved him all that much.

     No make-up went on, and no fancy uniform came out at all. Just a plain blue button up shirt, and some faded jeans with thick gray socks and some heavy work boots. They made him change right there. Staring at him. 

     Like a bug.

     Standing back they all looked at him critically. Charlot grimaced, clearly not happy with the effect, then, she was never happy. It was her first mode, Denis knew. Or more accurately, guessed. Then a lot of people had thought that being aggressive and mean was his too, hadn't they? Maybe they had more in common than it seemed? For all he knew her first mode was a mania that caused a love of grape popsicles or something and the bitchiness was just the way she lived her life. All he wanted was to collect all these scary women into a frightening little harem, but she had to fight not to hate everything it looked like. His deal sucked, but it was better than hers if that turned out to be the case. Most anger or aggression based first mode Infected ended up dead. They just couldn't help but kill people that got in their way. Powers plus bad attitude equaled not good things most of the time.

     “What do you think Marsh?” She tilted her head as if trying to make the picture of him make sense and wasn't exactly able to.

     The lady in white smiled. A grim and shallow thing but an attempt that didn't involve spitting toward him at least. 

     “Not bad really. Everyday workman is probably better than not for what's coming. A lot better than jack-booted thug. Really, the rest of us should probably do the same thing...” Her tone went considering. Finally he got a nod from the woman in white.

     “Good enough. Meeting in half an hour on two Denis. We're between meals now, so go catch something at the dining hall on one, just grab a sandwich or something quick. Meet in the second press room.”

     Marcia didn't wait for an answer that he understood or anything she just lifted him from the chair with one hand under his right arm and lightly tossed him into the hall. That he landed on his feet had more to do with her trying to make that happen or at least luck, than any skill of his. Physical stuff had never been his big thing. 

     The boots felt funny after not wearing anything for a long time, the running shoes had too, but these were more stiff and rubbed a little as he walked, being new. He did so quickly, finding the elevators and doing exactly what the new boss had told him to. Everybody's good little bitch girl. For now.

     For six months. 

     Well, the food on one was better than what he'd gotten in that freaking box, even if it was hastily made by the pretty hostess herself, just beef on rye with mayo and mustard, some pickle spears and real coffee. 

     God, he'd missed coffee. It fairly seeped into his soul as he sipped, wanting to linger over the china cup for hours, not knowing if anymore would come for a long time. Denis hurried though, enjoying the food and thanking the woman several times for her consideration. No money passed hands here, not even tips, which was a moot point since he didn't have any money now anyway. That had all been taken when he went into lock-up. It was simple enough for them to do, because all his funds had been controlled even before that, to keep him from buying tons of useless crap from the PX. The woman preened a little under the praise and smiled happily at him as he left, giving him a little wave.

     So maybe the new look worked for him? That or not being a giant tool. Go figure. He'd always heard that chicks liked bad boys, but apparently there were limits to that effect.

     The meeting room on two was big, a forty by sixty space at least, with a large table in the middle, a white oval that had a fake black and white marble stone top and cushioned chairs all around. It looked cool enough. Expensive. 

     The only person inside so far was one of the team one guys, Argos. Easy to recognize even out of uniform, since the man had light brown hair that was probably called blond most of the time and a face that would have rocked Hollywood if he ever decided to get out of the super-hero biz. Denis nodded when he came in.

     “Um, hi.” He said, trying to break the ice. Argos, Jason he remembered now from back in the day, looked at him and smiled. 

     “Oh, hello! I don't think we've met before. I'm Jay? Team one, kind of a minor player though, so you've probably never heard of me. Argos? I run pretty quick is all.” The tone was humble coming from one of the top known superheroes in the world, but genuine. His first mode was humility. Part of the reason he'd been put on team one of course. That and the fact that he was so good looking. Like, better than movie star looks. It really wasn't fair, Denis thought, but didn't take time to dwell on the idea. A lot of things in life weren't fair. Sometimes people got a good hand like this, sometimes they got stuck in Faithhome with a freaky child molesting and abusing monster. It was just what was.

     You dealt.

     Denis kind of froze, since he hadn't been recognized and didn't want to bring up all the past bad feelings everyone had for him. Some of which were earned, he reminded himself. Sighing hugely, Denis forced a grin and then shook his head, trying to make it self-depreciating.

     “Nah, we've met I'm afraid. I used to be Itch? Denis Tompkins? Now... Well, I'm trying not to be who I was anymore. I hope that we can be friends?” It sounded weak and wimpy, like a sissy had spoken and Denis had to suppress a shudder at himself. Then he had to stop the sarcastic diatribe that wanted to come out to save face and make him seem more manly. It wasn't easy.

     Jay got a serious look on his face and went wide eyed.

     “Really? Well... that's great! We can use a person with your powers on this squad I think. You're kind of the master of crowd control, right? Between you and LG, we should hardly have to work at all. The rest of us I mean. I can go around and clean up trash or something while you two do the real work.” The man didn't smile at him, but also didn't punch him in the sternum at nearly a thousand miles per hour either, so it worked out well enough.

     As Jay finished a clutch of people came in, some of them he barely knew. Karen from team one, Lady Glory to the public, smiled at him warmly. Her first mode was compassion though, so she probably didn't have a choice. She was a cute and fit red-head that Denis desperately wanted to bang if he could. He always had. A former Olympic gymnast, so she'd probably be really flexible. Again the words wanted to pop out, but having been alone for months saved him, because with no one around he hadn't talked most of the time. It had become habit.

     Mark from team three sat beside him suddenly. It was his power of freezing time for everyone but himself, rather than teleportation. It was way more powerful than it sounded. Probably making him one of the most powerful beings in the world, Denis knew. A really nice guy too, a bit of a big Jewish nose, but hey, he was Jewish, so it worked for him. Good at baking too. Really, Denis decided, he just didn't know the man that well. They'd mainly gotten along, because the guy was completely non-confrontational, even if verbally abused. If he got disrupted mentally time would freeze, a self-defense mechanism that could barely be controlled, so he had to stay calm and collected, no matter what. It left him a little bland emotionally, and sounding a bit like a pot head, but hey, whatever worked. Just to be in the world with the rest of them meant the man had basically mastered his first mode. Abject and total fear. All the time, without end. If he could do that, there had to be hope for Denis, right?

     “Denis. Good to see you.” Was all he said, as if nothing had happened. Then to him, maybe it hadn't? It had to be odd to be Mark, living the way he did, because when time stopped he didn't age or change at all, but Denis knew that some of his missions took years to finish, walking across thousands of miles to fix a problem sometimes. It just seemed instant to everyone else. To Mark it meant he probably hadn't seen Denis for decades at this point. That would be normalish to the man though, he didn't see a lot of people to talk to for months and years, then had to pretend that they were just continuing the conversation they'd been having or something like that. It was fucked up.

     “You too Mark. How have things been going?” When you don't know what to say, toss the ball back. It was in the books.

     The other man nodded, as if thinking for a moment.

     “Not too bad. I have a baking show coming out soon, the set's on the first floor here. Cakes and pastries, that kind of thing, it's mainly PR, trying to show that all Infected aren't monsters. Brian's idea.” Tilting his head sideways Mark smiled, a calm thing that looked a little dreamy.

     “Would you like to help? I need a couple of assistants for the show, behind the scenes stuff, Infected would be better than not right now, though I want both. We need people to see that we can all get along.”

     Denis froze again. Did he look like a freaking Keebler elf to the guy or what? Did the man want him to run around in a little white apron and curtsy too? He took a deep breath and forced a smile. Mark hadn't meant it that way. This was something actually important to him and he'd made a point of inviting Denis too. It wasn't an insult, it was... a compliment? Or at least an offer to prove himself. Denis nodded.

     “Sure. I mean, if I have time? I don't know what all I'm expected to do now, but I can wash dishes or whatever. I have no cooking or baking skills though, so be forewarned.” He'd never learned to do more than open a can of something, not even to heat it without a microwave. 

     That was women's work, according to Prophet Darren. But then he was a giant freak, so maybe using him and his ways as a reference point wasn't the best idea ever?

     “No problem. I can show you what to do. It's mainly about paying attention anyway. Good. Now I just have to get two more people for my shows team and we'll be ready. The first taping is tomorrow. The pilot. It's just to give to the network to see if they're interested at all.”

     The next people through the door Denis didn't know at all... at first. One looked funny, black and green skin, totally bald and slightly shiny looking like a frog. Big head and skinny little body. Maybe four foot tall. Team two uniform, a dark navy blue jumpsuit. The other person made him blink though. 

     Clark.

     Until a few months ago the guy had been a fellow inmate, one cell over to the right. Telekinetic. A powerful one too if Denis had it right. Also a perv who'd been locked up for diddling a twelve year old girl. True the girl had been asking for it, literally, even sneaking into people's rooms and doing them in their sleep, but Clark had taken it too far, and kept sleeping with the girl even when it had been found out. Nice guy other than that, tall and stork like, Ichabod Crane made real. 

     Hard to look past child abuse though. Denis really didn't want to be a prick right now and get sent away again, but that kind of thing really ate him up. It took work not to at least start calling the monster names.

     The man stumbled into the room hard, pushed by Marcia. Apparently she didn't love the man either. It wasn't a friendly move at all, not even as much as the gentle toss he'd gotten into the hallway earlier, and Clark went sprawling on the floor face first, skidding a little as he fell flat with a “woof” sound being forced out of him from the impact.

     “Thank you all for being so timely. Well, we all know what the deal is, but I'll recap anyway, so no one gets lost. Get in a chair Clark.” Her tone had gone cold and she pointed sharply.

     That was a new one, Denis decided, for the first time in years he wasn't the most hated man in the room. Things were looking up then.

     “Last month our “best friend” in congress, Senator Hooper, used the Canadian event to rush an emergency powers act into place. Thankfully most of that got shut down, so we don't have to relocate to internment camps which was the original idea. But what remains is designed to make all that happen ASAP and turn the public against us.” She waved her right arm at the table of people as she sat, delicately near the door side.

     “We've been forced, by an act of congress no less, to put together an “anti-riot squad” to deal with unrest. Since most protests right now are made up of Hooper supporters and diehard anti-Infected bigots... Brilliant move overall, if the goal is to try and fan up even more hate. We are now required, by Federal law, to have at least two people from each team here and at least two “less than perfect” looking members to round things out. Not trying to be rude, but that's Tobin here and LG. I know that most will count Clark too but just in case, we're claiming the blue glowing woman is it, if anyone asks. Supposedly it's an equal rights thing, but it's really just meant to get the bigots riled up. So yes, it's a freaking trap and we're required, by law, to walk into it.”

     That sounded like fun to Denis, so much so that he wondered for a second if his old cell was still open. It wasn't just a trap, it was such a bad idea that they might as well just slit their own throats and get it over with then and there. This fact wasn't lost on the others either which kept him from having to be the one pointing it all out. 

     Karen took a deep breath and let it out with a shudder, looking at their new team leader, a slightly scared thing.

     “It's insane Marsh. The second we show up at a rally... Plus, we probably won't get any real backup from the local police, depending on where we go. If they start trying to actively sabotage us...”

     Marcia nodded, but it was Clark that spoke next.

     “And if we do anything at all, the Hooper clan will claim we were attacking innocent people. What are we supposed to do? Stand out there and die? Beg the would-be rioters to go home, pretty please?” The voice cracked and sounded nervous, which it was, that being his first mode. He still said what was needed though, even when it was hard. Denis had seen him do it more than once, anxious or not. It probably meant the freak was a lot braver than he seemed. It was easy to stand up to people when you felt calm or even angry. Harder when flop sweat was breaking out all over your forehead.

     The new squad leader glared at the guy, mainly because she wanted to kill him for being a pedophile, probably, but didn't get up to strike the man. She didn't even hurl a chair at him.

     “Pretty much. We have to be low key and keep things from getting out of hand as much as possible without anyone knowing about it. The kicker is that, again, we're required by law to help the local goons out if they start something. If we use any overt powers though, all hell breaks loose most likely. That's why we're stacking the deck and bringing a secret weapon with us.” A single finger jabbed toward Denis' chair.

     “Him.” She grinned. “Mercy. And don't look at me Denis, the PR guys came up with it. It's all about selling you as some kind of soft little nice guy, instead of a thug that's come to kick their collective butts.”

     That did it. 

     Denis nearly stormed out right there. They could kill him, but fucking him around like that wouldn't play, not at all. He stood up and started to walk out when Marcia started laughing at him.

     “Oh, I told them you wouldn't go for it. If you've got something better I'll let you run with that. But really, Itch won't work. It's too aggressive and annoying. Mercy's really not that bad, as a propaganda name.”

     Maybe. It was however a girl's name. Were they trying to make him look gay on purpose?    Probably, people did that kind of shit. He opened his mouth to tell her to go fuck herself with a broom handle, when he remembered all that feel good self-help crap. Breathe. He tried it, going slow and exhaling in a steady fashion, then he made himself relax.

     “Alright. Well, I guess I'd rather not have a girl's name. I always caught shit about looking too girly and soft at home growing up and it's an issue for me.” He turned and went to sit back down, only to find everyone was staring at him when he did. 

     “What? Oh! Sorry, I meant to say I always caught guff over that at home. It was a lot worse than that, so, yeah, there you go, push that button and I won't be able to play nice. I'd guess the psych people know that already, so this is probably someone's clever way of trying to get me killed.” Probably Marcia or the Director, but no one said anything for a moment.

     “How about Gabriel? Like the angel? That's got a ring to it and everyone likes angels.” This came so softly that Denis nearly didn't hear it. He winced and turned to face the little green and black man that had said it.

     “Kind of another girl's name.” He said, trying to keep the ass out of his voice as he spoke, the little man grinned.

     “That's Gabrielle, but really... I know. I'm making fun of you. The last time we met you tortured me and a half dozen other people for nearly ten minutes. It really hurt. I deserve to get some payback.” The little man looked down, very shyly, but didn't take back the words.

     He had? That... Denis had no memory of it and said so, which got everyone else to shrug or look at him funny, Jay just nodded though.

     “Oh, that makes sense, you were given a drug to put you out by one of the doctors, Midazolam? Something like that. It's basically the junior cousin of Rohypnol, you know, the date rape drug? It wipes your memory of events for a bit. Doctor Clinton said that it would keep you from forming long term memories of the event. From what I heard though you kind of did a number on a bunch of people then opened all the way up on Proxy, not holding anything back at all. Luckily the doctor was there or Brian would have probably just killed you. It sounds like it was pretty close really.”

     This got a general agreement from around the table.

     Well, that was fucked. Great, so he had to apologize for that too now? He didn't even remember it at all. Damn. No wonder the guards turned into such dicks to him, off torturing people. Fucking hell. Why would he be doing that? Even if they were kicking his ass he wouldn't have done it.

     Would he?

     “I don't remember it, not in the slightest, but um... I'm really sorry if I hurt you or made you uncomfortable. I promise not to do it again.” It wasn't much, and Denis kind of expected the man to come at him across the table or use whatever power he had on him. It would be fair. He forced himself to relax and decided to just take whatever the guy threw at him, as long as it didn't kill him. Instead the man just nodded.

     “S'alright. Not your best day. Happens.” The little man didn't smile, actually he looked down at the table a little embarrassed.

     Marcia raised an eyebrow.

     “I'd chime in on a new name but all the things I can think of are just as bad. Anyone else have anything?”

     No one did for a while, so they kept talking about the plan.

     “We send in Denny here with some physical backup, me or Argos, the rest of you hold back out of sight. Then we pacify the crowd, got it Den? Peace, love, all that kind of thing, then we bring out Karen and Ichabod here to chat the crowd up and get them all to go away. Clark, you're Karen's physical backup, so that means you protect her with your life if need be. Kare, try not to go all blue girl on us if possible. Everyone knows what it means and there's been talk about you being able to drive people insane after the whole thing with Brian. That could be used as an excuse to treat your little love ray as a dangerous weapon.”

     The boss looked at the short multi-colored guy and took a deep breath. There was just a hint of a wince in it. Denis could tell. He got why when she spoke.

     “We basically have to hide you Tobin, sorry about that. Maybe get you to a bullhorn or something in case it hits the fan. You can sing them into submission that way. I hate to do it but...”

     The small guy, Tobin, nodded and spoke gently, softly.

     “Yes. If the monsters see me, it could be an excuse to frenzy.”

     “Pretty much.” Marcia looked at him directly.

     Denis took a deep breath and fought to not talk. This whole thing was a fucking set up and basically hinged on him? What kind of genius based an entire, nationally important, plan on a single guy, especially one that was locked up in prison at the time, he wondered. 

     “Then I guess I better practice up on being all peace and light.” He said, hoping it didn't sound stupid. He'd mainly focused on really obvious effects though and it really did take a bit to master new sensations for broadcast.

     “Do that.” Marcia said, not even showing a hint of a smile.
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     When the meeting broke up, Denis felt a little lost. It was too early for dinner and really, if he could make it happen a real shower and some fingernail clippers would be nice. If he didn't reek it was probably because he'd gotten used to the smell of his own sweat and his fingers looked like they were ended in talons practically. He didn't even know if he had a room anymore. Before he could dwell on it too much Karen came over, smiling sweetly. 

     She looked good. Of course about now all women did, but with her it was a real thing, constant. Her trim body practically begged to be...

     Denis stopped the thought and tried to smile back. There were at least three people in the building that could read minds and while no one had said his thoughts had to be perfect, he didn't want to force anyone to tattle on him either. Clean, or at least nice, thoughts only. As best he could at least.   Fucking telepaths. 

     “Hi!” The red-head said brightly, “you're down on nine with the rest of team three, I don't know if anyone told you? Brian asked me to make sure that you got settled alright. He'd have done it himself, but he has training all afternoon. Marcia's off to fight with him right now. Do you want me to lead you down?” 

     It was only meant as a kind offer. Even Denis knew that, but it wasn't like he hadn't lived there for years. All he'd need was a room number. When he asked it turned out that the bright haired and lightly freckled girl didn't know at all. 

     Grand. That meant checking in with Chris, who at the best of times couldn't stand him. Probably the strongest telepath in the place too, if not in the whole world. After all, she was a class five and that meant a lot for someone that basically just read minds. He'd never figured out how that was supposed to work and hadn't asked. Really Denis figured he didn't need to know, since it probably had to do with the fact that she could get nuclear codes on a whim or something like that. Well, it had to be done and not facing her wouldn't make things run any smoother later. Denis mentioned all this in a hushed voice to Karen, who just grinned. At least it was a sympathetic one, her compassion leaking through.

     “I can see how that would be daunting. I'll go with and run interference if you need, besides I want to change before the daily afternoon press fiasco.” Still smiling she winked at him.

     “Brian and I are dating. He said I should tell you right off so that you didn't accidentally hit on me or something. We share a room down there.”

     Things really had changed then. Well, good for Yi. Karen was definitely a catch. 

     “Alright. Thanks for the warning, because otherwise I totally would have been hitting on you by the end of the elevator ride. Instead you can just point me toward all the still single girls. Well, if I can manage to not be a complete...” He stopped just before the bad words came out. It still wasn't easy, but he felt like he was getting a little better now. “Um, you know, how I was before?” He ended lamely.

     A firm hand pushed him from behind. Lady Glory wasn't huge, about five-six, so actually shorter than he was by a tiny fraction of an inch. Denis reveled in the contact, but didn't say anything. After all, he knew for a fact that Brian could and would, kick his ass if he stepped out of line. 

     They used the elevator which was an express if not as fast as the one from the jail area and rode in silence. It was safer that way, he decided. He'd just keep his mouth just from then on, as much as possible and hope that no one pushed him too hard about anything. 

     They didn't get ten steps off the elevator before someone did push him. Literally, and without warning. It wasn't Karen, since he'd let her go slightly ahead of him, not wanting to seem bossy or anything. The force took him all the way to the ground, and he'd felt the hands on his back, but when he spun no one could be seen. Sighing he tried to keep his cool and get up.

     Penny. No one else he knew was either invisible or had as good a reason to be mad at him, not really. Maybe Clari from the make-up department, but she didn't have a power. Unless make-up skill counted that way and if it did, she still probably couldn't make herself invisible with it. Maybe ubber camouflage though? Moving his left arm under him and trying to stand only got him kicked in the ribs until he fell again. Karen looking on at him baffled as he rolled in a ball and tried to protect his head.

     “Um, Penny? I'm sorry that I said we were seeing each other when we weren't. It was very rude of me and it won't happen again.” He waited hoping it had sounded sincere enough for the girl, but caught another shoe to the side for his trouble. A tennis shoe it felt like, not a boot, so he thanked goodness for that small favor and tried to protect his head and ribs at the same time with his hands and arms.

     He couldn't even use his power to calm her down, her ability to not be seen or heard totally trumped his. Denis needed to see the target, otherwise he couldn't do squat. No more kicking came for a while though.

      After about twenty seconds a voice came from within the dining room, hard to hear, but they were near the door, about fifty feet away. Karen helped him up and then held his hand, leading him in. A female voice seemed to be coming from a radio or speaker on a side table that didn't used to be there.

     Karen cleared her throat.

     “Penny? Would you like to start over? Denis is here now. It was kind of hard to hear you from out in the hallway.” She sounded calm and a little amused, but then it wasn't her butt getting kicked by the amazing inviso-girl either, was it?

     Penny may not be Prime in strength or speed, or even Marcia, but the girl had her talents. It was freaking hard to fight something you couldn't see. Denis knew that for a fact at the moment, he'd been worked over halfway well already and hadn't been able to do more than get beaten up.

     “I said; I'm not worried about you claiming we slept together you asshole, you tried to kill Brian like three times and nearly got Prime and Charlot killed too! They should have just killed you and buried the corpse in the desert like Marcia said. If you ever go after any of my friends again, I'll personally hunt you down and kill your smug bow tie wearing ass. I have a knife and know how to use it. Understood ass-munch?” The voice sounded cute, if angry.

     “Penny? You can talk? How? This is great! Um, about the rest, yeah, I know that I have some fences to mend and that a lot of people will probably hate me. I'm trying to make amends, which is a lot harder than it sounds. I guess I need to talk to Prime and the PR lady too. I did already talk to Brian and we've kind of started to patch things up I think. Those other people I screwed with as well... Great fun. But well, um, sorry?”

     There was no sound from the speaker for a while, so Denis waited for the kick to hit him in the balls or whatever Penny had planned. Instead he got a tired sounding voice from the box in front of him about a minute later.

     “I'll give you a chance to fix things. Just one though. If you go back to being... you, I will take you out. I may not be some hardcore killer, but I'll protect my friends no matter what.” 

     Denis wanted to tease her but held his tongue. She could take him out and get away with it too. No camera could see her after all. If she was willing to kill, it wouldn't go well for him. It was so tempting to say something though...

     “Alright. If I don't fix my... stuff, you take me out, and if I do manage to keep it altogether, in say, four months? I'll pay for dinner and take you out. Fair?” A smirk started to cross his face but he fought it.

     “What?” Penny sounded shocked rather than angry.

     “A bet. If I manage, at least roughly speaking, most of the time, within what you think are reasonable limits, not to be a jerk, for four months, you go out with me. If I don't, I end up dead in the desert. Sounds like incentive to me.” 

     Karen grinned.

     “I have to say Penny, that sounds fair to me too. If he doesn't make the grade, well... but if he does he may even be worth spending time on. After all, he looks a lot better now without the silly outfit and clown hair.”

     Ouch. Clown hair? That this came from what was supposed to be one of the most compassionate people on the planet kind of hurt. That was just what his hair did, a fairly tight whitey-fro. He couldn't help it or anything. His hair hugged his head as it was, in strange tight waves thanks to it being so short. If he was ten year younger he could have sneaked onto a military base and no one would have thought twice about it.

     To his shock, no cursing came over the speaker box on the table, its blue and silver plastic case looking a bit out of place on the beige table cloth.

     “Deal. But I will kill you if you screw up too much and I want something actually nice if you make it. A real dinner, drinks, maybe a movie. And I'm not putting out, so don't get your hopes up too high.” She chuckled a little at the end.

     “Deal then.” He said seriously. It was too. A date with an invisible girl was better than being dead any day. Plus, his greedy inner self rubbed its little green hands together at the idea. She was a rare commodity, and as such, if he could get her, he'd...

     Still want more. Always.

     That part just didn't change. Denis had to stop himself from taking seconds at meals, even though he wasn't going to eat them. Greed. Everything he did was tainted by it. Even trying not to be a bad guy had to do with that, what could potentially be gained. Every second of each day.

     Closing his eyes he tried to do what he did in meditation, meaning listen to the noise in his skull and when he opened his eyes try to relax and just notice the world around him. It wasn't perfect by any means, just a little bit less stressful.

     Karen led him away happily, even as he limped a bit from the beating. It didn't hurt that much now, no broken bones, but there would be bruising along the ribs. A little tender, but he'd had worse. Mainly from Brian. His new best friend apparently. Talk about messed up, but still, he'd deal. After months alone like that he'd have agreed to be friends with Attila the Hun.

     Chris was in her office, a nice room, frosted glass on the outside, with a cluttered desk piled with folders, a coffee mug and a computer, a desktop built right in to the upper surface, the wood looking fine and worn. 

     Christian Poures looked good too, well dressed, a light silver chain around her neck with a larger pendant of some kind on it. A big silver circle, shiny and glittering softly under the florescent track lighting above her. Her sweater was soft looking and a bit fuzzy, a light pink and her hair was cut decently short, blond as always and a bit waspish looking, but still attractive. Kind of hot really, and, if it wasn't for the fact that she was dating Mark, who really was a better person than he was, in the right age range.

     Denis shook his head. Sorry Chris, not trying to inundate you or anything. It's just been a bit lonely where I was. He thought this clearly, then tried to go all Zen again. It felt harder now, after the bit of excitement with Penny, but at least he was trying. If it would help at all he just didn't know.

     The team leader stared at him for a while, her face not changing, her eyes not shifting from his. If it was supposed to be unnerving she didn't quite make it, too pretty for that, and he already knew that she could read his mind at will, she didn't need eye contact for it. She liked to claim that she had an upper range, but the truth was that he'd seen her link to people from all around the world when she wanted. Her deal was that she really just didn't want to. She couldn't help but use her power, but her first mode made her hate being too close to people. Not a social anxiety either, she just didn't like being near them, she'd explained it to the group once, but Denis hadn't really gotten it he knew. He shrugged and tried to smile. Finally she spoke, her voice even and firm sounding. 

     “Room eleven. I hope we can make the situation... better for you this time Denis.” Christian didn't move much, no flipping of hair or touching her face. She barely blinked. That was a little intimidating.

     “Thanks. I'm trying, for my part, if anyone cares.” 

     “I know. So far at least. Keep it up. We could really use the help. More than I can say right now.”

     Then she waved him away. Dismissive, but a common enough move for her. She liked to be alone as often as not, unless she really liked a person. Karen patted him on the shoulder, as they left the room and then left him to wander over to his own new digs without an escort. The door opened to his thumb print so it was really the right place at least. It also meant that Christian didn't feel like playing games with him over the room assignment. Nice of her really.

     The inside didn't thrill him, it was small, about fifteen by twenty, half the size of his old room down the hall, and had only a twin bed in it, rather than a king like they'd given him before. It had its own bathroom, not huge, but no worse than what most people had so he wouldn't complain about that. Really, he couldn't complain about anything. Yeah, it was tiny and yes, it probably had the smallest shower on the whole floor most likely, true. It also had a door he could open and close at will, a real shower with warm water on demand and sitting on the bathroom counter a pile of toiletries, soap, deodorant and thankfully, fingernail clippers. Toenail too and even a little sand paper board thing to smooth them down after he cut them. That he felt slightly thrilled by the idea of basic grooming bothered Denis a little. A person shouldn't have things like that taken away as a punishment, should they? It wasn't humane.

     Denis went to work, first trimming his nails, nose hair and everything else that hadn't been tended in half of forever, then he showered, for a long time. Nearly an hour, trying to wash and scrub the stink of captivity off of him. 

     It didn't work.

     No, that reek had driven to the bone already. Into his soul. An odor of stale sweat, urine and desperation that clung to him like slime, shifting with his every movement. It whispered to him that he'd be going back soon, or to an even smaller box. 

     A grave. It frightened him, of course. There was no reason it shouldn't. Marcia didn't seem like she'd been kidding earlier about him being killed and Brian Yi being the only person on the planet that would step forward for him. 

     That scared him worst of all.

     If anyone had a right to be mad, to hate him, it was that guy, so how close had he really been to death without even knowing it?

     Re-dressing in the same clothes, since it neared five and he felt just a little hungry, Denis made his way to the dining room, only to find that a different hot red-head sat waiting for the meal to start. Her hair was brighter than Karen's and she looked maybe a year or two older than the twenty-something gymnast. Possibly thirty, but if so, she wore it really well. She looked good. Not just “I just got out of prison let's fuck” good either, the real deal. If Karen was a sports nut, this woman must be insane about it... 

     Her clothing was just the normal team three sweats that most people wore day to day. A subtle reminder to actually work out Denis guessed. He'd always eschewed them in favor of bad tweed and plaid jackets and slacks himself, going for a unique and “dapper” look. Another legacy of his upbringing in a diehard Christian cult. Everyone had to look “good”, all the time, mainly so that “Prophet Darren” could decide who he wanted to fuck that night at a moment's notice. 

     The guy only liked girls, thank God, but used to tease Denis about being gay or liking men or even secretly being a girl. Later, when he hit his teens, he'd outright accused him of it, the gay part at least. That was about the time he started getting sarcastic and mouthy, to “prove” his manhood to the supposed “mouthpiece of God”. 

     Maybe it would be a good change if he just dressed like a regular guy for a while? The woman in front of him didn't seem put off by the idea. No, she just looked at him and smiled, staring a bit.

     “Well, hello.” She nearly purred at him, her voice rich and full bodied. “I'm Rachel.” 

     Extending his hand and trying to not stare at the woman's breasts overly, which took work, all things considered, since they were perky and, um, happy to see him? Or cold. The room didn't feel bad to him, but the hand was hot. Either she had malaria or a metabolism so fast she had to eat butter by the stick just to keep her weight steady.

     “Denis Tompkins. Pleased to meet you.” There, it was polite and didn't involve suggestions about what they might do later at all. No one could fault him on that, could they? “Call me Denis, please.”

     The look she gave him spoke of a lot of things they might do together anyway, even if they'd just met.

     That or Denis was imagining things. Possible. Things really had been lonely for a long time.

     The room filled up shortly, and to his surprise no one hit him or anything. Everyone on the team was there, which gave him the biggest shock he'd had in a long time. Marcia wasn't on team three anymore at all, but the fucking Director of the whole IPB was? Just to watch him? That seemed likely. Why though? This place had cameras in places that barely counted as places at all. If he wanted to keep tabs on him...

     Well, this just didn't make sense. Before he could ask about it the next shock came as the nearly seventy year old, fairly portly, fellow in a nice suit sat down next to Rachel and they started to get more than a little chummy. Ack. Denis started to make a quip about robbing the cradle, but caught a sudden kick to the shin from across the table, where the ever so proper Christian sat looking at him innocently. 

     So... something not to talk about? Fine. Keeping his mouth shut seemed like a good enough plan to him. Also Chris was wearing hard soled shoes and the edge stung where it met shin. Denis kind of wanted to avoid having that happen again if he could. Aversion therapy after a fashion. Probably her point.

     After dinner there was nothing to do, and no one wanted to stick around with him, which was fair, so he went back to his room and just sat for a while. At seven, he decided to curl up in an actually dark room and sleep. It had been too long for that and things had gotten really freaking weird in his life. The man he tried to murder had saved his life and now he was not just being given a job, but something that sounded important.

      He needed a drink, but couldn't afford one for so many reasons. Not the least of which was that he'd insult someone if he did. Even a sip of booze turned him into a raging ass. Penny might not actually kill him for a single lapse, but Marcia would. That woman had hard written all over her and always had. Denis needed to be careful, or death would be a real possibility. 

     With that in mind he fell asleep. 

     The next morning started with a pounding on his door. Normal enough, being woken suddenly. It surprised him when he realized that there wasn't a cold cell around him and it was pitch black. After a moment he grinned. Free again. After a fashion at least. The pounding continued, hopefully it wasn't an emergency. When he got the hollow wooden door open Mark stood smiling gently. For a calm guy, he sure knocked loud.

     “Time for work! Normally we won't have to start this early, but today we need to get several display cakes done for the first episode, so meet me up on one in half an hour? Just in the restaurant.” Then, without giving him a chance to back out or even complain, the man disappeared, looking at the clock Denis winced.

     Four-thirty? What the fuck was this bullshit? Even the prison guards hadn't gotten him up that early.

     Still, he'd gotten to bed at a decent hour, so why not? It was a struggle to get going, his eyes still heavy and dragging for a long time. The shower helped, turned up full blast, hot water pounding, then cold, followed by hot again. It sucked. Got him to wake up fast though. As kid's they'd had to endure long cold showers to “purify” their souls at the church. The compound really. It did work. After all, they'd purified him so much he wasn't at Faithhome anymore, right? Taken the sin that was that place right out of him.

     He dragged into the restaurant fifteen minutes later, and settled by his teammate at the four person table along the front wall, the second table into the room. It was covered with a fine white linen tablecloth and had a small, but tasteful flower arrangement in the middle. White and red carnations in a white base along with those little white dried nibs everyone loved to use so much. Baby's breath? They didn't smell like sour milk to him, so he'd never gotten the name.

     Denis hoped he could get a cup of coffee or six before they started for the day and mentioned that out loud, half expecting to be told he hadn't earned it yet. Mark agreed to let him have one, since a few other people had to show up first. The agreement came with a smile though, and not an edgy thing either, a joke then? Maybe Mark wouldn't deprive a man of his coffee if he could help it? A saint if that was the case. One of the people to come in was a plain, but not ugly, girl from team two named Kerry who looked at him sleepily and held out her hand as if to shake. His half full cup of coffee moved from his hand and landed in hers. She promptly drank the rest.

     “Thanks. I need more though. Ugh it's early. Whoever invented mornings should be shot.” 

     Laughing Denis scored a full pot of coffee and a few more cups from the morning hostess, the same kind one from the day before, making a point of thanking her profusely, then cooled his cup with water, figuring that Mark wanted to get going as soon as the last person arrived. The guy that showed up wasn't anyone he knew at all, but they shook hands anyway.

     “Warren; nice to meet you?” The man said with a tired looking yawn.

     “Denis; I have coffee?” It was an attempt to be playful but the guy just nodded and yawned again.

     “That probably means you're a living saint. Set me up and I'm your new best friend. Should we get to work before Mark starts hitting us or what?”

     Denis blinked, hearing his own thoughts of a few minutes before repeated, but didn't mention it. Here it could mean anything from telepathy to great minds thinking alike. The guy had slightly thinning hair and a thin build, he wore all white, like a real cook or baker already. It kind of made him feel a little jealous, having only team three sweats on and all. He wanted a dorky looking white outfit too.

     They walked out the front door of the fine place carrying cups with them, which made him wonder if the morning hostess was going to jump them or at least yell, but she just grabbed the coffee pot, a nice dispenser with shiny silver legs and a glass body, topped it off and sent it along, handing it to Denis with a smile. He thanked her again and took the thing by the warm glass handle, grinning back as best as his sleepy face could manage. It made his cheeks hurt a little, smiling wasn't something he was used to.

     The room they went to looked good. It was a half kitchen really, a huge space about fifty foot long and sixty wide, with cameras already set up in half of it. Mark showed them the room proudly.

     “This is just the set, the real kitchen is in the back. Through that door to the left. OK, we need to move fast, so division of labor and chain of command here.” Mark smiled, his voice still dreamy and soft.

     “My show, so I'm boss. If Warren tells you to do something, do it, obviously, but we'll try to stay on the same page as much as possible. Kerry next, since she actually has a culinary arts degree and then Denis, who's our runner. Any questions?”

     Denis raised his hand a little so Mark nodded.

     “Runner? Is that like a gopher?” Or just everyone's bitch? He stopped the words before they were spoken and tried to keep an interested look on his face instead of the surly one that wanted to come out.

     Kerry smiled at him, it actually made her a bit prettier. Not a lot, but enough to get attention from him. Wholesome looking might work as a descriptor. She had a cute little snubbed nose that reminded him a little of some of his sisters. Not too different than his own really. It would have been off-putting if he hadn't been so freaking lonely for so long and probably would be until he could get laid. Unless she was willing...

     He could suck up the similarity in that case. 

     “Kind of, but a good runner does everything in the kitchen. It basically means that we all get to yell at you, and work you half to death, but in the real world it's a place to start learning, not just scutt work. That too though. The runner does most of the scutt work. Keep that part in mind. You equals menial tasks.” It came with a wink attached and a playful tone.

     Denis sighed. Sounded about right didn't it? Get out of prison only to be used as near slave labor. Well, it beat dying, so far at least and they had coffee. Good coffee too. He just sat and listened while everyone else went over the plan for the day. He didn't try to do more than pay attention, since most of what they said didn't make sense. What he got was that they were making two small cakes, and a large decorative one in the shape of a turn of the last century dirigible for the Director's birthday. That wasn't for six months, but it made a good gimmick and brought the IPB into the show with one of their most public figures. Not everyone liked the Director, but no one was afraid of him either. Denis could see it working.

     Most of the prep work for that, thankfully, had been done the day before and they had three ready to go, just in case something happened. What they needed to do was show the baking of one and have an already finished version of the smaller cakes. It sounded like a lot of work to him, but the others just nodded, so he went with it. What did he know about television cooking shows after all? He hadn't even been watching T.V. for half a year and before that he'd preferred sit-coms. It was the way he hoped most real people grew up.

     With a laugh track and moms and dads that always loved you at the end of each half hour. No torture either. What wasn't to like?

     His part, it turned out, wouldn't be that hard. Just run around trying to find things for everyone and washing the large bowls and pans while people yelled at him to hurry faster, since they were running out of time. That was the literal job description and came from Mark, who as a rule didn't scream, so Denis knew to take it seriously. Right, move as fast as he could. Denis got the general idea.

     What all they did individually, he couldn't tell, being pretty busy himself. There was a carrot cake, one made of marbled chocolate and vanilla and the big blimps, which kept trying to fall apart the second Mark worked with them. This went on from about six in the morning to nearly three in the afternoon when a half dozen men and women showed up to do the actual show. They sauntered in, looking at the equipment and the people actually dressed for the show. He caught some looks too, even though he wouldn't have to be on screen at all.

     If they had names they didn't care to share them, not with him at least. Mark had dressed him in a white baker's outfit, with an apron and a funny hat, but he was still the gopher, which, once it got found out, meant that everyone placed drink orders with him as if he were a waiter. For a moment, just a brief – tiny really – twenty-five second flash, Denis really considered making the bitchy woman that demanded coffee from him feel like her insides were on fire. Or, if he had to keep to the new, kinder and gentler plan, making her feel like she was about to lose her lunch or even other, messier things were about to happen. The idea made him smile after a bit.

     Instead he got the coffee, but raised his eyebrows at Mark. The guy winced back a little, sympathetically. So it wasn't all him just being too harsh or making mountains out of mole hills? Good to know. In an odd way that made it easier for him to keep his cool. If Mark noticed she was a bit abrasive and demanding, she probably really was.

     The bitchy woman was like that with everyone at least, even her own people. She was the Director of the show, so he cut her a little slack for the day. It was her first time here and it seemed like everything bugged her just a bit. Enough he almost wondered if she was secretly Infected. It passed to the others, three camera people, a lighting woman and a sound guy. It took a while to figure out, because they all played the reason for their nerves close to their chests. 

     Denis got it about twenty minutes after they arrived, when one of the camera guys called him over to ask if it would be possible to get some water. So far he was the only one that had really been polite about asking, adding in please and using a happy enough tone, so Denis actually hurried to make it happen. That took about ten minutes, since the staff at the restaurant bent over backwards to help people out and had a selection of expensive water to hand just in case anyone ever asked, both pre-chilled and room temperature, to suit all kinds of preferences. They made up two buckets, one with ice the other with cool water and had him back before anyone died of thirst.

     “Hey, thanks man.” The guy had a large gut and a red t-shirt that said “I saw the Grateful Dead” on it. Taking a blue labeled water from the silver and green ice bucket he took a sip.

     “Good. Clean... hey, um, doesn't it ever worry you working here? I mean with,” the guy dropped his deep voice low, so it wouldn't carry.

     “All the Infected? What if they, I don't know, get mad and use their laser eyes or read your mind to find out that you're cheating on your girlfriend? Or what if that Proxy dude comes in and starts killing everyone? That has to freak you out, that guy's scary. I saw the unedited video of him fighting that serial killer, the Jackal? I mean, man... killing someone with your teeth... He has to be insane, doesn't he?” The man actually seemed frightened at least, so Denis cut him a little slack too. It took work though. At its heart it was just bigotry, if the quiet kind that masqueraded as fear. The stuff about Brian didn't make a lot of sense but he tried to play down the fact that he wasn't up to speed. Looking like he didn't know things everyone else did wouldn't help him seem trustworthy, would it?

     “Really? Tell you the truth Proxy isn't that bad a guy. If he came in here he wouldn't even ask for a piece of cake without being invited. As for hurting you, well, his power makes him go and fight people that are trying to hurt or kill someone else. Don't do that and he's just a guy. He likes video games and science fiction I think. Recently bailed me out of a jam. Nice guy like that.” That being all he'd gotten from the briefing originally Denis changed the subject.

     “Now, a couple of the team two people can seem all intense, but for the most part everyone here is just like anyone else. Some are cool, like Mark there, the host of the show? He's completely nice all the time, a pacifist I think. Really good guy. Kerry? She's on team two and as far as I can tell so far, is a complete sweetheart. Even Prime is OK once you get past him demanding to be on camera all the time. So you'll be his best friend... It's an ego thing, he pretty much can't help it. Point that camera at him and he'll be pretty happy though.” Just as he said that the man himself walked in wearing a nice blue suit tailored to show off his form, complete with ass hugging slacks. That was special, since they weren't normally designed to do that. 

     “And there he is now. Well, that kind of had to happen, didn't it? Don't worry though, he's not a dick or anything, just into himself. Just remember that it isn't really something he has control over and he's easy enough to manage.”

     Denis made the rounds and got everyone something to drink, even Prime and then sat back behind the cameras quietly, trying to not be noticed.

     The show went really well, shot in about eighteen parts, all smooth and relaxed, with Warren acting as Mark's assistant and Kerry as the junior person of the team. That meant she just ran in and helped, bringing stuff on screen and explained quickly how the white and silver butter-cream frosting was made. When she started the first time her voice cracked and nearly choked in her throat with fear.      Stage fright. 

     Denis could relate. It wasn't his idea of a good time either, being put on display like that. As a child in his world, attention, especially in public, had always been a bad thing. The second take was even worse as the bitchy woman in her green and black pant suit kind of yelled at her. Because, as everyone knew, screaming at an already nervous person always helped them feel better.

     Denis focused slightly, filling Kerry with a sense of relaxed calm and confidence, then added just a bit of focus to the mix. It wasn't hard. The difficult part was keeping the whole thing low key enough that he didn't get his ass kicked for it later. If a telekinetic got pissed at him that could end poorly. After that she nailed it so well the Director clapped when she finished.

     “That's what I want to see. Great take. More of that from now on?”

     Kerry nodded and looked baffled, but pleased. She didn't stare at him though, so that would work out. Mark did though, giving him a skeptical look along with a small half smile. He obviously saw the connection. Denis tried to look innocent.

     The whole thing took about four hours to shoot, because they were all new and had to try out a couple of different on air personas each and all the extra cakes were needed. Greedily Denis wanted to grab them before anyone else could have some, but laughed at the thought. He wasn't a little kid and he'd be allowed more cake than he could eat if he wanted it. There was plenty after all. The rest... All first mode crap. He tried to breathe through it and let the thought go. After about fifteen repetitions of that it almost worked even.

     Prime struggled with his own issues, keeping himself from being on the screen and at the center of attention had to be tough for the guy. He fidgeted behind the camera like a five year old waiting for ice cream. The large golden man did it though, hard or not. 

     When the wrap came the Director informed them it was just the first wrap. Next they needed to show the cake at the Director's birthday party. Mark looked slightly panicked and jumped in place, his power having kicked in. Denis got the idea instantly, there was no real party, was there? All a ruse. All meant as IPB propaganda. 

     That just meant people could get their asses in here and fake a party, didn't it? The Director wanted the good press, so he could step up. They all could.

     “That's your cue Prime.” Denis said softly, “we need all the key people for the Director's party as soon as possible. Can you make the calls? People will believe it if it comes from you...” He smiled and took a deep breath, trying not to spaz out and pick a fight with the bitch that decided they needed to do that part too, but couldn't be bothered to tell them ahead of time.

     “Mark? Where would you like that set up? In here or... maybe in the restaurant? Here we have cameras and we can borrow some tables and chairs, right?” Denis made his voice servile, or tried to. It actually sounded a bit patronizing to his own ear. Mark didn't seem to care though, just looking grateful for the help.

     It took running, which was in his new job description, and a good bit of help from the already busy people in the restaurant, but inside an hour a fairly real looking party had started, Charlot Chambers showed with her daughter, Bridget, a tiny girl that even three years later looked so little and young he kind of felt like going and kicking Clark's ass for sleeping with her.

      Christian from team three, Sparks the team two leader and Brian Yi, who'd dressed all in black again. They didn't have streamers but the borrowed tables and place settings looked refined, five star all the way. That and Rachel had shown up looking even hotter than earlier.

     Really, Denis couldn't begrudge the old guy from grabbing a hold on that if he could. It just didn't make sense. Or at least it didn't until Prime saw her. 

     “Mom! Over here by us. We can all be on together as a family.” He actually sounded happy about it, shared limelight or not.

     The hot looking girl he wanted to bang was Prime's mother? Dang... she either had him when she was five or the age she looked didn't have a lot to do with the age she was at all. Once they got side by side he could see that Bridget Chambers looked just like her, but about a half foot shorter and twelve. Well, that explained part of Christian's boot to his shin didn't it? Director Moore wasn't robbing the cradle, he was just really lucky. Chris had been saving him from looking like a fool, not protecting the Director's feelings. 

     Ah. That was new then.

     The idea that the team leader would actually try to help him out was an odd one, but the woman looked at him and smiled knowingly. 

     They decided not to do any candles on the cake, since that might look a little too Hindenburg, which meant that Kerry was able to levitate the whole thing in as if it were actually able to float in the air on its own. It looked good. Amazing to tell the truth. Denis decided to ask them to do something similar for his own birthday. Only bigger and on fire. Much bigger. 

     Of course.

     They sang happy birthday as it came in and landed directly in front of Director Moore, who applauded and smiled as if this really were his birthday. It seemed real enough for TV at least.

     “Look at all the freaks trying to pretend they're real people and not monsters.” The number two cameraman said under his breath. 

     It got Denis' attention, because through the rest of the show the cameramen hadn't spoken at all while working. So it was odd. Then the thin dark haired man in the yellow and black flannel shirt pulled a solid black handgun that had been taped under part of the camera mounting, out of sight. 

     The bead he drew, aimed at the Director's head, had a nice clean line of sight. No one else had noticed yet, the cake still stealing the show. Not having time to plan anything too clever Denis went for the only feeling he knew that made it too hard to act easily. Numbness. Pure and perfect. If dropped on someone without warning they generally couldn't coordinate well enough to do anything for about a minute. At the same time he ran toward the man screaming like a little girl with Tourette's syndrome.

     “Gun! Gun! Fucking gun! Fuck, fuck!” It came out high pitched and squeaky.

     Four people got to the man before Denis could and the camera guy went down hard. It turned out to be a tie as to who made it first, Rachel and Bridget hitting at the same time, the older woman controlling the weapon nearly instantly. The moves were sharp and professional, even dressed in a black skirt and emerald green blouse. It really worked with her red hair. Like a sexy off duty cop, Denis thought, grinning. 

     Prime got there third and nearly took the man's head off with one of his energy blasts. Marcia was there before Proxy, but it was Brian who told Prime to stop, at least until they could get what information they could from the man. That came out calm. Dark though.

     Oddly, the woman running the mobile cam kept filming the whole thing. Taping? They didn't use film or tape anymore, did they? Recording then, Denis decided a little abstractly.

     Why would she be doing that? More to the point, why had she been recording the guy as he pulled the weapon in the first place, shouldn't she have been getting reaction shots from the other people at the table, since that had been the plan?

      Set-up. 

     The words rang through his mind hard, so loudly that Christian glanced over at him, her face pale, then at the woman with the camera. After ten seconds she turned back to him and pointed, her hand barely going up, a one finger gesture toward the camera woman. Den got it. Take her down. Probably armed.

     This time he tried for something special, that feeling he sometimes got when he woke but couldn't move for a bit. Sleep paralysis. If he could fool her enough... make her really feel it...

     The woman went down, crumpling in place, not able to balance on her own feet anymore. Hey, Denis thought, excited, it worked. Didn't even have to torture her. Well, it would add to the arsenal if nothing else and he hadn't even hurt either of the people. No matter who they were.

     So no one could even say he'd been a prick about it, there was a problem and it got taken care of peacefully. That had to be worth a smiley face in his record, right?

     Christian scanned the room and indicated the sound guy too. What the fuck? Denis couldn't believe it, half the television crew? They had to know that they wouldn't get away, not from this room, in a building full of super-powered beings. That meant some kind of suicide thing and transmission of the events. Probably live online.

     Crap.

     The sound guy tried for his bag, no matter what it held, they couldn't let him get to it. Especially if it turned out to be a bomb. He dropped the guy with retching, one of the first things he'd learned to do on purpose, so his automatic fallback when things got tight. It worked to keep the man off the black sports bag at least, attention split he walked over and looked in. It was a crude device, a bomb, with only a manual detonator. Unless the rest was hidden.

     “Bomb in the bag. It doesn't look active, but we should clear the room I think.” Running away would have worked for him, panic wouldn't though. He needed to stay focused to control the people on the ground.

     Brian came and looked over too.

     “Yep, that's a bomb alright. Let's get everyone away and get it out of the building. We just remodeled after all. Do we even have a bomb squad?” It was a valid question, since what kind of fuck-nut would sneak into the IPB headquarters with a bomb? That these folks hadn't been counting on getting out alive was clear now.

     That kind of pissed Denis off. After all, he kind of liked Beardo the wonder cameraman, afraid of Infected or not. Either he was in on the whole thing which would suck, or the guy had been considered not worth enough for these others to worry about because they'd decided he didn't deserve to live too. Either way, damn. 

     Marcia smiled, putting her body between the device and everyone else firmly, her white outfit looking “festive” thanks to a teal sash she wore with it, a soft cloth looking thing. Her hair was short and still a deep brown, which looked cute enough, but she'd looked just as good and a little more girlish before with it in long curls. Maybe it was a statement about something? Going to war footing, or maybe just not wanting to deal with long hair anymore? Denis didn't know. 

     She grinned as she spoke, turning the smile into something harder. Meaner.

     “Clear the room and the hallway going out. This looks to only be on a manual detonator, but just in case it's timed or remote detonated lets hurry. Chris, as unpleasant as it is, could you read Mcbomby's mind here and find out if the thing's booby trapped too? Probably best to do that down the hall though...”

     The cool looking blond nodded stiffly and just walked out, waiting for the others to bring the new captives along. The rest of the show crew looked freaked, no one paying attention to them at all.

     Denis sighed. Out of everyone in the whole room, he really shouldn't be the one trying to wrangle civilians, should he? He'd try for polite, he decided.

     “Um, you, bitchy Director woman?” He said, pointing at the slightly scared and shocky brunette. “We need to get your people out of here now. Let's move.”

     Nope, he didn't manage polite at all. Darn. He nearly grinned, but that would have been rude. Ruder. The woman looked at him and nodded sharply, her voice harsh and freaked out sounding as she spoke.

     “Fuck you errand boy. We need to get this recorded. Gary, get the walk-around cam going, Rene, you do sound. Get the backup system going. Hurry!” The others fumbled and scrambled with the gear, taking an extra thirty seconds while everyone else left the room except for Marcia, Prime and oddly, Brian. They just waited patiently.

     Denis smiled.

     “Not to be a prick about this guys, but seriously, bomb? Brian, you get out too, and let's leave this to Marcia.” Fuck. It took a second but he got the idea. Prime wasn't staying with the bomb or the emergency, just the cameras. Brian... It seemed hard to tell, at a guess he stayed to try and protect Marcia of all things. From a bomb. Just brilliant. 

     “Prime... You get with the cameraman there, um, Beardo. Use your body to keep them safe and then do commentary... outside. Go! They're, um, civilians. Brian... Shit man, unless you've developed invulnerability in the last six months, come with us and let Beatdown here handle this.” A bit of panic crept into his voice. Didn't these people have any common sense at all? No one did anything.

     “Move morons!” He finally blurted sounding exasperated.

     Hopefully that wouldn't get him sent back to lock-up or have Penny slitting his throat in the middle of the night. Really though, it was a fucking bomb and he was standing in the room with it. They needed...

     Mark really.

     No shit. The guy that could stop time.

     “Mark!” Denis yelled, a scream really. That it had taken that long to think of it... Denis did it several more times right in a row, as loud as he could.

     The man appeared next to him, calm and relaxed looking, it both reassured and scared Denis a little. That peaceful look in a situation like this. It didn't seem sane. 

     “Yes?” Stasis said, looking at Marcia's back.

     Denis took a deep breath and tried for Zen himself. It almost worked, a little.

     “There's a bomb in that bag, manual detonator, but may be booby trapped or some other cock-smoking dick terrorist move like that. Could you take it past the perimeter fence for us and get away before it-”

     The bag blinked out, and Stasis stood in a slightly different position wearing the same gentle smile.

     “All done, I put it in the dirt off to the west side of the base, outside the fence, behind the hill there? Is that good do you think?” 

     Brian chuckled. It didn't even sound nervous or anything, just a little harsh, raspy, “way better than in here. We just have to hope it isn't a dirty-nuke or something like that. Now we need to search the room for anything else while Christian finds out what the hell this is really about.”

     The bitchy Director of the show, now out of danger, started barking orders. Loudly. It would have been cute except that she kept calling Denis “boy” as if they weren't the same age roughly. She wanted to get the whole thing down, which oddly enough Marcia agreed with. She pointed at Denis and smiled grimly.

     “Alright Den, get these people into a good position with Scott and let him run commentary like you said before. You can set it up, since it's your plan. Inside the fence and back a ways though. We'll look bad if they get blown up. You can get them drinks, these things always take forever. Hours of waiting before a little noise and smoke, but newsworthy for some reason. Plus we aren't even the bad guys this time. Hardly even roughed up the terrorists. Scott, be sure to mention that a couple of times, right? People with weapons and bombs, subdued without use of force?”

     The large good looking man smiled.

     “Of course.”

     Whee, he thought while waving at everyone to follow him. Then, the deal was that he had to do what everyone told him for six months, wasn't it? That didn't mean he wanted to be called “boy” all day though. The trek had them taking the stairs for safety, which he explained twice while the bitch woman complained about having worn the wrong shoes for this. She had. On her feet were black high heels.     With a freaking pant suit? Why bother? To add two inches to her height? The woman was already taller than most people. Five-nine or so. It made her look like a man in drag. A decent looking man in drag, but still, women weren't supposed to be nearly six foot. Not that he was being judgmental or anything, he thought, keeping the smart-alec comments safely inside.

     He needed names for people because his nicknames tended toward abusive Denis knew. Like “Bitch woman” or “Beardo”.

     “OK, just because we're all going to be working together and I don't want to go back to prison for torturing anyone today, how about we get some first names down here?” He said, walking out the front door, the lobby vastly improved over the last time he'd seen it. Way bigger and with a decorative fountain and modern looking glass front. From the outside it looked sweet. A slightly skewed but glimmering jewel of a building instead of the old ranger station looking thing they used to have. Much higher class. Like they were almost proud to be the IPB instead of just trying to hide in the middle of nowhere.

     Outside most of the teams had already collected, along with the non-Infected personnel, most of them standing around the would-be terrorists menacingly, with Proxy standing in the middle of the group. The angry, angry group of super-humans.

     “Back off!” The harsh voice worked and everyone stepped back a bit. One of the people, the bomb schmuck, had vanished. That meant Brian had taken his place? It seemed about right. Denis kind of wanted to put a hurting on the creep himself and he was far from the most volatile person in the area at the moment. Still, it seemed a good enough plan, didn't it? The prick had tried to kill him. 

     But fuck it. He had to be all “good guy” now right, didn't he?

     “Hey!” He yelled, sending a wave of calm over the assembled teams. “Let's deal with this like adults here. Set up a group to backup the gate guards in case something else is about to happen and...” Nothing else came. This kind of thing wasn't his strength, giving orders. Especially polite ones. Proxy finished for him.

     “Right. You heard Denis. Team two take over on the perimeter. Team one, half of you stay with me once I get here, the other half with the cameras. Team three guard the Director, our Director, and make sure that the non-powered people don't get hurt.” Then he vanished leaving a shocked looking bomber in his place. Denis kept the calming field going while people spread out. It wouldn't last as soon as they got out of sight, but the longer he kept it going the greater the lingering effect would be. Emotional inertia he liked to call it. If you started happy, you tended to stay that way until something outside of yourself acted on you. It worked in the short term at least.

     “Sorry.” He said, starting to walk again. “So anyway, I'm Denis. This big guy here is Scott Chambers, Prime. Names for the rest of you?”

     The cameraman mumbled from behind the box on his shoulder, one with a strange arm sticking out to stabilize the whole thing.

     “Gary.” No last name, but that didn't seem important. He was just “Denis” after all.

     The sound woman took a deep breath. Just a bit plump, wearing work clothes and soft shoes, with short hair that made her look a bit like a dyke. That didn't matter either, Denis told himself firmly. Looks didn't make a person a certain way and even if she liked women, that was considered cool enough, outside of the religious community. Trendy even. The Prophet Darren had always gone on about it being a sin in the eyes of the lord, but if that fucker said it, the opposite almost had to be the truth. A real God wouldn't have made mistakes that way, would he?

     “I'm Rene.” Her voice seemed to be subdued and a bit in shock.

     It made sense. He'd have been in shock too if he'd remembered to be. Really it had to be the prolonged isolation and sensory deprivation that kept him out of it now. Steel gray walls tried to close in on his mind for a second, so he focused on letting that go. As an afterthought he started to hit the show crew with his power to help them out, then stopped. Did good guys force emotions on people? Even to help them? Gah. This was all too freaking complex. He sighed and shook his head just a bit.

     “Um, guys? I know that everyone is kind of in a state here, I can help with that, make you all feel calm and relaxed, if you want. My, um, power. If that's OK? I should have done it earlier, but you know, fucking bomb in the room. A tad distracting.” He chuckled a bit.

     “I know that you're a bit uneasy around Infected people Gary, but-”

     “Do it.” Beardo said gruffly, a little sharply as if he expected it to hurt. 

     Denis did it immediately, but just to him. The man visibly relaxed and nodded to the sound woman and the bitchy Director.

     “Try it. It seems to work. I feel... fine.”

     They both agreed and once relaxed the harsh Director smiled for the first time since Kerry nailed her lines.

     “I'm Darla Kennedy. Let's get a position and set up before we lose the light.” She looked at Denis and smiled.

     “Denny, would it be possible to get some kind of light out here do you think? We'll need a generator and backup power and to have some of the studio cams brought out...” Her voice had a soft tone now and she looked almost pretty when she wasn't in mega-boss mode. Older seeming, about late forties at a guess, lines a little deep and face a tad horsey, but nicer by far with the smile.

     Of course getting all of that done felt way out of his comfort zone. He didn't even know where to begin. Who did that kind of thing? Looking over at where the Director stood, make-up being applied by Clarice, Denis saw her. Charlot Chambers. Yep, that would be the one. Grand. He walked over, fighting to keep his displeasure off his face. The second he walked up she turned to him and growled.

     “What the fuck do you want?”

     Denis sighed.
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     “I love you too honey.” He said, his voice going sharp and halfway into pissed. Then he felt that way so who could blame him? Oh, right, the people that wanted him killed. Ah. Yeah, there was that, wasn't there? Denis fought for control.

      Charlot glared, then waved him into speech. It took a second for her to get the idea, that this had to do with her area. PR. They had a camera crew and needed to outfit them? That, it turned out, she could deal with. Who she went to in order to get that done baffled him a tiny bit, not that anyone else seemed any better for the task, but still, not the person he would have asked first.

     “Brian dear? A moment?” Her voice softened, a lot, when she called out. Denis nearly cracked that she didn't need to get all wet just because Yi walked toward them. The guy wasn't that hot. 

     Then, as he watched, Denis saw it. She really felt something for the guy. Friendship maybe... or something more. Interesting. How the hell had that happened? Yi had only been around half a year and had managed to break through to hard-ass Chambers already? Damn. 

     Denis had been there for three years and the woman still wanted to punt him through a wall as far as he could tell.

     It took a lot of running around and three pretty strong team two members as well as Clark and Kerry, both telekinetics, to get the gear and generator out and running in time, but just as dusk fell everything got into place. They had nice giant flood lights and equipment that looked like military surplus, but it all worked.

     Then Denis started getting everyone drinks from the restaurant on the first floor, and finally, after Mark assured him that they weren't needed for the show anymore, brought out the cakes and some plates. Might as well eat it, right?

     When the local police showed up with their bomb unit, lights flashing, Proxy kind of freaked and drew a pistol that he'd had on the whole time, under his left arm, one he hadn't even brought out for terrorists. He'd been helping to bring out coffee when he saw the lights, which started to fall to the ground, but got taken up suddenly by Mark, who just appeared with it in his hands. Brian actually aimed at the cops, and started to pull the trigger.

     “They're not taking me.” He muttered, sounding dead with just a hint of anger mixed in for good measure. It... didn't sound exactly sane.

     Denis blinked.

     “Um, damn straight they're not? If they try I'll drop them to the ground before they can yell that you're under arrest. Do you want me to do it now? I think they're here for the bomb, but if you know something I don't that's good enough for me.”

     Yeah, he'd tried to kill the guy several times, but that seemed to be his problem, not Yi's. And the guy had gotten him out of a death warrant, basically by threatening suicide if the IPB didn't do it. Apparently with enough intent that they actually believed him. The IPB didn't joke around with those things. Having one basically meant you were dead, no matter who you were.

     He'd never even heard of one being revoked before.

     So if Yi wanted the police taken out, well, they were within sight and that could be arranged. Mark froze and gave him a really funny look, one that spoke of things that Denis didn't get. Brian took a deep breath and holstered the weapon.

     “Not yet. You're right, I know it. They're here for the bomb, not me. If they do come for me though, I'd appreciate the backup.” The Chinese man looked scared, ready to fight and a bit wild eyed.

     Denis nodded.

     “They won't even get halfway to you.” He promised. Denis meant it too. The police had never helped him in life, not even once, and being a dick, he recognized that most of them were too. Some of them could half fake being normal for a while, on camera or in front of the judge, maybe with their mothers, but that didn't fool him. 

     It wouldn't be the first time he took out a few cops, if it came to that. Before he'd joined the IPB he'd had to live on the street for a while. Not that hard with his powers, but the cops liked to hassle street people. It made them feel big or something and no one really minded. Not the press, or the courts and certainly not John Q. Taxpayer. They'd learned to stop that after a few weeks, at least in the area he'd been staying in. They didn't know why, but finally stopped talking to the street people altogether. Every time they tried they ended up with horrible stomach cramps and like they needed to run to the bathroom desperately.

     Brian didn't relax, not really, he looked sharp and ready to fight still. Tweaked and nearly vibrating with anger and fear. Marcia walked over when she noticed, her face looking stiff and a bit pissed. That she glared directly at Denis seemed a bit odd, and started to set him off too. Zen. Meditative. He couldn't do it, but the thought kept him from snapping at her first at least.

     “What the fuck is going on Denis? If you've been running your mouth at Brian I'll break both your legs right here and now.” She moved close to him, way closer than would have been sane if she wasn't nearly invulnerable to all harm. At this range Denis knew he wouldn't have time to react if she decided to take him out, probably her intention. Crap.

     Brian pointed gently, as if trying to not draw attention to himself his right hand held low and close to his body.

     “Police. Denis is running interference if they move on me, so don't break his legs. I don't want him distracted.” The man swallowed and beads of sweat started on his brow.

     What the fuck? No Federal agent should be having the sweats over a bunch of pigs. Especially not an IPB agent. What the fuck had they done to the guy?

     That got Marcia to back off a bit at least, and her look toward Denis softened considerably.

     “Oh? Good plan. If it comes to it try not to make it painful or too obvious though. We've had enough problems with this lot already. By rights we should have killed them all when they tried to invade with those protesters. They might be in with the terrorists here, so really, stay ready guys.”

     Um, what? Denis didn't say anything, but he hadn't heard about a protest or an attack on the base at all. Oh the joys of lock-up. Well, no big. If they came, he'd take out the cops too and not hesitate. Just be nice about it? Maybe that sleep paralysis thing again? 

     Just in case something did happen, as unlikely as it sounded, Denis reviewed what had worked earlier and got ready. That and more calm and collected emotional stuff, some peace and love. He'd have tried it on Brian but the man seemed nearly immune to his powers anyway, and the last... every time really, that he'd tried to stop the guy that way he'd kept fighting through it without even hesitating hardly. So he was either immune or so crazy tough that... Denis didn't know. Could you be that tough and still be sane? It didn't matter. He decided that if Yi had his back then it was going to go both ways.

     The bomb squad sent in a robot to detonate the thing after making sure it didn't have any secret toy surprises in the middle, like radioactive medical waste or germs. The prisoners confirmed that it didn't, not that they had a choice about helping, since Christian stripped their minds pretty hard.

      When Marcia and Proxy went to get an update Denis found his arms grabbed by both of them and got pulled along, bits of soft dirt kicking up under their feet. The place was a bit of a dust bowl, even in the winter.

     As they got to the main group, a bit of a meeting being held well away from the prisoners back by the building, the Director in the middle, Chris spoke softly.

     “They're Hooper people. A terrorist cell, though they think of themselves as a “hygiene squad”. There's no direct link back to Hooper of course, but they believe he's the man in charge. They were doing it for him and their own irrational hatred of Infected. I think the hope here was to do enough damage that we'd retaliate and start an actual war.” Her look had a bit of frost to it, more than a touch really, a whole blizzard of cold poured off her.

     “Holy fuck.” Den said, his voice taking on its old character for a moment. “These assholes really are terrorists? Attacking a government facility on the say so of a senator? Who is this guy, freaking Palpatine?” 

     Proxy laughed but no one else got it. After a few strange looks the younger man explained.

     “Star Wars reference. Palpatine was Darth Vader's boss, who controlled everything from behind the scenes. If I remember he started out as a senator too and ended up taking over and becoming emperor.” Yi shrugged and looked at Denis.

     “But yeah, that's pretty much the picture so far. He may be run by someone else, so he may be Vader, not really sure yet. If he turns out to be either of our fathers, freaking off the guy.” Yi shrugged.

     It actually explained a lot, at least to Denis.

     Just then an explosion took place behind them and to the left, on the opposite side of the building that the bomb was on. Near the mainly empty parking lot. When he spun Denis saw something streaking toward them directly, coming from the police line just outside the fence. The dark showed the trail clearly, a line of smoke and light from the shouldered fired rocket. The police really were attacking. Denis froze for a second. Wonderfully stupid. Didn't they realize that about a hundred people with super-powers made a pretty poor target? It seemed insane. He had super-powers, and he wouldn't have attacked this group of people himself. Not even if he brought friends. Not even if Prime and Beatdown threw in with him.

     Marcia ran toward the missile hard, taking it in the chest some two hundred feet away from where she started, which meant she'd managed to move a heck of a lot faster than Denis had thought her top speed was. It detonated, blowing her backwards about fifteen feet, her body digging a furrow in the dirt when she landed. Denis nearly sent raw pain into the police, but instead remembered the plan and just made them drop, unable to control their own limbs. The dark could have been a problem, but they all managed to keep themselves in the lights of their cars. 

     Handy. 

     A few were trying to move a bit and the bomb squad people were too far to the side for him to see, so they weren't affected at all.

     Staring hard, Denis pointed to the right side, not really knowing if he was indicating the right spot or not at all.

     “I don't have those pricks. The bomb crew. Send someone to control them and then get the weapons from these guys? Let me know when though, so I can move closer and just hit the people we want. Watch out for any I might be missing, behind the cars or in the dark.” It sounded a little flat, calm at least. It had to do with the focus needed to use his ability, rather than some icy calm or steel nerves. He was freaked, even if it didn't show much just then. Someone had seen fit to target him, or at least one of the people near him, for death. For the second time that day. He'd be dead if Marcia hadn't taken care of that rocket like she did. If that didn't freak them all out, then a lot more had changed in the last months than he thought.

     Bridget and Rachel subdued the bomb squad by simply carrying them over, arms and legs waving in the air frantically, and tossing them into the area he had under control. That worked. Smart too, because it didn't really take anymore effort for him to keep them down than already used for the others. Then all he had to do was walk forward slowly and not hit the tiny girl as she collected all the weapons, making a big pile of them behind the fence, which she just hopped over as if it weren't an obstacle at all. A twelve foot high fence.

      A few of the cops caught a tiny shoe to the ribs as she passed. Not that anyone should be too bothered by that, but it put her too close to the targets for too long. Her hands and feet had to already be going on her as it was. If it bothered her she didn't let it show. About five minutes later she'd stripped the police of all weapons and dumped them off in her protected stack. 

     Then she waved.

     “Can you release them one at a time when I get near them?” The little voice was loud and sounded like it came from a child. A very petite one at that. One who could kick his ass before he could blink, Denis reminded himself. He raised his right hand.

     “Got it! Start from the right edge?”

     The next trick took some focus. As the girl approached a blue clad man, Denis had to isolate them from the whole group, which took concentration. Then the girl ran up and thumped them pretty hard in the head and handcuffed each one, confiscating all their keys. That part took about half an hour. The girl moved fast, but there had to be sixty of them out front.

     When that got finished a sense of relief poured over him for about ten seconds. Like he'd been stretching painfully and just let it go. He allowed himself to revel in the feeling for a few moments, closing his eyes. It had been a bit of a strain, picking out specific people like that. 

     Then it hit him. 

     “What, in the fucking hell, are we supposed to do with sixty odd prisoner cops? Have them arrest themselves? Ship them off to a government facility? Fucking retards.” Taking a deep breath Denis looked down as everyone around him stared for a second.

     “Sorry. I didn't mean to imply that mentally challenged persons are as stupid as these ass fucks. What are we supposed to do though? They're clearly terrorists, but also cops...”

     A dark suited man with short nearly blond hair and mirror shades stepped up and shook his head. One of the agents, the regular kind like the guards. 

     “First we need to pull them inside the fence line here and make sure they don't have backup beyond the perimeter. No snipers or vehicles rigged with bombs for a suicide run like last time. Then we have to call in the DHS and let them in on what's up. After that we either have to get ready to fight off a military attack or they'll come and take the prisoners. Fifty-fifty chance they're free by morning either way, since this whole thing is Hooper inspired, if I have it right. Good luck proving that though.” 

     Great. So the actual plan was for a military invasion they'd have to fight off? Good to know.

     The next hours moved both fast and slow, Proxy and Marcia set up combat positions and military weapons just in case, big machine guns and their own rocket launchers and a string of grenades each. The Director spent the whole time on the phone, usually yelling. Not having anything else to do Denis made sure that everyone had water, and if they needed it, food. It was all cake, but if they wanted more than that he could get it from inside, no one said anything about it though. 

     When the military got there they landed a good ways off, trucks pulling in slowly over time and phone calls going to a bunch of people standing around the Director all at once before anyone even approached at all. When the front gate opened it was a man in a black wind breaker that said DHS on the back who walked through. 

     Alone. Which had to take guts, Denis decided. It was a tense situation and Infected people didn't always have a reputation for calm reserve, but here he was anyway, not even showing a weapon. He looked a bit old and soft outwardly, his skin and hair both a bit gray. Broad faced and a bit like a bulldog.

     “Galley, Department of Homeland Security. Heard you had a little bit of a terrorist attack today? Thought you folks mind want a hand with that, since it's our area, we thought we'd come and pick up what was left.” The man shook hands as if it were natural, with everyone that approached, his eyes wary, face in a frown. 

     At first the man didn't want to believe that the local police would do anything like what they had, thankfully Gary the cameraman had gotten turned around in time to catch most of the action, with a close up of Marcia taking a rocket to the chest. 

     It had blown her shirt off and she stood with her arms crossed over her chest even now, trying to cover herself. Taking off his own white baker's smock thing, Denis handed it to her. He had a team three shirt on underneath and while it was chilly, his tits weren't hanging out. He'd live. The cage had been cold the whole time he was there.

     The woman didn't turn around to put it on, in fact she stood almost on top of him, using his body as cover, while she put it on. He tried to look away politely. It took work, she had a nice rack.

     “Thanks. I don't get cold, but this is a bit awkward. Especially since I'm probably going to be interviewed in a few minutes. Good job with the cops by the way. I'll note that in my report to the Director.” She spoke casually as she slipped on the top and it took a lot of willpower for him not to comment on her assets. She really did have nice breasts... She punched him in the arm after a second, light for her, which meant it stayed attached. Probably leave a bruise though.

     “Hey, eyes up here buddy.” She smiled. It was almost even charming and didn't promise anything more than words at least.

     Denis shrugged and started to censor his speech but then didn't, it took too much work and he didn't have the energy at the moment.

     “Come on, I haven't even seen a playboy in six months, cut a guy a break.” The words sounded exhausted too, a smile curled, something less than a sneer he hoped. 

     Marcia just nodded.

     “I did, notice how you're still able to walk? Come on, we need to get with the Director and be available for grilling and par-broiling by DHS.”

     To the general surprise of all present, the footage made all the difference, the other government guys threw in with the IPB, which shocked everyone, including the Director, and arranged for the terrorists, they actually called the police that, to be taken away. Galley did let them know that most of the cops would probably walk.

     “If they were just following orders, even illegal ones, they're functionally immune from prosecution. We can maybe get a few of them as enemy combatants, the actual ring leaders, but don't hold your breath. Stupid shit. They attack a Federal facility and we have to play nice because some of our agents happen to be Infected? What kind of crap is that?” 

     Everyone nodded, except Proxy who looked about ready to kill all the cops right then and there, handcuffed or not. It was scary. The looks he gave were bad enough that Lady Glory walked over, glowing all blue and peaceful and took his hand. The second she did she turned back into Karen though. The red-head, his new squad mate he remembered, looked right at him.

     “Denis, would you stay by us? If anything happens...” It was clear she meant if Brian broke and started slaughtering the cops he should try and stop him. That didn't seem likely. He owed Yi too much to puss out on him now.

     Not because Brian wouldn't kill them, just... if Yi wanted to ice these jerks... he'd help. They'd nearly slaughtered the people he was with. That Denis had been standing right there didn't win the creeps any brownie points with either. It felt personal, even if they'd been aiming for someone else.

     “Right, if anything happens I back Brian's play. These scumbags are terrorists and will still probably walk. If they manage to do anything else here at all we need to take them down. Got it.”

     Karen winced, but Brian nodded and held his girlfriend's hand a little tighter.

     “Thanks. Nice to know I actually have backup. It... hasn't always gone that way here. I don't think they'll do anything, but if something happens we need to be ready. Watch the military out there too. They could get orders to attack from Washington and if that happens they don't get a choice. I'd rather stop them without using force, since I kind of like most of them, which means you two.” Yi looked directly at Denis a serious and dark thing that sent a chill down his spine. The man went still, that reptile kind of thing that always looked out of place on a human.

     “That's not just me being a cop or military hater by the way. I got that directly from the head of a Delta Force unit, sort of a friend of mine and Marcia's. They've been having to run practice drills simulating an attack on us for a while now. We were all told to stay ready and not trust them if anything happened.” The look in Yi's eyes was grim, but serious.

     “What the crap? I go away for six months and the whole fucking world turns against us? I mean, we weren't popular before, sure, but this? Attacks by the police and terrorists coming here for fuck's sake? It's the middle of freaking nowhere! They shouldn't even be able to find it with GPS...” 

     Karen had stiffened and gave Denis a hard look. At first he thought it had to do with his language, which he agreed, could use toning down, but when he turned around he saw that there was a line of police cars being let in the front gate. 

     That... seemed a really poor plan at the moment, but they got in anyway. They stopped about a hundred meters inside the fence line and headed directly toward the Director as soon as the men got out, all of them armed with heavy looking military weapons. Machine guns and things like that. Stuff cops weren't issued as a rule. Things that were insane to bring into a situation like the one they'd just walked into.

     Proxy turned and started running toward them instantly, there were about ten of them, most drew a bead on Yi as he ran, weapons suddenly in each hand.

     “No!” Karen yelped, suddenly glowing. “Denis!”

     He paralyzed the cops. It was a good trick, one he was glad he'd thought of. They all fell over before any shooting started. Brian didn't stop running, of course, then... he didn't shoot either. Marcia and Galley moved to strip the men of weapons fast, the older man taking the lead almost instantly, since it was his case and all, that made sense. 

     They complained about not being able to use their hands easily though. Wimps. The little girl hadn't whined about that at all. Denis couldn't speak at the moment or he would have pointed that out to them, splitting his attention and focus two ways was a lot harder than just one. Way more than twice as hard.

     Brian had stopped and stood – shaking – ready to kill, a cold rage for certain, not fear now. Prime, of all people, saw all this and moved over to the man his voice low and gentle, Denis couldn't make out what the large gold colored man said, too far away and too soft, but he put his body in front of the cops and didn't make any sudden movements at all. It got Brian to back up. Not let go of the blade in his left hand, or put away the handgun in the other. Still, slow, smooth steps backwards took place. He didn't stop until he got back to where Denis stood.

     Prime had come with him and move carefully between the police, who were being handcuffed, and Proxy the whole time. The large gold colored man didn't look relaxed about doing it either.

     “There we go then. That should be fine I think. Brian, maybe you should put the weapons away for a bit, just in case these guys don't deserve to die yet?” Scott sounded very calm and rational, reasonable even. It wasn't what Denis would have always expected of the man. There wasn't even a hint of patronizing in the tone. It sounded nearly... humble.

     “Right.” Brian said, still glaring with pure focus on the men who laid on the ground. A few DHS agents were cuffing them all. Denis held the cops unmoving until they were all taken care of, then let them go, kind of wishing he could justify a bit of discomfort for them first. Acute stomach cramps maybe? Those sucked and it would be hard to pin the feeling on him, they could just claim it was nerves after all. Or like they were going to wet themselves, their bladders full to bursting. It didn't hurt them at all, but it would make them uncomfortable as all get out. If he did it long enough they'd really wet themselves too.

     It still took a few seconds but Yi finally relaxed and put his gear away. Karen took the guy away by the arm, gently, having dampened her glow again before she did it. Taking a breath Denis moved in to see what the hell this had turned into. It didn't make sense at all anymore. Marcia saw him coming and waved him in, almost as if he had a right to be there or something and wasn't just a pot scrubbing ex-con.

     “Good work again. Almost makes me glad I didn't kill you. Keep this up and we may even have to start paying you again.” She grinned, the look out of place and wry.

     “That's a direct appeal to your first mode there. Good behavior and work gets you stuff. Brilliant psychology, don't you think?” 

     He nodded. It really was. Use the part of his personality he couldn't really control, greed, to control the rest. 

     “Yeah. Don't forget other things though. Sex, friendship and all that. My greed covers everything pretty much. But then, it's constant too. So delivering the things does almost nothing, except teach the greed that you pay off when you promise something. You could probably use that against me if you're clever. I always want more.” Just the truth, if an annoying one.

     He wanted, but having didn't help make that go away, not for a second. It was one of those constant refrains that guided his whole life. It sucked.

     Marcia laughed at him.

     “You've got some work to do if you want anyone here to screw you Denis. That's going to take time. Still, I can promise praise if you do well. That's a thing, right?”

     “Yep.” It was and he really did want it just as badly as anything else.

     “Good job then... and there's more where that came from if you keep up the good work and behavior.”

     They walked together, Prime in front, toward the new police to see what the heck they'd been planning. That or they were going to kick their asses. Either way, after the day everyone here had undergone, Denis would back it. Maybe a bit of torture would finally be in order? 

     The police guy in charge looked a lot like Galley, except a few years younger and seemed to have about fifty fewer IQ points. Kind of a dull look to the eyes. At first Denis thought it might be shock, or even just anger. That could make it hard to talk clearly. So could fear. The man had a good reason to be afraid after all. He didn't know it maybe, but Yi really had been about to kill him.

     “I demand you release us at once. You... you're under arrest for obstruction of justice and interfering with a law officer performing his duty!” Nope, he really was just that dumb. The guy tried to look menacing. It didn't work too well sitting on the ground handcuffed like that, Denis decided. It was the difference in positions.

     To his surprise the man that answered wore a black suit, the same one that had spoken before. The blond one.

     “Sorry. This time it works the other way around. Now, before we have you sent off to a secret prison out of the country for “questioning”, why don't you start telling us why you came into a Federal compound armed with illegal weapons like that, when half your police force has already been subdued and taken into custody for terrorism? Make it good and don't lie, we have a telepath checking you all out.” He waved slightly toward Chris who raised her head and stared at the man meaningfully. A psych out job, of course. She didn't have to have eye contact or anything like that at all. If she wanted she could read your mind anywhere. at any time. She could even take out specific information if she wanted, like looking it up from a book, you didn't have to be thinking about it.

     The man clammed up instantly. It didn't help him.

     “They came to get their people. We've already taken the chief, who, and this is a quote, has a “hard-on for Proxy”. This one was supposed to come in and threaten us with arrest if the attack didn't work. They don't seem to be in on the first attack directly, and these men didn't know what the second action would be, but they knew that coming in here with those weapons wasn't legal. Technically they stole them from evidence.”

     Director Moore didn't smile but he stared at the guy on the ground.

     “I see. So aiding and abetting terrorism with a set of illegal acts? I think that makes them needed by the DHS, unless I'm incorrect there Agent Galley?”

     “That's not wrong. We don't coddle terrorists anymore in the U.S. Especially domestic ones.”

     Denis watched for a while, just standing and making sure no one did anything too stupid. Their people had stayed good, except little Bridget roughing up those cops earlier, but no one mentioned that at all. Who would? If the police whined about it they'd look ridiculous. Especially since they hardly made an arrest without more violence than that themselves anymore. They tasered grannies on the internet and no six year old was safe from their mighty wrath and all that. The claim was that they had a right to get home safe, and since anyone could be Infected and have super-powers, everyone had to be treated as if they were armed and dangerous all the time now, six, sixteen or sixty. Maybe it was true? Even Denis could see they had a hard job. Well, the real ones did. These guys didn't count.

     Things got cleaned up slowly, the military pulled out and took the cops and the show crew away, just the bad ones, and nearly an hour after that they started clearing up the other things, trash and leftover cake. No one had been that hungry for some reason. That meant that at only three in the morning Denis finally got to fall into bed. 

     The room didn't have light in it, except the light blue glow of his digital bedside clock. It was a pretty color he thought as he closed his eyes, not able to keep them open any longer. At about eight-fifteen a.m. someone started pounding on his door. He woke with a start and realized that it didn't come from his door at all, but the one next door. 

     Penny's room. 

     Denis poked his head out into the hall, not seeing anyone there at all. So yep, Penny. She couldn't be heard if she was too close, so she'd worked at a distance. Kind of clever.

     “Uh, hey, Penny? I don't know if you're out here... Is something up?” It sounded stupid, talking to an empty hallway, but if it really was empty, no one would care. In answer Denis fell into the hall, not able to control himself. When he got up a sharp jolt from behind pushed him into motion. 

     “That's a yes then? OK. Just don't kick my ass until I wake up, alright? Can I get dressed first do you think? I guess push me again if it's really important and I'll just go with you like this...” Nothing happened so he hurried in and got regulation sweats and running shoes on. There were a half dozen sets in his closet and all his old clothes had been taken a long time back... and possibly burned. No one but him really liked the look. 

     This would be faster anyway, no picking outfits or trying to color coordinate, just slip on the stuff and go. Less than four minutes later he was ready. Not clean and shaved ready, but good enough for an emergency.

     In the hall he put out his right arm slowly. “I guess, um, you lead?” 

     That seemed a good enough plan, since he started moving on his own toward the elevator. It felt creepy, like falling when drunk, the world moving without controlling it at all. Even knowing intellectually that an invisible girl had his arm right now, he didn't feel it at all. Just the motion of his own body through space. Running, since that got less pulling. A bit less. It occurred to him that Penny, whoever she really was behind her veil of not-being, seemed a little faster than he was. Either just in better shape or an actual ability, or possibly both.

     The buttons in the elevator worked themselves, taking them to the second floor with that rapid pressure that tried to make Denis' knees buckle like it always did. On the second floor the gold and tan colored box opened and the running started again. Or as he liked to think of it, the half mad scramble not to be dumped on his face. 

     The room they ended in held about thirty people, most were admin types that he'd seen around but didn't know by name, but all the members of his new squad were there along with Charlot Chambers, Proxy and all the team leaders. 

     They were watching TV.

      Cool. It was just a news show and the footage looked familiar, but that worked for Denis. He hadn't seen a working television in... forever it felt like. Proxy waved them over and pulled up two chairs. One for Penny, and one for him? Nice of the guy considering everything. Denis felt himself pushed into the outside chair a little roughly, probably so that Penny wouldn't have him sitting on her lap. 

     “Easy there inviso-girl, I may need my spine later.” It sounded a bit snappish. Denis covered with a smile. “What's up?”

     Brian pointed at the screen.

     “Hooper.”

     Ah. The footage being shown had close-ups of the police being apprehended by a tiny red-head. Blurry close ups were shown of each kick and tickle she'd given them, spliced back to back to make it look like she'd horribly beaten a single cop that kept changing position and skin color. It was a kind of neat effect he thought, the form on the ground distorted to try and make it look like a single person, though it didn't really look anything like what had happened.

     The news caster was “horrified by the brutality”.

     “I can barely look at it. To think that harmless looking little thing took out over sixty law officers like that... It's incredible and terrifying at the same time.” The woman said, her eyes scared and light brown hair looking silky, make-up perfect and skin flawless.

     “That's right Jan,” the man speaking was older than Denis remembered. Fitter and wearing nicer clothing. But it was him.

     Denis went cold. Then hot, sweating as he listened for about ten second. It was him. 

     Him.

     “Fucking cock smoking whore!” He screamed, standing and walking toward the screen. He stabbed his right index finger at the man's giant face. “What the fuck is this creep doing on television!”

     The Director looked shocked and walked over quickly.

     “A problem Mr. Tompkins?” The older, heavy man said, a concerned look on his face after a few moments.

     “Fuck yeah there is! That a-hole is a child molesting and abusing psycho Christian cult leader. It's freaking Prophet Darren! He should be doing time in ass rape prison, not chatting up hot chicks on TV!” 

     The man had continued to speak while Denis ranted, what he said made the room go silent.

     “Yes, a darling little girl, but Infected. Just as we saw with little Melanie Miller a few months ago, even the most innocent of children become monsters when the Infection strikes them down. Why I myself was once tortured for several days by a youngster whom I tried to council in the ways of our lord, unable to control himself when the plague took his mind and heart from God. The feeling of being helpless as you watch a good but troubled soul sink to the evils of Infection... It's heart breaking.” The tone seemed sincere, but it wasn't. Monsters don't get broken hearts. It was a rule.

     Denis growled. It wasn't his kind of thing normally, but words just didn't have the power to convey his feelings at the moment.

     “Damn straight I tortured him! Twenty-seven kids abused by that fucker. Twenty-seven! For years, more by now I'm sure. All the girls raped over and over again, sometimes while he made the rest of us watch. When I could I made him pay. I should have killed the fuck, but I was too afraid back then. We need to take him down.”

     Denis wanted to throw a chair through the screen. That or pack it off to his own room. Neither happened, instead a hand touched his shoulder, half spinning, ready to fight, he saw that it was Karen.    Right, compassion girl. She drew him into a hug. That would have been nicer a few hours before, still Denis took the comfort for a moment and tried to relax. Go Zen. 

     A shuddering breath or twelve later he sat back down.

      Charlot Chambers looked at him closely, an evil smile just touching her lips, half a look of disgust, half joy. Pretty much her happy face.

     “How long ago was all this?” She said, her eyes lighting a bit.

     “Crap, um, seventeen years? Something like that. That's when I left.”

     “Statute of limitations has run out then. At least for the things you know of right now. Alright, we can still use it to silence the man, if we act carefully. Possibly hurt Hooper through association as well.” That... seemed to make Chambers far more happy for some reason.

     Nothing more got said then, because Marcia walked to the front and clicked the television off.

     “The spin is this, the police came to try and free good “heroes” from the evil Infected and were taken down by Bridget. Acting alone. It sounds ridiculous, but the idea is to scare the average person into action against us all. Plus we can't argue that she didn't do it alone, because if she had there would be a pile of corpses instead of arrested terrorist. There's a rally being planned for three months from now, the “million clean march” if you can believe it, apparently they aren't concerned about sounding like morons as long as everyone knows they're not Infected. Before that a whole lot of crap will be coming our way. This has organization written all over it. In four days the first event is to take place in Chicago. A “peaceful rally to show concern over the Infected menace.” The city has granted a permit which means we need to be in place for it.”

     Marcia looked at everyone silently for a few seconds, then shrugged.

     “From there, two days later in Portland, Oregon though that's not confirmed yet, and three days after that in New Orleans, again, not confirmed. Others may pop up and the schedules may change. It's as if the protesters are setting something up on purpose, to throw us off, which shows a lot of organization separate groups shouldn't really have.” The new squad leader looked firmly at all her team.

     “We have to travel carefully, so we leave in twenty-four hours. Unfortunately that means that we don't get time to train together more than once. This afternoon out back. Come dressed ready to work.”

     Then instead of being dismissed they got to listen to Senator Hooper next, rubbing elbows with the “Reverend Darren Jones” as they spun a terrorist act into being all the fault of the evil Infected. It seemed weak to him, an argument that shouldn't have swayed even a bigot. Unfortunately life didn't work that way. When people already believed something, no matter how stupid it really was, anything that supported their argument always made more sense and carried greater weight than the truth.

     On the good side, the full footage had been covered on most channels and they were being far more fair about the whole thing. There was to be a press conference later that day with the head of the DHS even. What would be said there no one knew. Probably a massive betrayal, with them being blamed somehow. Cock smoking government goobers trying to protect their jobs instead of the law.

     The story split into two camps rapidly, the obvious bigots and the people who saw the whole thing as a terrorist attack on a government facility. The bigots were winning by the time they needed to go and practice. Denis didn't really want to do it, didn't want to go and just keep a crowd of actual bigots calm either. They would be just as well off sending in team two and killing the lot of them. At least it would make them feel better for a bit. Instead he found himself standing with Marcia in a “crowd” of “protesters” in back of the building. They'd dressed up for the parts they played too, obviously putting some effort into making the experience as real as possible for the defenders. In suits and badly fitted dresses, they waited. Even Level, the giant nine foot tall class five wrecking machine that looked like an armored insect man had a dress on. Well, a piece of fabric wrapped around to look like one. 

     Denis hadn't known that she was a girl. Kind of an “oh crap” situation really. Her brown and black form looked hard and manly, so he'd assumed. See where that gets you, he thought, a bit chagrined.

     She held a sign that said, “The Infected want to seduce your children. Then eat them.” Next to her there stood a man in a nice suit and tie, the team one leader, who also had a sign, his said, “Do not suffer a witch to live. Infected monsters are witches.”

     Most of them had something to make it more believable. One guy had a bullhorn and kept trying to get the others to chant with him.

     “No voting rights for the Infected! They shouldn't get schooling or health care! They drain resources from good law abiding folk!”

     The chants were horrible, but the guy tried. He had bushy red hair and a matching beard and looked to be dressed as a crazy street preacher. His sense of what made a good chant didn't match the costume though. Most homeless people seemed to rant pretty well in Denis' experience. As often as not it was all about self-defense, so a lot of street folk learned to act crazy even if they weren't. Crazy meant unpredictable and possibly loud and both of those things meant “don't mess with me” to criminals.

     The plan was simple. Standing back, dressed as a regular guy, a working man, Denis calmed the crowd as best he could. Just a light version of what Lady Glory did without the obvious glow. If need be he could ramp it up and match her power levels of course. Maybe do even more, since his effect could be spread more easily to multiple people. Hers lasted longer though, people felt pretty good for a while after she hit them. They were both considered class fours, but that had always seemed a little off to him. Not that it mattered. Maybe they'd factored in her looks as a super-power too? Or her tumbling ability. That last one nearly made sense really. He'd seen her do it on TV. 

     She'd gotten gypped in the Olympics out of a gold.

      Literally, a single Russian judge had knocked off two full points to sabotage her and that only left her a tenth of a point behind the nearest competitor, who was actually from Argentina. It had been a national scandal at the time. The other girl had tried to resign her acceptance of the medal at the ceremony in protest, but Karen hadn't let her. Even Denis had teared up a little when he saw it nearly a decade before. Lady Glory hadn't even existed then. Karen popped two years later as she trained for the next Olympics, which never happened, since Infected people weren't allowed to be in the games, even if their powers don't affect their performance.

     If the crowd got too big or out of hand, then she'd open up on them too, her blue beam doing about what he did at the moment. Then Tobin would start singing, of all things, and that would throw most of them off. After that, if it didn't work, they ran. If anyone had to hurt the crowd, it couldn't be Infected government agents. 

     That's what the cops were for.

     This crowd started harsh and fast, rushing the line of fake police played by some of the people that just worked at the base, mainly un-powered. They had body armor on and sticks as well as a few shields, clear plastic, meant to stop small arms fire and soda bottles, maybe a few rocks. Just like the real cops they hit the sides of their shields with black lacquered sticks, trying to stir the crowd to greater violence. The claim was that it was meant to get a crowd to respect their “authority” but it never seemed to really work that way, did it? Denis ramped up the juice a little, getting everyone to calm down a lot.

     Then the crowd stopped all at once for about a minute, and started milling. The power level probably didn't match what a real crowd would need, because these people were just pretending to be insane bigots. It made a difference in how much effort would be needed by him.

      A single gunshot broke them out of it and Level fell back, clutching her chest dramatically. The blast had come from the “police line”. Into the already subdued crowd. Crap. As a plan it worked and they already knew at least some cops weren't going to be on their side. After the last day, maybe none. 

     LG hit them with her blast of blue as Denis increased the force of his own effect trying to subdue them again. It worked on these guys, causing them to freeze in awe for a bit. Then words and a simple tune lit the sky, the ground, everything. Goblin and his magic voice. The crowd started to wobble and shake, just standing and not moving at all. It was all Denis could do to withstand the effect, and he'd known it was coming.

     It worked. Right until the fire hose got turned on them. Not the crowd, them. As he went down Denis caught a glimpse of Jason Monroe the team three trainer and the tall blond agent closing in on them with the stream of cold water moving in lockstep. He rolled a bit under the force and tried to keep his focus on the crowd. That, he'd been told, was his part. Stop the bigots from becoming violent, the rest was up to the others. Tobin and Argo' had to run, but Marcia moved in and hit both men controlling the spray pretty quickly. They went down hard too. 

     The robot from the bomb squad, which someone had “borrowed”, tried to overrun LG, she flipped out of its way easily, and returned to hitting the crowd as the “police” ran forward and started hitting people with their sticks. They didn't really hit, but it made Lady Glory aim at them instead of the “protesters”. That worked until a tiny girl ran up and tackled him.

     “Down with the oppressors!” Bridget yelled as she took him to the ground with a decent thump. 

     Denis apparently was an oppressor now. That part didn't really fit the role, since she was on that part of the line. He was down at least.

     “Ouch.” He muttered, right knee killing him. For a little thing she packed a wallop. Then she was fast enough to beat both Prime and Beatdown to the gunman the day before, wasn't she? Speed like that meant strength to go with it. She'd also done it in a dress. So had Rachel come to that. 

     In the end the crowd overran them and they didn't even get away. 

     After that it got worse. 

     They learned from their mistakes, that wasn't the problem. The other side learned too however and weren't above using special abilities to approximate regular attacks on the fly. Or throwing things. Or just cheating. So far just plastic soda bottles, mainly empty flew at them. He'd dodged the ones aimed for him, but poor Tobin had gotten hit in a concentrated barrage three times. That was probably even fair, since anti-Infected people would probably fear the small green and brown bald guy more than they did him. Especially since Tobin's normally black and green skin had changed colors under scrutiny from the crowd. He kept going until he sort of matched the color of the dirt and the scrubby plants left on the ground. It did nothing as camouflage, serving only to make him stand out even more. They were picking on him because of his distinctive appearance. Which would really be hard to disguise in the field.

     On the fourth round, just as Proxy and Carl, the insane level fifteen trainer, drove cars at them, which Clark stopped by causing them to float into the air a few feet, then used as shields for LG and Goblin, Denis decided to give something new a shot. He made the whole lot of them fall down. Except Proxy, who struggled out of his car window a bit clumsily and the red-haired street guy who grinned at him and stumbled over gamely. He used his bullhorn as a bludgeon and “pretended” to beat Denis to the ground with it. Even faked the blows were enough to get him to fall to the ground for real, trying to avoid real seeming pain. 

     Then the man fought with Marcia, who was stronger and way faster than the guy seemed to be. Easily several times outside the guy's power class. If she hadn't been invulnerable she'd have probably died even in this mock practice session. As it was she ended up tangled in the man's “bum coat” dumped on the ground with her costume pants pulled around her knees to impede movement. The tan and patched coat covered enough for modesty, but that was about all. It certainly didn't protect her pride.

     Right, Denis decided, don't pick a fight with the bum guy, good rhyming scheme or not.

     The people on the ground started getting up then, he hit them again from the ground, but knew that to be a farce. If he'd really been beaten like that, he'd be unconscious at the very least. Maybe dead. Fuckola.

     The whole day felt like a sign to him. One that said in big neon red letters, “don't fucking go”. Stay home and let the police handle their own riots. Except, of course, they were required to go by the new Hooper emergency bill set up. 

     At least sending him made more sense now. No one cared if he died and if it went fubar they could always just blame him. Screw that. If it came to that he'd blame one of the others. Possibly Clark. Sure, Denis was a dick, or had that reputation still at least, the last two days notwithstanding, but the tall funny looking telekinetic was a child molester. 

     Maybe not really, but close enough to blame him for everything if they had to. Really Denis needed to bring that up with Marcia sometime soon. Just in case.

     The next morning, early, they were all out on the tarmac next to the main building at nine to be whisked off in luxury by a private jet. It belonged to the team three leader, Chris, who had more money than God and liked both Karen and Marcia at least. Heck, she was dating Mark, even though he was being held back in case a second riot broke out anywhere else while the rest of the team was busy in Chicago. He was the only single person they had that could both get to a riot anywhere in the U.S. and make it stop all on his own. Though three thousand people tied up instantly with duct tape wouldn't play well on the news really.

     That's what Denis expected at least, what had always happened before when they went places. Instead, this time, it was a tiny commuter plane. Slick white with a single blue stripe down each side. One with propellers even. It could fit everyone, barely, in its worn looking brown fabric covered seats, that were padded, but just enough to remind Denis of seats in an old movie theater he used to go to when he was on the streets. They had two for the price of one dollar matinées on Wednesdays. 

     The chairs were small and the heavier people had to all sit on the right hand side so the plane wouldn't list due to the pilot's weight on the left. 

     Yeah, this felt safe and good, Denis thought, as he moved into his assigned seat. The luggage all got situated in the back by the pilot, a thirty-odd year old slightly Hispanic looking man with a deep tan and a brown aviator's jacket made of leather. It looked real at least. Expensive. Denis wanted one. Really, really badly for a few seconds. 

     It took will to breathe through it and fight for mental clarity. Oddly enough, this time it came to him pretty easily, and after about half a minute he didn't want it anymore. It was enough to make Denis blink and then freeze in place. He'd just... mastered his first mode? It was only once, sure, but... excitement flowed through him. It was a start. A real one. He smiled but didn't say anything. It wasn't like the greed would just go away. This gave him a chance though. Some hope.

     Marcia grunted after they took off, looking around at everyone with a sigh. Today they were all in civvies, even her. She wore a dress in blue with a string of pearls and what looked like tan pumps. She didn't have on nylons, Denis didn't think, but her legs were flawless. Yum, he thought, wondering if she'd actually kill him for suggesting they share a room or if it would just be a beating that made him wish he'd died? 

     Karen wore jeans and a long sleeved shirt with the waist tucked in, buttoned up the front, it had a soft off-white look, pink nearly. He wore jeans too. That and some shirts had been provided for him. Today's was a light blue pullover sweater, since it had turned a little chill, as he'd learned a few days before after giving Marcia his baker's top. Smock? Something like that. Fall going into winter. At least the riot wouldn't be too hot.

     Tobin had on a pair of kids overalls in blue jean material, with a wide straw hat and a green shirt on underneath. At his size it had to be hard to find good cloths. Especially if he didn't want a geranimal's logo on them. Across from him in the back Clark had dressed like an ex-hippie undertaker. Black suit with a tie-dyed button up underneath. Looking at it Denis had to snort.

     “Way to blend with the normals there Clark. Couldn't find a purple pimp suit to go with the shirt?” The words were sarcastic and biting. Crud. Holding up his hand as he turned around, he apologized.

     “Sorry, not trying to be a dick. I just mean, well, a shirt like that might catch some attention, don't you think?” This time the words were a bit gentler and Marcia, who sat directly behind him nodded.

     “Yeah. We need to do better people. Half of you look fine, and I can forgive Tobin, because he looks adorable, but from now on no tie-dye or neon colors in the field. Or Armani.” 

     The other person that looked out of place of course, was Jay. He'd dressed for a press conference, in a suit that probably had taken three tailors a month to make. With his looks and build it really stood out. The man had a thin, muscular form, and flawless skin. Everything had just lined up about perfectly for him that way. 

     Looking down the man grimaced a bit, “sorry Marsh. It's all I had. I'll get some more normal clothes as soon as possible.”

     “Good. Probably not a big deal while we travel, I just don't want us looking conspicuous in the crowd when we're on duty. We need to find out what Hooperites wear and match them as well as possible. Maybe find some of our cousins to marry in order to really sell the whole thing? Half of what happened at practice yesterday had to do with the fact that everyone knew we were the targets and how to defeat us. We can't give that kind of edge to these people in real life. Under the radar is the key here.”

     Karen shifted uneasily, “well, Lady Glory is a bit noticeable. I can hide before I do anything, but the second I start using my power...” Hands going up she giggled, which didn't sound like a happy thing at all. 

     “Me too.” Tobin said softly, staring at the back of Karen's head, nodding gently. “Exactly the same thing. The second I start using my power I'll turn into a world famous super-hero that everyone will recognize and love. Then they'll all be chanting my name and asking for autographs... It's really not fair, I should be allowed to have a private life too.” He sounded incredibly sincere when he said it.

     After a second of stunned silence everyone laughed.

     Karen turned to him and nodded, “it's a real point though. The second Tobin uses his power he really will be noticed. Same with Jay. Really, the only one of use that can do anything useful to a crowd without being noticed is you Denis.” 

     Everyone turned to look at him then, and Marcia grinned.

     “True enough. That's why, when we can, I want to use Mercy here... Unless you have a better name? I think Gabriel was on the table too and you know, I don't think it's really a girl's name at all. Gabrielle is like Tobin said, but not Gabe. So, pick one, or give us something better.”

     It stuck in his head, making him go still. He'd always had problems with names like that. Itch had kind of been stuck onto him for being so much of a pain. He'd embraced it, because he didn't want to seem weak. The name itself annoyed though, even him. Just hearing himself referred to that way always made him want to scratch a little.

     “Crap. I've got nothing at all. Gabriel then. I blame you for this Tobin. If people mock me it's all your fault.”

     The green and black skinned man smiled beatifically and agreed.

     “Yep, all me.” The small man's eyes narrowed a little, “teach you to throw pain around next time won't it?”

     Heh. Maybe it would. Gabriel. Well, that could be worse. At least he didn't sound like something that needed an ointment anymore. Denis nodded and turned all the way around to look at the small man.

     “Yeah. Schooled. Again, I'm really sorry and I won't let it happen again. I just wish I knew why it happened in the first place.”

     Tobin grinned at him a big thing that didn't show teeth, but still nearly split his face in two. Nodding he shrugged.

     “Well, it wasn't pleasant, but I can forgive you. After only a few more months of needling I mean.”

     A bit of rustling came from the front about then. At first no one even looked, since that's where the pilot sat and he probably had drinks or a sandwich with him. A fifth of Jim Beam or whatever small plane pilot's used to pass the time. The flight wasn't a long one but a lot of people really liked their coffee, right? Then the man stood up, wearing a back-pack.

     “Sorry, just need to check the door folks. I keep hearing a high pitched sound. Probably nothing. Let's see here...” Walking to the hatch the man in his nice jacket, popped the door and promptly jumped out, not even hesitating for a second.

     Fucking hell, Denis thought. It figured though, didn't it?

     Stupid commuter planes.
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     “I don't suppose anyone knows how to fly a plane, do they?” Argos said from across the way, his voice a little high pitched and fast. A good question though. 

     “I can't.” Karen said almost instantly. Her voice sounding worried but not panicked yet.

     In about ten seconds it seemed like everyone had admitted they couldn't fly a plane but Denis. He smiled warmly and moved to the pilot's seat. Oh, he couldn't fly a plane at all, but he'd seen a movie where the pilot had died of a heart attack and the airport tower talked the passenger into a safe and secure landing. The secret power of television to the rescue! 

     Apparently the pilot had seen that movie too however, because the radio was gone. Not just broken, but totally removed, the guy had taken it with him. 

     What a dick move, Denis thought, trying to go into a meditative state and for once not failing at all. Everything inside of him cleared for a second, then ten. At twenty he remembered to take action and looked around.

     “Well, fuck.” He said conversationally, looking at the now empty space. “No radio either. Pretty good plan it looks like. Well...” He had nothing at all to add. Really he hadn't been sure he could figure out the radio in time anyway. They weren't crashing yet or anything at least, thanks to a board that had been put under the steering column.

     Crappity crap. 

     There was a single parachute at least, off to the right. Or, Denis thought it might be one. He'd never even seen one close up before, but it had a likely looking shape, didn't it? That dickhead of a pilot had probably left it to get them to fight with each other over who got it or something. 

     Prick. 

     That wasn't a real question at all though, was it? It couldn't be. Not with this crew.

     “Marcia! You've jumped out of planes with a chute, right?” He called back, making his voice happy sounding.

     “Yeah. Without too... why?” 

     Denis pointed to the right. “I think this is a chute up here, but it needs to be checked. I don't want anyone to step out and have a bugs bunny thing happen, fucking pots and pans flying out all over the place.” He tried to keep his voice light, but everyone heard him and went still. Right, six people, one parachute. They seemed to get the idea quickly enough too. Five people really, a little fall wouldn't even tickle Marcia. 

     It took a bit for her to make it to the front, as the plane did start to fly funny as the weight shifted. Making him adjust twice to get it to go straight again. So at least that part might not have been bullshit on the pilot's part. It took her a full minute and she didn't speak loudly when she was done, just a whisper, her voice hoarse.

     “It's real and packed well. A ram air chute, so it's an airfoil. A bit delicate to use, but not too bad. It's what I jumped with mainly. An old circle would be easier for you though.” She sounded dark when she said it, sad.

     Denis shrugged.

     “Yep that sounds right. Get with Karen, she's wearing it out.” He pitched his voice loud enough to be heard in the back. If he just told people what to do, maybe they wouldn't kill each other over the stupid piece of fabric in a sack. “Got that everyone? It's not up for discussion, Karen gets the chute, Lady Glory has to land safely. Marcia is doing it the old fashioned way. Um... Jay?” Denis made the transition calmly, as if he hadn't just proclaimed Lady Glory the most important person on the flight. 

     It was the truth though and he knew it. They all did. Except possibly her. At the end of this, whoever died, it had better not be Karen. Or Argos for that matter. They were both too famous and popular, it would be too big a feather in the bad guys caps. They could fucking kill him, but he'd steal what he could back from them. So Karen got the chute...

     The voice came back fast and hard sounding, as if revving up for a fight or maybe just to die. Fuck that. They really needed him alive too.

     “So, you're easily fast enough to swim in the air, right? At least to slow yourself down enough to stick a roll onto the end? Just hop up fine and dandy? Plus you're tough, right? Not armored, but you run at hundreds of miles per hour, so...” Denis made his voice confident, hoping the humble guy wouldn't panic. Or go all noble on them. His first mode didn't make him braver than anyone else, Argos just really thought they were better than he was. Worth more. Everyone. It helped a lot when it was time to decide who had to take out the trash probably, not so much in a situation like this. The guy had to fight now. To live.

     “Right, right, right! I can do that. Carl made me do it in fact. Off a tower, but I even practically hovered for a bit. It's hard, but I can do it. Go, go, go!” This whole things came out so fast Denis had to have him repeat himself twice in order to get it.

     “Good. Three down, three to go. So Tobin, what can you do here?”

     The mumbled reply was soft, so quiet that no one heard him even in the back. It turned out to be a moot point, because Clark asked Tobin what he weighed. The little man whispered his answer but Clark took a deep, highly nervous, breath.

     “It'll be freaky close, but I can kind of levitate and carry about half my weight besides. It's a bit of a mental block I guess, but it's all I can do. I'd love to be able to fly, I just can't, but Tobin, he's not big... If I carry him...”

     “Fuck that, tie them together Marcia. You can do this no problem Clark, don't do any pussy hedging now so you look all heroic later. Good. Marcia, Karen... call out a good place, as open as possible and I'll circle, while everyone gets clear. I may need a round or two to practice first. So, everyone ready?”

     It made sense in a way. 

     Argos might not make it, and the Clark-Tobin team was a freaking long shot for sure. Marcia would get up no matter what, but Karen might freak a bit when her friend plummeted past her. Marcia apparently got the idea though and hustled Karen to the door, calling instructions at her the whole time, already strapped in. Then they had to wait to find an open spot, a cleared farm field ended up being their best bet. Taking a deep breath and focusing on nothing but the task at hand kind of helped, though Denis badly needed to pee suddenly. Of course.

      Freaking sissy bladder! 

     Toughen up and don't make me sell you to clowns. He shouted at it internally, as he kicked the board, a piece of unfinished two by two, out from under the steering wheel. The steering thing wasn't actually round, having hand holds on either side, in a nice plastic or rubber stuff that gave him a good grip. The center was painted a smooth glossy white.

     Slowly, almost imperceptibly he guided the whole craft toward the left, hoping that banking wouldn't just cause it to stall or something. The engine noise didn't change much, and the whole thing didn't dive suddenly, so he made the turn big and resisted fiddling with any other controls. After the second circuit he relaxed and called back. 

     “Ready everyone? Make sure and live, we need to find that asshole pilot and kick his butt for a few months. Stupid assassins. Always trying to kill people and shit.” He forced a jovial sound into his voice that he didn't feel.

     The simple truth was, in this crowd, he was the second most unneeded person right now. The last really, Clark might actually save Tobin after all. So if there was an odd man out in the end. It had to be him. He wanted to live with a passion that was more than his normal greed, intensely, so passionately it physically hurt, but he wanted the others to live just as much and they might even make it. Fucked up? 

     Oh yeah. 

     It was also what had to happen right now. Denis was going to die and nothing they did would stop that. But he could help save the others.

     Karen stood at the door, holding to the frame solidly so that Marcia couldn't push her out yet. As if that would really stop the super-strong woman from doing it when the time came.

     “Um, Denis, how are you getting down? You should take the chute, I'll just-” Marcia gave her a shove and yelled at her.

     “Pull the cord!” Then they waited for a bit, five seconds, maybe ten. “She's good! OK, me next I guess. See you all on the ground. Remember the rule everyone, no dying on company time. Geronimo.” All of this was said with a tense tone to her voice. She gave Denis a hard look, and nodded to him as if trying to say she got what he was doing. That made one of them then, because he hadn't really let himself process it at all. The power of Zen, not thinking.

      Then without hesitation, she jumped. Freaking hardcore, jumping out without a chute like that. Sure she knew she could handle it, but still, Denis didn't know if he'd be able to do that. All he knew was that he wouldn't survive landing the plane without help. So dead?

     Dead.

     But on his own terms, not the assassin's and not locked in a little metal cage. Not even a little one made of fiberglass. No, he was going out the side too. Probably after wetting himself, but that was alright. He really doubted anyone would notice.

     “Jay, you're up when we come around. You got this though, no problem.” He actually sounded confident about it, which amused him a little. Denis felt it though. Jay really could do this. Argos was probably the fastest man in the world. Heck, he may even be able to just jump like Marsh just had. He absorbed the impact of running like he did after all. Just the sonic booms had to take something special. The man didn't do that often, but he could. Denis had seen it on television a few times.

     The string of syllables that came out were nearly a buzz and totally too fast to understand. If it was his last request it probably wasn't going to be filled. On the third pass, well away from Lady Glory's chute, the man bailed. A hum came from the air outside slowly getting softer. Clark looked out the hatch and after a half minute he cheered briefly, a real, very happy sound.

     “He's doing it! I don't really see how, but he's barely falling at all!” 

     Goblin clapped with honest joy.

     “It's good! Clark...” This came out soft and slow, meant for the stork like man alone. “You should take him. I... I have a better chance of living than Denis does if I stay. I'm light and loads stronger. Maybe I could do something like what Argos is? A little. Enough to slow me down. Denis is just regular...”

     It may have been meant for old Ichabod the kiddy diddler, and had a nice low pitch that nearly hid in the hum, but Denis heard it anyway and shook his head slowly, a small smile on his face.

     “Then we'd probably all die Tobin. Clark can't carry me, I'm not huge, but I weigh nearly twice what you do. Besides, I... have a plan. So out you go, I'll be down in a few minutes, don't worry about that.”

     His plan? Dying. 

     He'd jump out and then flatten himself and hope that something could save him and if not, try to look good while he did it. Still, just in case...

     “Clark? Buddy old pal? A word with you?” Not that Tobin wouldn't hear, tied to the man's chest with a seat belt like he was.

     When he suggested it the stork like man guffawed. A real belly laugh. Then after about fifteen seconds he nodded. Then he shook his head.

     “I'll try. I... doubt I can, I can't catch anything moving faster than about fifty miles an hour, it's why I can't stop bullets, but...” The voice was sad.

     Right. It gave Denis a tiny shot, that was all. Really he should have learned to fly a plane. It honestly had just never come up before. A huge oversight obviously.

     On the next half turn they jumped. Everyone was on the ground now at least or would be soon. One way or the other. He didn't look for them on the ground, not wanting to know if his stupid ass plan had gotten them killed already. Except him. It occurred to him for the first time ever that having Prime's powers could really come in handy about now. Or really, almost anyone's. Other than his. Oh well, maybe this would work, right? If they only got LG and Argos out, along with Marcia, that would be a win. Hopefully Clark was better than he thought he was at catching moving objects. It wasn't likely though, he knew. The IPB testing in things like that was damned thorough. 

     Taking a deep breath he got the wheel thing straight and propped the stick under it again, then hurried to the back and jumped before he could lose his nerve. Really, his first thought as the wind hit him was that he couldn't believe he'd just done that. Denis had really expected to freeze a few times at the door first, maybe even have to circle a few more times.

     Oh yeah, he was freaking hardcore now.

      As he fell, lying as flat as possible to slow himself down, resisting the urge to claw at the air trying to fly, he saw them all, Argos and Karen were sitting down and Clark stood, his hand outstretched, trying to slow him. If anything was happening he didn't feel it. Fantastic. At least the guy was trying, that made him feel better about the whole thing for some reason, and Clark. Then, no one had ever said he wasn't a good and worthy teammate, just that he slept with a single twelve year old girl. 

     Bastard. 

     Fear ripped through him, and he had to fight not to scramble in the air desperately again. The ground came at him fast and hard and really, he figured that this would be a good time to take that leek, all things considered. He watched as the ground closed, huge and deadly under his falling body.

      Then the world vanished.

     Not black, not blank. It just wasn't anymore. Not at all. Denis kind of figured this was heaven, or maybe hell. It was nothing though. Just... Peace really. Kind of nice. So heaven then? He wanted to look around, but there wasn't anything to look at. Then suddenly he stood on the ground blinking, next to Karen who was hugging him and Marcia who pounded him on the back.

     “What happened?” Denis asked, noticing as he did that Tobin seemed to be wrapping Jay's ankle with his small green shirt, torn into strips, his black and green skin bare and a bit mottled on the chest under the overalls. 

     No one spoke for a second. Marcia answered firmly, only a hint of an edge to her voice.

     “Proxy did. Popped in about ten feet from the ground, not moving at all, then fell and landed in a textbook roll out. Could have added a flourish at the end, but I'd give it a solid eight out of ten.”

     Karen giggled in relief and hugged him closer, “at least an eight-six. He didn't get hurt and you're fine. Thank God I-” She cried then, no one tried to stop her.

     So, two times in three days, four days maybe, Brian had saved his life. He'd have to send him a card. Or give him a cake maybe. Mark could show him how to make it. It would make a good episode for the show. Denis sat down and smiled. 

     Not dead yet muther-fuckers! Still alive and kicking. Somehow.

     Marcia stood and called them all to attention. Denis glanced at her and she looked fine, not her clothing, but she seemed like she'd just... landed. Like she'd said she would.

     “alright, let's get everyone to cover over in those trees. It's not a lot, but we're a man down and don't know if an attack is coming. Normally I'd have said no, but these days it's hard to tell. Brian knows we're here, but not where here is. They should be able to track us via satellite, we all have trackers now, so we find cover and wait.” Marcia sounded confident, like it was a real plan. 

     Denis shrugged, who was he to claim it wasn't? He moved to help get Jay up but Clark made a noise, a small snort, and lifted the man in the air about a foot with his power and started walking. Everyone else followed, Karen still alternating between giggling fits and crying jags. Tobin looked scared, so Denis walked over and gently clapped him on the back. He jumped, but then the tiny man just looked at Denis as they kept walking.

     “Too close to death.” He said.

     Denis nodded. 

     “Way too freaking close. Still, we made it this time and seriously, who walks away from things like this? It must mean were the good guys, right?” He considered for a second. “Or the super-villains, but none of us has enough ill-gotten loot for that, unless you've been holding out on me? So I'm thinking we did something right to earn this. Probably you or Karen really, not me or Clark. Borrowed luck is good enough for me though!” Because, when it came down to it, today simply wasn't a good day to die, Denis thought. Not at freaking all.

     Tobin patted him on the back in return then kept walking without comment. Denis shook from the reaction and fear, the excitement of not dying when he really knew for a while that he was going to. He didn't know if everyone else would think he was a pussy for shaking, but at that moment Denis decided not to care about that at all anymore. So what if he looked like a wimp? He knew who he was and freaking Prophet Darren wasn't going to rule him for the rest of his life. 

     He was the guy who just jumped out of an airplane without a chute. And lived.

     The woods were young and the trees barely counted as such, no more than a foot around at best. Dense enough for a bit of cover though, so they all settled about halfway in and didn't go anywhere. This meant just sitting, which eventually meant talking. Denis wasn't anti-talking, not after the months of isolation, but other than the prison's food and the few books he'd read, didn't have a lot to share personally. Pain calisthenics probably wouldn't be a good topic given the situation.

     What he did have a lot of was nerves and residual fear. Death had loomed at him and frankly gotten a lot closer than it ever had before. At least that he'd been aware of. Even when Brian kicked his ass all those times death hadn't seemed likely. The guy just wasn't a killer. Not in his soul. 

     Denis couldn't hack it that way either he knew, so wasn't judging. His best attempts at trying hadn't just failed because of bad luck or even just because Brian was a better fighter than he was. Not being a killer made a huge difference that way too. Sure, he could throw pain around or fuck with people's emotions, make them scared or have them tossing their cookies, that didn't even take much work. Killing though...

     Yeah, a lot harder.

     Yi had to take people's lives to protect others, but even that was screwing with his head. Wearing him down. Now Marcia was a killer. She'd take out a bad guy, or Clark, even Denis, without batting an eye and then sleep contented that night, dreaming of fluffy clouds or unicorns, whatever it was that went on in her head when no one was looking. It made her stand out at the IPB. Civilians worried about “Proxy” killing them, but it was foolish as long as they didn't try to kill anyone else, Marcia actually would if it even just seemed like a good idea at the time. It wasn't lost on him that she kept talking about burying people twenty feet down in the desert like she did. It had the sound of old experience. It would work too. Who checked that deep?

     No one spoke for a long time, since everyone had a reason to be a tiny bit stressed still, didn't they? Everyone had nearly bought it today, except Marcia and she'd nearly had her whole new mini-team killed on the first real day. That would have sucked. Imagine the paperwork on that? 

     Wisely Denis didn't bother mentioning that out loud. That's the kind of thing that always got him in trouble. Saying something that he thought would be funny, to deflect from a hard situation, not realizing it could be insulting. How that one could be didn't make sense to him, but it probably would anyway. Keeping his lips closed did, a kind of “no harm, no kill Denis” kind of thing. 

     Zip.

     Jay, filled with that manic energy of his and unable to fake calm, even for a few moments, started babbling a bit, a stream of consciousness that basically recapped the whole thing from his own perspective. Denis just listened, trying to relax and let the man's words soothe him, as fast as they were. After all, he'd gone months without hearing another voice regularly, and when he had it normally meant pain or abuse. 

     This was a lot nicer. Jay wasn't going to hurt him at all. Real sweet guy that way.

     “So I think that we need to check out all the pilot's and see what the deal is and then get some food, I brought money to eat at the airport but there's no place to eat here, not even fast food. I can see that I should have brought my bag of snacks with me, but if I'd tried I probably wouldn't have made it. That was so hard, made it though, so all good. I was really scared for Denny, Clark nearly had him I think, but it just wasn't enough. Good try though, we should practice this stuff later if we get a chance, in case it ever comes up again. I know, how likely is that? But I wouldn't have thought it would happen once, so we should. If I'd practiced more I wouldn't have kicked the ground so hard at the end maybe and then I wouldn't have broken my leg.”

     Clark sighed loudly.

     “Give it a rest will you Argos? I can't take the yammering right now! I know I failed, you don't have to remind me. I suck and almost got Denny killed because of it.” The stork like man's adam's apple bobbed a few times and the words came out sounding pissy and a little cruel. A bit out of line going toward Jay, but understandable enough.

     The squad leader held out a hand. Everyone looked at her, since Beatdown holding an arm out like that could mean pain to follow for someone. Probably Clark, but even being snapped at by the guy, Jay wouldn't want to see him beaten for it. Most likely. 

     “It's post trauma nerves, don't take off at each other over it. That can ruin unit cohesion. And annoy me. Mainly that last one.” The woman grinned, a forced and dark thing. 

     A little oddly Karen got up and sat by Clark, holding his hand. A move meant to be reassuring, her compassion showing again probably. Clark looked shocked and maybe a bit scared. Slowly he pulled his hand out of hers, which made her look a bit hurt. Marsh nodded though.

     “Fucking-A right Clark. Not that Karen's a kid, but making sure you don't take advantage of women is half of what you have to do right now and her compassion and your need means she's probably vulnerable to you right now. Good job.” She didn't sound proud of him. Forced and edgy. No beating followed at least, so probably real enough.

     Things went quiet for a second, so Denis decided to add his own, hopefully distracting, bitch to the conversation. Relax first, he told himself. Don't be a dick about it...

     “Um, in the future, could people not call me “Denny” please? That... I used to be called that, by Prophet Darren. Usually before he took us kids out for torture or locked the boys up so he could “play” with and “instruct” the girls. I know that no one could have known that, it's a pretty normal nickname, but, if you can...” He tried to leave it there, which just didn't work. Everyone wanted to know everything, it could be seen in their eyes. No one asked at least. Karen teared up.

     “I'm so sorry that happened to you.” She half wailed it, actually sobbing. 

     Denis nodded, “you and me both. I didn't catch the worst of it either. Not even close. No one raped me. Electrical torture to “teach us to behave”, being locked in a closet for days, weeks sometimes, with rats and spiders, that kind of thing, beatings with canes so that the spared rod wouldn't spoil a child. Not switches, but inch thick dowels of oak, so they wouldn't break too easily. Fasting for days on end and freezing cold showers in the winter to help “purify” our souls.” Denis looked around and wished for the first time in months that he had some booze. Not just a drink or two, but bottles of the stuff, to help him forget.

     “The girls... it was bad. At first I didn't get the idea, not as anything wrong at least, I thought it was just what people did. At ten they all got taken as the prophet's “wife”. Now of course I understood that he was having sex with them all. He made us all watch sometimes, said it was so we'd learn how to be with a woman. I just didn't know that all girls didn't do that at ten. Not at first, but I knew that it was wrong. And I mean all of them. Regularly too. The fucker is a goat. So, yeah. Don't call me “Denny” please.” Looking down for a second he took a shuddering breath.

     “For that matter, while we're on how screwed up my childhood was, don't imply that I'm gay either. That dick-weed did that as an excuse to punish me as a kid. Trying to “work the devil out of me”. I'm not gay, but even if I was it would still probably get me going if someone called me that now.”

     Tobin, shirtless, hatless and wearing kids “farmer” overalls straightened. His voice came out a lot more strongly than Denis had ever heard it before, angry. 

     Very nearly fierce.

     “We need to stop him then. I don't know how, but we'll find a way and make it so that he can't hurt anyone else again, ever. Even if we have to collect up some of the others and make sure he just doesn't wake up one day. I think... Cellophane could do it. Penny. I don't think anyone in the world could stop her if she decides they're dead. Not even Marcia and she's nearly impossible to kill.” 

     Marcia nodded.

     “True... Sounds like a plan to me. Mark or maybe even Christian could do it too without being noticed, but if it comes to that I think Penny would have the easiest time. Mark won't kill and Chris would live the death. I've never been much of one for religion anyway and that abusive kind of shit is why.” Her dress hadn't made the fall very well. Barely hanging on in fact. Everyone kind of ignored that fact, except Clark, who covertly kept checking out her right breast, which popped out every few breaths. She didn't seem concerned about it. Really she probably didn't even notice.

     “That and all the singing. I have a horrible voice.”

     Denis made sure to focus only on her milk chocolate brown eyes when he looked her way. It probably made him seem hostile or something, so he forced a smile. A bit fake, he knew. What did they want though? Go from tool to arch-angle in sixty seconds? He'd tried flying already, and that hadn't worked at all. Honestly Denis wasn't sure how he'd managed to not wet himself. He didn't have to go anymore either, however that worked.

     “Yeah, so, um, thanks? I should probably say I don't need help or something here, because a “real man” goes it alone, but that hasn't been working for me so well in life. My natural fallback position of being a jerk either, which, well, I suppose you all can figure out by now. So if anyone gets an idea, let me know.” 

     It was the most he'd ever told anyone about how he'd been raised. He couldn't go in to all of it yet. That would just be too much. There were some things Denis couldn't even let himself think about most days, not if he wanted to live with himself at all. Thankfully no one asked. No one really wanted to hear it all anyway. They may think they did, but they really didn't. Not if they wanted to sleep at night.

     Looking a bit scared and sympathetic, Karen moved and put an arm around him for comfort. 

     “How about we call you “Den” instead? Is that alright? Or...” 

     The obvious trailing off got his attention, he was supposed to come up with some other thing to be called? He sucked at names. When he originally left Faithhome Denis' big stab of defiance had been changing his name by dropping one of the two “n's” in it. The pronunciation didn't even change.

     “That's good. I can deal with that.” Better than Itch really. 

     That wasn't a high bar. Still it was the best nickname anyone had ever come up with for him, even if it did make him think of little rooms with big desks and shelves of books.

     They stopped talking about him and focused on Karen for a while, since she was the only one in their group with an actual relationship to gossip about. She started out shyly but eventually went on for about an hour, telling them how great Brian was. Denis would have felt jealous, except that really, he'd just become a huge fan of the guy too. The thought, almost as if it were physically happening again, of the ground rushing at his face made him jolt for a second, Karen gave him a concerned look and stopped talking, but didn't say anything.

     Denis shrugged a little and forced another grin.

     “Flashback. I'm pretty sure I'm in for a few years of falling dreams or something fucked up like that.” Wincing he ducked his head. Not a genuine move, a cover for the fact that he didn't care about what he said, no more. Still, he tried, so that counted. Maybe.

     “Sorry, I meant to say “something messed-up” I need to work on my language, I know.”

     Almost instantly Marcia perked up and smiled, “fucking right you do! We work with the public now, so none of that shitty language or all the normals will think that Infected people all have potty mouths. Can't have grandma “McCunty” thinking we're heathens after all.” 

     The group laughed, not a big laugh, one that barely counted as jovial to tell the truth. Just as it ended a deep thumping sound could be felt inside. Denis sensed it well before he could catch the sound, or understood what it meant. Marcia stood and smiled.

     “Chopper. Let me scout this first. Be ready to move. It's probably our ride, but if it's not we need to be ready to subdue them or flee. Ready?”

     It took her about a minute to get a visual, and the markings seemed right, she told them after coming back. Black and big enough, an older model meant to carry troops. She said the name of the type of craft but Denis didn't catch it, the sound getting a lot louder as it landed.

     “Even if it's from the base, that doesn't mean we can trust the pilot or that it's not loaded with assassins. Itch... I mean Gabe, I want you and Lady Glory to get ready to hit whoever this is. I'll go in first, the rest of you stand at the tree line. Goblin, you're backing up LG, if she has to strike, you go too, I want a psychedelic power ballad from you, don't wait for orders on it. Clark... You're on the injured man. If we have to run your only job it to make sure Jay makes it out, got that?”

     He did. They all did. The helicopter set down in the same field they did and four people popped out almost instantly. Since two of them were doctors that Denis vaguely recognized from the hospital level, chances were that it wasn't a set up. The other two were agents, the tall one with the blond hair and a shorter Hispanic looking guy, both in black agent suits. So one of them could be a plant. 

     Denis casually mentioned it this to Marcia.

     “Beatdown,” he said softly, “I recognize three of them. The short man in black I don't know, but how can we be sure the others aren't all... I don't know what to call them... bigot commandos?”

     She snorted at him, but didn't correct his suspicions in an angry fashion. She wouldn't though. Would she? Not with suspicion being her own first mode. It would just make sense to her, as if Denis was finally acting in a sane and rational fashion.

     “I have high confidence in Lancaster, the blond guy, and Reyes the shorter agent. The doctors are pretty certain too. The guy's Kern, and the Japanese woman is Doctor Burrows. Kiko Burrows, she's the head of the medical department. Nice, but I can't really vouch for any of them either. High probability they're not working against us. No proof other than previous behavior.”

     “OK, so, we send invulnerability girl in first like we planned? Then you chat with them, feel them out, see if the guys check out your rack or look away in disgust from the “dirty Infected”, all that? Maybe make out with a few of them to make sure they can stand being around Infected or whatever the current test is for things like this? I'll stay back here with LG and the rest, since I'm not even a tiny fraction as tough as you are. Sound alright?” Denis grinned. That worked for him. He hated bullets, to tell the truth. Probably allergic to lead even. He didn't want to test it out for some reason.

     “Exactly. Except for the making out part. Though that could work as a test in the future. I'll keep it in mind. I don't suspect problems and it looked like Lancaster flew, so it seems right... Back me up from here.” It wasn't a question. There was no doubt in the words either. She really trusted him to do it.

     Denis waited as Marcia walked forward, holding her hands a bit away from her body as if to show she wasn't armed. It looked funny, but the other agents did the same, the doctors didn't, they just stood carrying red medical bags with easily visible white crosses on them, waiting for a patient to show. After about three minutes of tense conversation the squad leader turned and waved to the others. As a group they all moved out carefully, except Karen who just jogged forward happily, as if nothing could ever go wrong with all her friends having come. Then everyone seemed like a friend, or potential friend, to her, didn't they? It made him wonder what she did when she met a real monster. Hug them?

     Tobin at least had enough shyness to hold back, lagging behind by natural inclination and Clark had to focus a bit to bring Jay along, floating him in a comfortable, but silly looking reclined position. It made him look like he sat in an invisible La-Z-Boy chair. Denis just walked, keeping his own hands out and visible the whole time. 

     He didn't have a weapon and didn't want to be shot if one of the agents got nervous. They could be a bit quick on the trigger in tense situations. They were trained to take down up to class three Infected on their own at need, one on one, which meant that by training they were technically at that level themselves and sometimes had to handle fours. That meant they didn't wait for a threat to emerge all the time, they just attacked if the situation called for it at all. From zero to “oopse I killed you” faster than most people could track. Not good people to play practical jokes on.

     “Hey everyone.” Denis spoke softly as the group approached. “Are you our new ride? I can't say I'm wild about the idea of flying right now, if you get me?”

     The doctors both ignored him and jogged to Argos, who still floated in the air. Clark might not be good at catching falling objects, but he could hold large weights up for a long time without seeming bothered at all. The big agent had his mirror shades off, even though the sun was decently bright. He held out his right hand to Denis and shook firmly.

     “I can get that. Best we can do on short notice. Beats the fuck out of walking, as long as the pilot doesn't bail on you. I'll be flying back myself. Don't worry, I promise not to leave you hanging.”

     Denis grinned.

     “Fuck, it's not the hanging that bothers me, it's the falling and the big impact at the end. I'll live though. Any words on the guy that did bail on us? I'd love to find him and... Well, have you and Beatdown work him over. I'll toss in a few painful effects for good measure though. Not trying to be a slacker.”

     This got a grim look, which slowly turned into a thing that shouldn't be called a smile yet would be, by anyone not really paying attention.

     “Oh yeah... I hear that too. It's being looked into, no word yet. You've been out of the loop, so head up warning... She's not Beatdown now, it's Quartz.” The guy didn't blink. It was eerie and a little cold looking. Like what Yi did sometimes.

     “Changed when she had to go back to team one, back when Prime looked to be quitting.”

     “Oh. Yeah, no one's mentioned much to me yet, probably comes from having been a bit... difficult in the past. No one wants to risk jamming their hand in the wood chipper. Who can blame them?” After all, really that was all about protecting himself from other people, being hard to be around so no one would want to bother him. It worked.

     Denis realized what had taken place now. It all hit him in a sudden rush. Maybe nearly dying let him see it. Understand it.

      He'd been brainwashed by those fucking self-help books.

      Be honest with yourself, be kind and polite to others, manage your anger, don't let it manage you. All good advice, except the part where he'd turned into a little pansy. Worse, that crap seemed to be working, at least a little. No one had screamed at him too much yet and a few people had every right to. Yi for one and probably every one of his friends. Plus anyone that the guy had saved since Denis had tried to kill him. 

     Sure, Penny had kicked his ass a bit, but he'd kind of earned that too. Without even getting into the whole Brian part of things.

     Fuck.

     Life had been a hell of a lot simpler before. Wake up, demean someone, hang out all day and keep people away, then sleep. That didn't recall all the lonely nights and the rage of course. That rage, that sense of being weak, less than everyone else, it had led him for... decades. Most of his life now. All to prove to that self-righteous child abuser he was worth something. That Denis Tompkins was a real “man”. 

     The screwed up thing being that he didn't even know what that meant. Bow ties and suits all the time? Being a jerk to everyone and driving them away? He'd only ever managed one relationship that lasted longer than a month and she'd been deaf. Probably didn't realize what the hell Den said half the time. He knew it in fact. She'd finally left him for some guy that didn't have a mustache and could sign.

     Goody. Insight. Just what he needed to feel good about himself. It would have been nicer if he wasn't a douche. Well... something to work on.

     Jay got looked at, poked, prodded and told not to walk until the ankle healed, then the male doctor, Kern, who looked about mid-thirties like Denis was, but had light brown hair and more of a “college boy” look about him, pulled out a box of high calorie meal replacement bars and tucked it into the man's lap.

     “Eat. You used up about twenty thousand calories slowing your fall, at a guess. If not a lot more. Replace it or else.” 

     The box was torn into so fast that Denis thought the guy might be eating the wrappers too. Half way in the fast blond man, his own clothing looking a lot more worn now, frayed, held the half eaten pack out.

     “Sorry, I didn't think about anyone else... Here, you guys have the rest...”

     The lady doctor, a hot Japanese woman that could have been anywhere between late twenties and late forties shook her head and told him to eat them all. He needed the calories more than any of them. Everyone else could do just fine without a meal or two she asserted firmly. Argos still didn't eat trying to assure her that he felt fine. He looked pale and in pain, but he didn't admit to feeling that way.

     Marcia snorted.

     “If you don't eat, you don't heal. If you don't heal, we're a man short. We can get someone to take your place, but no one that has your abilities. So get working on those.” She crossed her arms and tried to look tough, it just didn't work this time. Denis could get that. Jay kind of looked like one of the pretty male movie stars that women liked and was humble and darned close to kind to everyone because of it. Hard to really get mad at someone like that.

     Sighing Denis looked at the guy.

     “Yeah Jay. You should have those done by now, we probably need to load up or whatever and the longer you take to eat, the more behind we get. As it is I don't know how we're supposed to get to Chicago, can this thing take us?” Pointing at the helicopter got Lancaster to shake his head.

     “Not even close. It can get us to the airport though. Denis is right Jay, you heard the doc. I know it's a little against your first mode, but no one here's going to whine about being a little hungry when they need you for backup later with a mob closing in on them, trust me on that. Get that food down while we get ready. Clark, if you would?” The gesture at Argos got the man hoisted into the air, the thin tall Clark just holding his hand out to make him rise and then guide him along as, a bit grudgingly, Jay ate.

     Argos looked guilty the whole time, but honestly Denis knew he wouldn't have been able to eat yet himself anyway. He probably needed to, but inside his mind the ground kept rushing at him, over and over again. That, he realized, could put a man off his feed. Marcia needed to eat more than most people did too, but didn't want to for the most part, since she didn't have a sense of taste or smell, it was a fight for her to keep weight on. Karen was like him, he thought, needing more if she used her power a lot, but otherwise just normal. The other two he didn't have a clue about at all.

     In the copter they had a lot of room, but sat close for some reason. He got why Karen did it, her nature meant she wanted to comfort others, the rest of them made no sense at all. Some kind of team building crap? Denis had half his body pressed against Tobin and the other half against Marcia. Across from them Jay got pressed between Karen, who'd been his friend for years after all, and Doctor Burrows, who seemed to be doing it just because the guy looked good. She winked at Denis when he raised his eyebrows at her. It probably wasn't funny, but he had to laugh anyway. No one seemed to notice though.

     The trip to the airport took less than half an hour. That, for some reason, reminded Den about the plane, when he asked about it no one knew where, or even if, it had crashed yet. 

     “I just hope no one gets hurt.” Denis murmured. Tobin nodded but no one else could hear him over the noise from the machine. A deep beating roar that shook his bones a little after a while.

     They had, as he should have expected, missed their flight. Personally he blamed the inept assassin pilot. If he couldn't kill them, he could have at least gotten them to their connection on time, right? Wasn't that part of his job? The part he was getting paid for by the government?

      They got in on the last one going out from the tiny airport for the day, but it meant a wait until nearly midnight. Seven hours away. Great fun. They didn't even have their luggage anymore. Not that he'd had a lot anyway. They could make do. They didn't really need clean clothes to do their job, did they?

     Lancaster, it turned out, had been assigned to go with them as backup. He'd been the original choice, since at first Hooper's office had insisted that Proxy go in too, and Brian Yi was one of Lancaster's people to cover it turned out, since he needed a field man more often than most of the others at the base. Yi was also one of the most famous agents in the world right then, which was news to Denis. So Hooper and his cronies wanted the feared and yet oddly popular man front and center at each event, believing that he'd kill people probably. Lancaster chuckled as he explained that bit of wisdom.

      That one got shot down by McCreedy, one of Hooper's butt-buddies in the house of representatives, the agent told him, trying to get him up to date on the situation.

     “That came as a shock I bet, they normally walk in lock-step, but the man stepped right up to Hooper on that one, and didn't back down at all. Saw footage of him yelling about it on C-span. Then again Brian saved McCreedy's life by taking out Tesseract. When a guy beats up on the world's only known class eight by stabbing himself in the heart to save your ass, you probably have to show a bit of respect. Of course Proxy saved both Hooper and his daughter on separate occasions, so you'd think he'd want to play nice too.” The guy stretched, muscle bulging under the suit jacket. Denis thought he might look good with muscles like that, if he could get some. He surely wanted it.

     Then after a few seconds' focus, he made himself not want it nearly as much. Just a normal desire to be fit took its place.

     “So they decided to try and cheap us into failure instead. Barely enough money to cover the plane and rooms. Your TL, Christian Poures? She offered to cover the whole program herself out of pocket, so the bastards added a rider to forbid the use of any personal funds. That's to make sure no one can bribe any of you into... really I read the thing six times and I can't say I understand the point, but it got into the final draft anyway. I can't even legally buy you dinner on this trip, since I'm not on the team roster. It's a cluster-fuck, filled with extra gooey, creamy fuck in the middle, just in case we might manage to pull a rabbit out of our hats.” 

     Denis' stomach growled then as if in response, they both laughed.

     “Hey, stop all that talk, you're making me hungry.” It was just a joke, but the large man went still.

     That... There couldn't be anything offensive in that could there? Lancaster looked around and grinned. 

     “Right, meal time. The Director's buying for this trip. Politician that he is, he had himself put on the team as an alternate in case anyone gets sick or injured. I just hope we never have to really use him. Talk about visible presence. Only Prime would be more obvious. That place looks overpriced and like it has low quality food... any takers?” A single gesture indicated a place down a ways, one that looked like it might have something edible and at least had chairs inside visible through the slightly smoked windows. It was also the only place so he nodded. For some reason he really did feel hungry now, a lot more so than usual. 

     He'd probably used his useless power the whole way down, Den realized, trying to catch himself. Well, that hadn't worked at all. The ground had probably been scared to death though, because he hadn't been accidentally projecting anything but terror, that was for certain.

     The first problem of the day, other than bigots trying to get them killed, turned out to be bigots denying them service. Trying to. Not the counter girl herself, who seemed nice enough, the one that rang up what you put on your tray at the end of a cafeteria style line. She looked young and a bit scared after talking to an older woman and what looked to be her overweight lesbian lover, a woman with a tan purse that disturbingly had a tiny dog, or possibly a large rat, in it. One like the little thing from the fake fast food Mexican place on TV. It yipped occasionally instead of informing them all about what kind of food it wanted. Too bad, that would have been kind of cool.

      They approached the girl while giving them obvious dark and mean looks. The young blond was a sweet looking thing that must have been about twenty or so and had probably been a high school cheerleader before she realized that wouldn't really work out as a career path but wanted to try gainful employment before resorting to porn or marrying some guy for his money. Whatever the women wanted she shook her head and they finally left to go back to their table and talk on cell phones in hushed tones.

     Nothing happened for a bit, until they got up to get their food. Then a small crowd appeared suddenly, like magic, a man in a blue business suit shoved to the front and angrily shook his fist at them. Well, not at them. At Tobin. He got right in his face too.

     “Dirty Infected! We don't want your kind here! Leave honest decent folk alone!” 

     People behind them started muttering and Lancaster smiled. It was cool and professional, not a threat even. 

     “Under the Infected protection act, Infected individuals have full rights to use any public facility. After all, it's not a real infection, you know that right? You don't catch it from contact, that's just a name given to it initially that stuck.”

     The man, stupidly, shook his fist at Lancaster too. Denis wouldn't have done that for money and his first mode was greed. The bigot seemed to also be a moron for sure. He might be forgiven not knowing who anyone else was, or even not realizing that Tobin could probably kick his ass, as obvious as his Infected status was, the man was tiny, so that could be confusing to a slow person. But Lancaster was just freaking huge and tough looking. Marcia, wearing a t-shirt from the Disney store and a pair of black Lycra stretch shorts with over-sized running shoes stepped forward and grinned.

     “Are you sure you don't want an autograph? Mr. Peterson is a noted super-hero and government agent. He's also going to be coming out with an album soon, wonderful voice. You should listen to him sometime before you judge him based on blind hatred.” She sounded like a PR agent, which made Denis smile. It was about the first time he'd ever heard the woman sounding sweet.

     The man sputtered at her.

     “Hatred? I don't hate Infected, I just think that monsters should be controlled for the safety of everyone else! We aren't bigots, we just want our families to be safe, is that too much to ask? Are you saying we can't be safe so that some freak can travel around singing? For Christ's sake woman, have you no pride or fear of your own? Consorting with... Things, like this one...”

     Things? 

     Denis grinned and wondered if the guy would like to feel a sudden case of the runs coming on, resisting the urge to retaliate took effort. A lot of it. What kind of idiots were these people? If they were so afraid of Tobin, shouldn't they avoid him? Denis knew that he really wanted to avoid falling for a while for instance, and was still deciding whether to develop a phobia of the ground itself...     

     Sane people didn't feel fear, and then run to pick a needless fight with the object of it, did they? Of course the team wasn't there to get in an argument with regular people and doing that, as satisfying as it would be right then, nerves already on edge for the day, would just create problems with their real job, when their faces were all over the news in the days leading up to the hate rally.

     Denis decided to let cooler heads handle it for now, only to find that there didn't seem to be any nearby. Marcia had a grin on her face, sure, but the kind of thing that would have made these “good” citizens run away if they had half a brain. Gosh, who hung around with obviously Infected people in public? Oh, right, other Infected. Seriously, did they think that all Infected looked like Tobin?

     The tall blondish haired Lancaster blinked very slowly, probably a relaxation exercise for fighting Denis thought, that or trying to not hit the bigot in front of him. Maybe his own version of going Zen? Possibly literally. A lot of soldier and warrior types did things like that didn't they? The crowd grew slowly, a few people at a time, most just watching, a few calling out hate slogans. If a slow and awkward chant of “get out dirty Infected” could be called a “slogan”. It made its point clear at least.

     When they got back to the base Den would have to find the bum looking man and apologize to him abjectly. His act had been right in keeping with reality it seemed. These people really couldn't start a good chant at all. Even a one of “get out, get out” would have been more effective. Denis shook his head. You'd think they'd plan these things out first, wouldn't you? At their meetings or “hateapalooza” or whatever they called it. If you wanted to be an ignorant bigot, well that was a problem, but not preparing ahead of time to spew their hate properly was all on them. No pride in what they were doing at all.

     Finally a woman in the back, who was decent looking, in a slightly too skinny way, pointed and called out that Jay, still with a wrapped foot that could take nearly a day to heal, was the super-hero Argos. For a second the crowd got quiet, then the core group erupted angrily, the lesbian women, or at least the ladies wearing matching rings and holding hands periodically, both tried to push Karen, who responded by turning into Lady Glory. She didn't use her power though, she just glowed blue and stared at them. It looked impressive, for all that she didn't have any other physical power at all. She really gave the impression that force blasts or something would be the next step. Using abilities on people that weren't being violent yet didn't play well in the press, so she held her hand. Denis didn't think they'd have to wait too long before they could though.

     These people seemed to be eager for confrontation. 

     Ah.

     Oh yeah...

      It made sense. So much sense. Looking around he saw the camera phone off to the side in the hands of a man old enough that even having a cell phone was probably a new idea to him. To the left a younger girl that looked a bit like white trash gussied up for the prom had a small video camera out and trained right on them. The idea seemed clear, bait and even attack the Infected IPB agents, since Argos and Lady Glory didn't kill people it was even pretty safe, and then when they fought back, or did anything at all menacing, trim the video in editing so that it only showed the use of powers on a crowd. Even if he used his own abilities it would be obvious right now. Angry bigot to peaceful airport lurker in fifteen seconds or less just didn't happen. 

     One of the women, the smaller one without the dog in her bag, suddenly found her courage and jumped forward to try and slap Marcia. She could take the blow no problem, the thing being that it would be striking an IPB agent, who was, like it or not, suddenly on duty. This was a “riot” and they were the squad with that detail, weren't they? The blow landed with a resounding clap and a cry from the attacker.

     “My hand! You fucking broke my hand with your ugly face.” She wailed, holding her right arm to her chest. Her girlfriend, wife probably, jumped in to try it too, which caused Lancaster to move forward. 

     That wouldn't work though, since he was huge and even looked tough. If he stopped the woman there would be trouble, the bigot mob would step in to protect her. It felt seriously fucked up, the whole thing, all of it. Sighing a little Denis stepped in front of the giant man suddenly and smiled, raising his left hand over shoulder level to get the agent to stop. 

     For some reason it worked.

     “Hi... Your friend there didn't know it, but she kind of just assaulted a Federal agent on duty. Right now I can probably talk these nice folks out of pressing charges for all the civil rights violations and the set up here, which does count as an act of terrorism by the way, even if you hadn't planned this on purpose to try and make it look like you were “cruelly attacked while minding your own business” it would still be ten years in prison just for taking part in something like this.” Denis pointed at the crowd behind them.

     “So, you and your buddies saw an opportunity to jump poor Tobin here, a great guy by the way, I do suggest you buy his album when it comes out, not just illegally download it, and then you all tried to scare IPB agents into defending themselves from attack to make them look bad in order to frighten the populous into hating Infected.” Denis winced, an overdone thing for affect.

     “That's pretty much terrorism alright, as sure as if you and your friends here set a bomb off... More so, because this situation took place at an airport, meaning the transit laws are in effect too. So here's the deal.” Denis pitched his voice for the whole crowd. Yeah, he sounded like a douche bag cop suddenly, but it couldn't be helped he decided. He let his voice go low and tried to pretend he was Proxy for a minute. It did sound mean.

     “Disperse now without creating further problems, unless you're one of the ring leaders here. Anyone still gathered here in thirty seconds will be taken in for questioning, and trust me, we have people that can and will read your minds to get at the bottom of a terrorist organization. You,” he pointed at the angry bigot man in his businessman's suit and red and black striped republican power tie and the forty-something women with their little dog.

     “You three need to stay. Your little dog too. We need your names and addresses and there will be an investigation. I wasn't kidding about terrorism charges. Again, I'll try to work on these people, but if you don't want the hassle of prison, and you don't, just trust me on that one, I suggest you start acting like something other than terrorists.” His voice sounded confident and even friendly as he ended his little speech, but Denis tried to convey how very much he really meant it by squaring off his body.

     The other people left at least, moving quickly after the first couple of folks walked away, except the clerk who still looked very scared and didn't know if she had to leave or not.

     “Um, I have to stay, I think, but I'm not a terrorist, I just work here... I can't afford to lose my job.”

     “Don't worry, we're not unreasonable miss.” Lancaster said smoothly. “No one wants to blame an innocent person, or even,” he gestured to the three people left remaining, clearly noticing that the cameras had come out at a distance, his voice fairly boomed.

     “Punish people for being afraid. There have been organized hate group attacks in the last days however, and this might not be happenstance. If not, then it really is an act of terrorism you tried to perpetrate here today, not just a poor exercise of the first amendment. The attack on Agent Turner made this far more serious, but luckily for you three, Agent Tompkins seems to think you're all just trying to exercise your first amendment rights... and made a mistake, not trying to actually start a war. I'm not entirely convinced of that myself, but you have a shot if you cooperate now. Another event like that, striking an agent to foment a riot and you'd all be going away for a very long time.” The tall black clad man suddenly seemed very serious, as if this really were a lot more than some bigots being shut down.

     Pulling a pad and pen the agent took down the names and license information from all of them. The man at least tried to give a fake name first, the women didn't after the big agent asked for ID. They all had it, or they couldn't fly.

      It took about fifteen minutes, so patting first Tobin then Clark on the shoulders, he led them all through the food line. When they got to the cashier Denis smiled again and looked over at Marcia, her butt hugged nicely in the black skin tight shorts she apparently wore as underwear, just for occasions like this. It worked for her. She looked like a soccer mom at a weekend picnic, sure, but a hot soccer mom.

     “So, you don't have anything against Agent Tobin here, do you? Really, you should take a good look... Kind of adorable really, isn't he? Eh? He really is going to be famous too...” Winking Denis tilted his head as if trying to set Tobin up on a date with the girl. She blushed a little and smiled at the little man, then rang them up just as Karen and Jay came over, both moving slowly, due to the man's injury and her compassion for his pain.

     Good, because Denis didn't have any money anyway, so one of them could pay. The salary of the people on team one being huge compared to the absolutely nothing he made at the moment. Slavery. It beat prison. Slightly. At least there the guards hadn't attacked him for being Infected.

     It turned out to be Marcia who paid for all of them, holding a credit card that got paid for by the Director himself. Sweet deal. Denis ran back and got an extra dish of coleslaw. Another piece of cake too. Not that he needed to eat it...

      But it was free stuff. He could give it to Jay, since the guy needed to eat more and Denis wanted the man to heal as fast as possible. Shrugging he went back and loaded a second tray just for that. Argos really did need the food and the man had taken a full tray, but not nearly what he should have, probably because of his first mode.

     Marcia grinned, but no one else said anything about it, probably just assuming hunger to be the reason for his actions. That worked too, suddenly Denis felt it again. He'd blocked it all out for the mini-riot-event they'd just had. Well, it made for good practice against the norms at least. Denis noted that none of them thought to turn a fire hose on them or managed to pants anyone at all.

     Beatdown, Quartz he remembered, pushed her short brown curls to the side and gave him a look. It was... slightly amused really.

     “Not bad. I personally was going to bitch slap them all into next week, but your way worked too. Didn't know you were that up on the law though.” She leaned toward him so that her voice couldn't be heard. “About time we started calling things like this what it is. Terrorism plain and simple.”

     Denis snorted and touched her shoulder gently, leaning in as if he might kiss her, which would have been temping except for all the cameras still on them and the fact that he'd probably wake up in the hospital minus a few parts he might want to use again someday. Lips being only one set of things that popped to mind.

     “Honestly? I just made all that bull crap up. Sounded pretty real though, didn't it?”

     Marcia laughed.
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     Thankfully the rest of the trip didn't cause nearly as many ripples. Tobin got stares on the plane, of course, a few of them a lot more hostile than a small guy wearing overalls with a Disney shirt on underneath should have gotten by far. Marcia had gotten it to replace the one used to wrap Argos' ankle earlier. That Tobin had to be the least offensive person on the plane to Chicago didn't seem to matter to about half the people. Glares and hard stares, scared looks and a few muttered comments were all directed his way for the first half of the trip. The black and green man tried to sink into his seat and hide his face behind a well-used copy of “Sky Mall”. It really didn't work that well for him. Everyone already knew where the “threat” was.

     Denis sat next to him, and felt really tempted to point out to people that Infected didn't always mean dangerous. After all, Lancaster got to carry a gun onto the plane, didn't he? As a Federal agent it wasn't just allowed, but required by law now. Guns were dangerous and an IPB agent like him knew how to use it. Technically the only reason that the rest of them didn't have to carry had to do with their powers. Not that saying any of that would have helped Tobin. 

     The ass-holes on the plane didn't care about their poor behavior or how it made anyone else feel. They just reacted. The whole pattern seemed familiar to him now. At least no one here wanted to slap Marcia around to make themselves feel better. That... might not go as well the second time. She didn't feel pain or take injury, but an insult was an insult and of all the people on the plane she was the last one that Denis would want to push that way. Even Lancaster would probably take more crap if it came down to it.

     After the five hours in the air, they finally got to O'Hare and not having luggage, all they needed to do was find the car rental place. It was near the baggage claim, which just reminded him to find the assassin pilot and kick him in the jewels if he got a chance. That and to learn to at least land a plane. His feet scuffed a little on the short pile gray carpet underfoot as they got to the needed counter, a large plastic coated thing in a color that should have been red, but looked a lot more orange under the fake interior lighting of the huge building. The man there helpfully stared at Tobin, wrinkled his nose in disgust and gave them what had to be the single oldest and crappiest car in their inventory, a red econobox that had seating for five, if they were cozy.

     Marcia grimaced.

     “We're on a budget. Sorry about this guys. We would have been picked up by local here, except we're a bit behind schedule. Everyone cram in.” 

     In charge or not, Marsh didn't drive them, she had a license, but it had lapsed since she never used it and couldn't be bothered to keep up with the paperwork. Karen didn't even have one and while Clark did, no one trusted him to drive. Tobin just laughed when asked. He wouldn't even be able to touch the pedals after all. In the end it came down to Denis and Lancaster, the large man opting to ride shotgun, in a literal fashion, since shooting Hooper supporters would play better in the press than using abilities on them they all agreed. It was a good enough point that he wondered if the rest of them really should have brought guns too. No one wanted to go around shooting people, but it did give them another option and if it was down to using a power and starting a riot or shooting a single person and stopping one...

     Denis had a license, and even had it on him, but the truth was that he hadn't driven in years. It came back quickly enough once behind the wheel of the tiny car, everyone else jammed in a lot closer than anyone would have wanted. Argos had Marcia on his lap and Tobin sat on Karen's, with Clark, obviously too big to have any part in a vehicle this small, at nearly six-six, crammed hunched and uncomfortable between the two sets of people. It took an hour to find the motel, a place so run down that they all thought it might be abandoned as they drove by it the first three times, circling to look for the address. There didn't seem to be a sign even, just an old plastic letter board that said “cheap rooms”. There wasn't a light behind it so it was hard to see, the street lamps down the way being all that told them it might be the right place at all.

     They got two rooms. For seven people. That meant five guys had to share a room while Karen and Marcia got decent accommodations. More to the point, they all got crappy rooms, the girls getting a bug infested bed each, rather than having to share. All things considered it didn't seem like so big a perk to Denis. Clark complained the whole time and Argos took a place on the floor, pulling a suspiciously stained looking seat cushion off the old and broken down plaid sofa to use as a pillow.

     Lancaster did something similar, which meant that only three people had to share two twin beds. After a few minutes of looking around shiftily, Tobin asked Denis if they could share. Of course he wanted his own bed, but that wouldn't change if he had it, so shrugging, he agreed. Why not? At least the guy wouldn't take up the whole thing. Besides, in the chain of command Tobin clearly outranked him and could have just told him to sleep on the floor. 

     Really Jay and Lancaster probably should have had the beds, but Lancaster was stepping up, being in charge and Jay was just that humble. He really figured he should be the one on the floor.

     Tobin gave him a guilty look as he explained. Eyes going to the floor as he whispered.

     “I'm sure Clark's really alright, but I've heard stuff and... I kind of look a bit childlike. Small and skinny, so, I don't want him to get confused in the night.” He sounded very contrite when he said it.

     The line forced Denis to leave the room for a bit, trying not to scream with laughter. A valid enough point, if a little over the top, since Clark had only slept with the one under aged girl, and not gone after boys at all. Tobin probably had that info too. Then again, Denis wouldn't have liked risking it either, come to think of it. The tall stork like man just felt creepy at times. Off. 

     Wrong.

     Everyone decided that sleep would be the first order, being nearly six in the morning when they got into the rooms. They needed to get up by noon to get out and survey the expected hate rally routes and meeting places, that kind of thing. Denis felt his eyes close finally, and barely noticed the depression made by Tobin's tiny weight on the rather wrinkled sheet next to him.

     The knock that came had a stern pounding cadence that made them all wonder if they were being rousted by the police. Instead it turned out to be Marcia and Karen with three dozen donuts and masses of coffee balanced in little cardboard drink carriers. Marcia had been kicking the door, hence it being so loud. The java was horrible and bitter. Really honestly awful too, not just “coffee snob” bad, the stuff had caffeine and that was about the only selling point as far as he could tell. It worked with the pure sugar and fat they'd brought at least, Denis decided as he took a plain cake donut and dunked it into the swill. 

     The variety was there in the boxes and even the quality, what the place lacked in coffee they made up for in their prime sales item it looked like. Denis just didn't like fried food overly. It was a personal thing so he didn't complain about it. It just always left him feeling a little ill for some reason and he needed to be sharp for work. He preferred meat, if he could get it. Bacon and eggs, over waffles or toast, that kind of thing. The girls had grabbed what they could and everyone else seemed happy enough. Jay had a whole box sitting on his lap, obviously slowing down so that he wouldn't finish before everyone else had their first one. 

     “Thank you.” Tobin said around a raspberry filled glazed thing that looked both good and disgusting at the same time.

     That got Denis to nod. Manners. That had been in at least one of those books he'd read, right? The one with the lady that kept writing about how horrible everyone's manners were. That was it. Of course her being a grumpy old bag didn't mean that she couldn't have a point, did it?

     “Yes, thank you both for thinking of us. I appreciate it.” Denis spoke after taking a bite of the donut in his hand, but waited until he'd swallowed first.

     That got a smile from Karen as if him being halfway human seemed special. A bit bitchy of her to think really. Or it would have been, if it hadn't been true. Denis tried not to react at all. If you couldn't get along with Karen Young it was time to put a bullet in your brain-pan.

     Then all he had to do involved sitting and waiting for Marcia and Lancaster to come up with a basic plan which took about an hour, then go and walk the whole potential riot area with them. That part turned out to be a lot more fascinating than he'd figured it to be. Not because Chicago held such wonder in and of itself. 

     It didn't. 

     Really the whole thing smelled a bit and seemed grimy in most places, like any old city would. It wasn't an evil place or anything either, just not the kind of place he'd want to live. Denis had lived in cities and knew too much about what really happened to like them anymore.

     The team leader and the agent just viewed the world so differently than he did.

     Pointing Marcia indicated three high rise buildings.

     “If we can set Denis up in one of those it would give him a good visual on the crowd, as long as they stick to their routes. We can stay mobile though. I think that's the best first placement. Karen and Clark back a ways as our second line? Tobin in third with Jay.”

     Lancaster nodded and promptly reminded her of the rules set out for them.

     “We're supposed to have a presence at the site, to “calm” the crowd and help handle any difficulties that come up for the police. Are you sure sniping positions count as a presence?”

     “Hell yes. We all know this is a set up, but if Hooper tries to make an issue out of us doing our job correctly instead of starting a deadly riot, I'll find the guy and hand him a piece of his own liver. We're doing this smart or not at all. If I have to quit over this I will. Go start a farm or something. Raise chinchillas.” She grinned herself, earning a chuckle from the large man in his suit, one which looked awfully good considering no one had a razor or change of clothes.

     Except him. 

     Jerk, Denis thought a bit sourly. Not that it would be his fault his luggage traveled with him in a single small bag or that no one had bailed on him while they were flying leaving all his worldly possessions to go down in a ball of fire somewhere. If the pilot had tried it, Lancaster would have just landed the plane. Sigh.

     The first two thirds of the event, the whole hate riot thing, turned out to be a disappointment, that or an incredible triumph, depending on who you asked. The one time a scuffle broke out Denis saw it and just caused all the people in the area to feel really calm and peaceful suddenly. Everyone in the area just walked away then. Later, when a brick got chucked at the police line it veered suddenly and landed to the side in a way that no one seemed to notice except him, sitting off nearly a half mile away. Clark? Probably. That or some other Infected was working to make sure nothing too bad happened that day. If so, Denis could accept that. They could use any help they could get.

     That's all they did for the entire day. Just made sure that no one got too anxious or hurt anyone severely and, something nearly as important in the end, Denis made sure the police didn't start attacking people either. The cops sent in a young man, one with a black cloth over his face and standard issue boots to throw some debris harmlessly at their “control line”, to give them an excuse to use force. For a half second Denis felt like just letting them do it, not really liking either side overly at the moment. All of them were probably bigots anyway. Sighing he calmed everyone so much that the whole crowd started to just mill and murmur. The police held their position, but didn't keep tapping the sides of their shields to provoke and intimidate the crowd. 

     If nothing else it seemed more peaceful.

     It went so well for hours that when the shooting started Denis almost didn't get it. He thought firecrackers or a car backfiring, not a deadly rampage about to start. Argos headed toward the men instantly, his speed and reflexes such that he got the idea a full five seconds before Denis really understood what had happened. All the attackers were dressed a bit like Mormon missionaries for some reason. Or like Lancaster, though the men were younger looking from what he could tell at a distance. Smaller and less imposing too. Marcia took up the rear, moving at a crawling pace compared to Jay. A total illusion most likely, since Quartz could run at over sixty miles per hour. Argos was just that much faster than anyone else. Denis focused on them and made the men all drop, paralyzed. 

     Except for one.

     That man just smiled up and pointed a finger at the window Denis had hidden behind. Not really knowing why exactly, Denis ducked, fear suddenly ripping through him. That saved his life. The glass window exploded inward, shards of razored death scattering like ice on the floor. The glass shouldn't have done that, he knew. Not at all being safety glass, which meant tempered. The most it should have done was make small pellets that weren't particularly sharp or dangerous. That was what the safety part meant after all.

     This of course, wasn't normal.

     The glass suddenly reformed into the loose shape of a man, probably the man pointing, but that didn't matter. Even if it turned out to be the guy's grandfather or second grade teacher the effect looked freaky and made his bowels tighten uncomfortably. Den ran. The crystal being didn't follow exactly, it just cast itself outward, a pattern like a paper fan held flat at waist height. A sheet of death hovering in the room. Denis saw it happening and dove to the floor, covering his head with the arms of his blue sweater. That ended the attack, for the moment. Popping up to look casually, he got the why of it. Marcia and Argos were handing the attackers their butts. The only problem being that it all took place in a crowd of anti-Infected bigots. 

     They saw the whole thing as an attack by Infected agents on “the good God fearing folk” of America. Them. Probably why the men had dressed like they had, in order to get the crowd on their side. That or camouflage. Kind of brilliant really.

     Not waiting, he started again, peace and calm for the whole crowd wouldn't work. Marcia and Argos might not be able to react properly then, and the Mormon glass wielding guy seemed to be able to function even under paralysis. Marcia might survive the man, but Jay needed to be at least able to run if he was attacked. The trick then would be to create calm and peace, never letting the two agents be overly affected. No problem. All he needed would be another thousand years of dedicated practice or so and he could get right on that.

     It took more skill than he had in order to do that, so finally Denis opted for calming the back and front parts of the crowd, leaving the attackers and his squad free to fight as they may. The guys had to be Infected, since several of them showed powers, one fellow grappled with Quartz for a while, until she got a hand free and hit him so hard he didn't stand back up. Another cast lines of green into the surrounding people. If that did anything in particular Denis couldn't tell. Having an idea, Denis dropped his focus on the crowd and then hit all the black clad men. It took all the focus he had and sent a brief pain shooting through his forehead, right between the eyes. 

     This dropped them all except the glass guy instantly. Then Denis skipped back and forth, first the attackers, then the crowd when they got worked up. In the end Marcia and Jay had the men subdued, the glass man probably needing a hospital stay after Quartz had finished, just in time for the police to come and try to take custody. 

     Of super-powered Infected that had nearly held off two of the strongest IPB assets by themselves. No help from the experts needed at all. Not for the good officers of Chicago. Nope.

     Morons.

     That, of course, wouldn't work. The protocol said that the locals needed to let the IPB take care of such things and they even had agents on site, ready to go. They could hold them until IPB Chicago local there to take over. Kind of a no brainer. Their squad had the law on their side, but short of fighting it out what could they do? Denis listened on Lancaster's cell phone as Marcia filled them in, still standing half a mile away, hearing most of the conversation, since the man had taken up a position right behind him after the first glass man attack.

     “The dumbots here think they can handle these guys pretty easily, since we did. I tried to explain, but the guy in charge here, Captain Holst? Not budging a freaking bit. My guess is that they're planning on either killing the guys in custody, or want to help them escape. Since that's what's going to happen, these guys just walking away, I don't think we should let that happen without at least lodging a protest with whoever's in charge here. Lancaster?”

     “Fine, let them take them. We don't have time for this crap right now, and someone could be setting us up, distracting us with bureaucratic crap in order to start something bigger. Make the guy sign a release waiver that says we told them it's a bad idea first. We can't do our job here and fight with the locals about it, but when this comes down on us, we need the protection legally.”

     Marcia grunted over the phone and repeated what Lancaster had said to the police captain exactly. If Denis had been in charge he would have wanted to dump the whole thing on the IPB himself. Why borrow trouble? Plus, it really was the IPB's job. Still, if the police here thought they were capable, wouldn't it be rude to tell them otherwise? Denis shook his head. The hardest part of not being a complete ass all the time was the stupid people. Politeness said you couldn't just tell them when they were messing up. Not that letting people know that had ever helped in his experience, but it did make him feel better.

     Finally, after hours of nerve wracking waiting and not knowing what to do Denis had an idea. It felt so simple he didn't think it would really work at first. Could it even be worth trying? Shrugging he decided to give it a shot. Worst he could do would be fail.

     “OK Lancaster, I'm going to end this now. Maybe. Probably not really, but you have to admit “I'm going to end this now” sounds way cooler than “I hope no one gets hurt”. Though really that still sounds kind of tough, doesn't it? I think it's worth trying, so you know, cross your fingers or whatever you agents do for luck... shoot something or whatever... here we go.”

     Focusing on the feeling he wanted to project, a complex emotion, Denis made everyone in the whole crowd really want to go home. Bad. At first nothing happened, the chanters still chanted, the police still stood waiting for violence. Then, slowly, a bit at a time, it started to take hold, the crowd, all feeling suddenly home sick, left.

     Not all of them, but so many that the remainder just figured things to be over, following along after a few minutes. 

     The whole thing took maybe half an hour, leaving a line of bored looking police to pack up as the very last of the stragglers wandered about seeming a bit lost. Maybe they were the ones too far from home to easily reach it? Or the homeless. 

     Lancaster whistled a little.

     “Not bad. Not bad at all. Subtle. I kind of thought you were planning to make them all think they were on fire or something. This worked though. Can you do that first next time?” The man grinned, a dark thing that looked calculating and called Marcia at her forward position. 

     Denis shrugged.

     “Well, yeah. Still, they came to exercise their free speech rights and they really got a chance this way, so no one should be too bothered about it. We didn't stop them from making their point right? I hope not at least. I don't want anyone thinking that the government stops crazy a-hole bigots from spreading their hate.” He knew that wasn't true. If he'd used his powers to save this crowd's life, they'd have complained about it if they knew. Bigots were like that. Idiots were too.

     Denis had a sneaking suspicion that a lot of the protesters fell into both categories pretty firmly.

     The orders were for everyone to stay put for the time being, then, if nothing else happened for four hours, they were all getting the hell out of there. For one thing, they hadn't had enough in the budget for new clothes, so they were all starting to stink a little. Except Lancaster.

      Jerk.

      All better than them, with his clean shirts and ability to shave and crap. Denis grinned a little as he thought it again, but wisely kept his mouth shut. On the whole trip the only ones that Denis had really felt at ease with were Tobin and the non-Infected agent. 

     Karen was sweet, but that got a little cloying after a while, especially since he both really wanted to have sex with her and also really didn't want to die. Marcia had just been a bit bitchy. Jay was so humble that it grated, which was hard to deal with, because how could he blame the guy for being nice and self-effacing? Especially since he couldn't help it at all? Denis spent a huge amount of energy not talking and resisting the urge to make everyone feel nice and happy the whole time.

     Once the operation finished and they got to the airport, a private jet waited for them, which got a smile from Denis and applause from Tobin and Karen. Happy clapping that spoke of pure joy, like the kind real little kids showed on television shows sometimes.

      You could say many things about Christian Poures, but selfish with her possessions wasn't one of them. The classy and expensive looking commuter jet sat gleaming on the tarmac, the stairs put down, folding out, so that everyone could just climb on board. They even had stewardesses, well one, a woman in military tan, short haircut and a glassy look to her eyes that spoke of drug use to Denis. Maybe nothing illegal. 

     As long as she wasn't the pilot he didn't care. What adults did that didn't affect him wasn't his business, government agent or not.

     The law said that they couldn't use any special perks or private funds other than what came out of their own pocket, but Chris had found a loophole and this was just a return trip for the plane, coming back from taking someone else to New York. Some old friend of hers that was rich, but who didn't own her own plane. She simply offered a ride to anyone that was going the same way as the plane, they were just the only ones that knew about the idea. It worked for Denis. He just hoped the pilot wasn't going to jump out halfway there. 

     When he mentioned it Lancaster just shrugged.

     “I can fly this, so not a problem.” He said calmly. Then he sat and paid close attention to the safety briefing the attendant gave. Denis did too, wondering if Lancaster knew something he didn't. No one else but Marcia paid any attention though. That was a little strange, since she was the only one that was guaranteed a safe landing, no matter what, but it could have been a first mode thing. Her suspicion making her extra careful maybe?

     They got sandwiches and chips, nacho corn chips for him with a turkey club, and soda, water or booze. No coffee, since the machine had broken on the trip over. Denis went for water since flying and drinking carbonation had never worked for him, making his stomach ache after just a bit, pressure changes he guessed, and if he wanted to dance around and make a fool of himself or insult everyone, he could do it without chemical help, so no alcohol either. 

     That sucked in a way, since it helped him relax. Then, did he really want to go and hit on Karen or Marcia right now? They were actually getting along alright for the time being, after a fashion. All of them were, except Marsh and Clark. Nothing to be done there though. If Clark stepped out of line it seemed pretty clear to Den that the man just wouldn't survive. Quartz would kill him. 

     Literally.

     And then Denis would help her hide the body. That's what teammates did after all.

     After the first half an hour of the whole trip a bit of loathing had started to build for everyone with him. Even the nice people. The trip out not just the plane trip back. Each day it had gotten worse too. Karen kept trying to touch him, knowing that putting out wouldn't be happening. She didn't mean it any particular way, but for him it seemed just like teasing. Yeah, the fucked up reading of signals was all him, nothing she could even really help probably given her first mode. It still sucked. He didn't mention it, but tried to limit contact without letting her know it was on purpose.

     Marcia had gotten bossy.

     More bossy.

     That most of this got taken out on Clark and oddly enough Jay, didn't make it that much better. The one time she'd gotten verbally rough with Tobin, Denis nearly got into a fight with her. The guy might have been in her way at the moment, but yelling at him to move as harshly as she'd done seemed a bit much in the small room they'd been in at the time. Denis told her to calm the fuck down, earning about half an hour of glaring and hard looks from the dark haired woman. It felt easier to take than normal, since she'd been wearing her Disney shirt and skin tight stretch shorts. Denis just pretended his girlfriend felt a bit bitchy and eventually started smiling at her, which got her to relent for some reason. She didn't snap at him or Tobin again at least. Just everyone else.

     Tobin had been cool. Silent nearly, trying to hide and speaking only when spoken to and then not doing that unless the question couldn't be answered with a gesture or nod.

     Lancaster held his shit together well enough too, this kind of thing being a lot closer to normal for him than the rest of them, Denis figured. The deal there came down to the fact that they were all supposed to be pros and after the first bit where they all nearly died, everyone had started to snipe at each other. Lancaster clearly expected better from them for some reason, but everyone else had issues.

     Especially Clark.

     It became clear that the guy didn't feel he'd been treated very well at all and that meant whining in his book. Denis remembered that. He'd whined in lock-up too. It never did him any good, yet for some reason that never stopped him from trying. Some deep and probably old pattern. Those could be hard to break, so Denis tried to let it all roll off of him and be Zen. Lancaster kept nodding at the stork sympathetically, though a bit of effort seemed to be needed to make that happen once or twice for him too. Clark was freaking annoying.

     The trip back took a fraction of the time, being a direct flight, free of unplanned sky-diving and not needing to wait with a crowd of angry mental midgets in an airport. They rode comfortably in large, giant really, seats that were so soft Denis felt like it had partly melted under him. The cushions were a cream or tan color, the floor a golden tan. The walls more truly gold. It looked rich. Smiling, he realized his mistake instantly. A personal mental error.

     It was rich. 

     Vastly so. Even the first floor of the base, made to be really nice for public appearances and to keep the pretty and popular team one happy, didn't look like this. He wanted his own jet pretty badly for a bit. It took a lot to distract himself from it too. Even the cons, the fact that he didn't have money right now at all, or a place to keep it, those things didn't matter. Denis had to have one. Six. No seven, one for each day of the week. Laughing at himself he struggled to let that go. Stupid first mode.

     It took a while but he finally won, shutting out the greed. It was... simply amazing really. It took work, but even a few minutes without it was heaven. 

     When they set down everyone felt exhausted, that kind of tired you got from too much travel and a lack of comfortable sleep, wondering if the rats in the walls would come out and try to eat your fingers while you couldn't see them. 

     That happened in leper colonies, the dead digits disappearing in the night. When Denis had been told that by his slightly older sister Mindy, at Faithhome, she'd left off the part about the leprosy. Of course the fact that they were locked in small spaces with mice and rats didn't help a lot with how that memory turned out. Even now, years later he half expected to wake up without fingers or toes on occasion. Mindy had been cool that way. Denis grinned thinking about her. But only for a second. He didn't even know if she was still alive, or what had become of her at all. He couldn't exactly just call and check, could he?

     Dragging into the lobby they got hit with the Director instantly, the man looked uneasy, not nervous, just unhappy and a bit stern maybe. Denis didn't know the man well for all that he'd been around for years at the base. They'd never actually hung out for some reason. Probably because the Director was old and so busy that doing things like that weren't possible most days. Plus, really, no one had actually hung out with Denis much before at all.

      Standing with him were three military men, all looking angry or trying too. Denis felt like glaring back, almost at least, saving that for later. It wouldn't do to waste his best moves all up front. There were tricks to being a good asshole and these guys were whipping them out early, as if demanding they measure their penises right up front. A good opening move that kept a lot of people off kilter. It didn't work as well when you got the trick though. Denis could just stay chill and let them burn themselves out.

     “Turner, Lancaster, with me. The rest of you please stand by in meeting room two.” Thankfully the heavy older man, in a gray suit and black tie today, pointed the way for them. Denis didn't know meeting room two from the gym on fifteen to tell the truth. Team three members just got sent places or met in the main room outside of Christian's office. 

     For that matter he hadn't even known that the first floor had a meeting place. All he'd ever used were the elevators. Not the first floor technically, he realized, but the lobby level. This had probably been added on when they expanded. It used to be tiny compared to now, looking like a slightly run down ranger station. The interior, temperature controlled and getting full southern sun most days, had trees and a wide variety of plants growing in it, including a nice fountain with fish. Something silver and tasty looking rather than brightly colored and useless. 

     They'd probably frown on fishing in the little pond though. Kind of a waste. He used to like fishing as a kid. It was one of the few normal parts of his childhood. Or maybe not that normal, because almost no one fished anymore.

     Apparently the meeting room hadn't been finished yet, at least not in decorations, since the whole thing had been done in plain white, a stark color that didn't fit the warm and friendly image the IPB tried to project normally. The chairs weren't even padded, just metal and plastic green chairs that looked cheap and scarred and a bit like they'd been gotten used. The table had to have been gotten that way, unless they'd had the white Formica thing hidden in the basement since the mid-eighties. It even had punch or Kool-Aid stains in the middle. It gave the space a very “inner city school” vibe.

     Nothing happened for a while and Denis half wanted to just leave. Whatever the military dicks wanted, it wouldn't be good. No one tackled you as you walked in the door for something pleasant. Not like this at least. If it was good they'd at least have been wearing lingerie. 

     On top of that he needed food, a shower and bed. The order would be negotiable. There didn't seem to even be a phone in the place, so they couldn't call to have food brought in. No water either. Just as he got up to go see about arranging something, the Director and one of the military men came back. This guy was younger than the others, early twenties and seemed like a Lieutenant. He had that smart-but-brainwashed look about him still that junior officers all seemed to have at first until they finally realized that the people above them were just that, other folks no better than they were and sometimes dumber.

     “I know that everyone is tired, but these gentlemen came from Washington D.C. to ask some questions. We don't know how long it will take at all. For now, Mr. Clarkson, would you come with us?”

     The tall stork looking man got up and moved cautiously, a bit of stiffness to his movements that normally wasn't there. Denis couldn't tell what that would be about. Looking around he realized that Clark had been cruelly named “Clark Clarkson” probably by a parent with a sub-normal IQ that still held the belief they were clever and funny. Denis could use that later to needle the man.

     If, of course, that had been something he did anymore, teasing and humiliating others.

     Such a good bit of fodder too. Oh well.

     Half an hour later they came for Karen, then Tobin. Looking at Jay he tapped on the table top firmly. The other man jumped slightly, then sighed.

     “One by one they left the room, but none returned...” Denis tried for an ominous tone, which got a smile from the hero. 

     “No doubt. I'd really like something to eat. I'd also like to know what the deal is here. I... It's probably a bit wimpy... I just expected to be treated a little better on this new squad than we have been. It's not team one, sure, but I thought we'd get food and water and possibly at least an Econo-Lodge room. Maybe a car for every four people, that kind of thing? So far this whole thing has been like one punishment after another. It kind of bites. Then when we get back we can't even have anything to eat or drink? I don't get it, do you?”

     Denis didn't. Not really.

     Oh, he had suspicions and ideas, possibly even a few educated guesses. No proof yet at all. 

     Jay got called next, the young military man with a clipboard stalked in to order him out, the tone a little gruff for a simple debriefing. What the hell? Jay wasn't him or even Tobin. The guy was a nationally known superhero. A popular one. You didn't treat team one like that. You treated them...     Kind of like movie stars. Especially someone as nice as Jay. You begged an autograph or tried to get him to come to your parties or something. You didn't bark at the man. In general it was a bad idea to growl at anyone that could put a hand through your chest. Especially if that was literal.

     After nearly three hours of waiting they came for him, this time Director Moore as well. The man tried to convey something with his eyes, some warning, maybe a message. Nothing got through. Denis shrugged and kept his mouth shut tight. All of this had been too much for him. If the man wanted Denis to play nice, well, it probably wouldn't be happening now, would it? What he could do, or try to do, would be to moderate his anger and take the men down a peg without causing a massive incident. Maybe. So starting out with the sensation of a burning poker going up their butts would be out. 

     When they got into the other meeting room it looked like a bad spy movie had been being filmed in there. The whole thing was dark, except for lights pointed at a single chair, bright things meant to blind and disorient. Torture. A soft torture, but one nonetheless. Intimidation tactics at the very least. He was a free man now, not a prisoner anymore, so they could take that and shove it... 

     “Mr. Tompkins.” The voice came from behind the lights and sounded familiar. Not that the person was themselves, it was the tone of what the man said. It had that cadence that abusive fucks everywhere used to try and cow the weak. Only Denis wasn't their victim. In the arena they'd put him, Denis ruled. They just didn't realize it yet. A bit of an error on their part.

     Let the jerkwad competition begin.

     “Take a seat.”

     Denis did, grabbing the chair quickly and walking behind the lights without pause, even as the man ordered him to stop.

     “Fuck that.” Denis made his voice genial. “I don't know the plan, but I'm not here for some dumb fucks to play with. You want me to sit and talk? Fine, but I don't need to be blind or in front of hot lights for that. Got a problem with common sense? I've been sitting in a room with no food or water fresh out of the field for hours.” This came out sounding far cheerier than he felt, the Director, still near the door, had to smother a laugh.

     “I will not be treated like this!” The man in front of him pounded the table with a meaty fist. He wore green, a dress uniform of some military. There were enough fake looking ribbons and badges to sell the whole thing, Denis just didn't care. Someone didn't like the way he was acting? Boo-fucking-hoo. Maybe the man should have tried for polite first?

     “Wait,” Denis said, sitting down suddenly. “Are you kicking me out already? We haven't even talked yet and after keeping me waiting for three hours without food or water, well, don't you think you should at least try? I kind of expected something special in here, clowns at least, maybe balloons... Are you really going to let yourself be thrown off because I don't want to be treated like a prisoner of war? A little pansyish don't you think? I thought from the uniforms you were supposed to be military tough guys, but I guess the clothes really don't make the man. Say, do you have ID actually proving who you are? Hey, Director Moore, did you check their credentials? What do we know about these guys? You know the front gate, they'll let almost anyone just walk in...” Again he managed to sound nearly playful and almost polite. In all Denis felt a bit proud of himself over it.

     The man sputtered again and the fellow next to him put a hand on his side arm, which meant this was different than a mere meeting. You didn't go to a regular... almost anything, armed, and you especially didn't touch your side arm in front of non-hostile people as a rule. Denis stayed ready and smiled at the guy on the other side of the fat military man. He looked military too, but hard, special forces hard. Like Lancaster without the sparkly personality. Or common sense. Lancaster wouldn't try to intimidate a class four. He would have already shot.
      “You might also want to tell your friend over there that going for his gun right now will be considered a threat against my life. I'm unarmed and we've had terrorist attacks in the last few days and you two still haven't produced any real identification. Was it you guys behind that?” He asked suddenly, leaning forward. Asking a question like that wasn't fair or nice, but it did get a reaction. “I think that needs to be answered first, don't you?”

     The Director went wide eyed and slapped a hand over his lower face. In front of Denis the military man flew into a rage, or at least stood and loomed over him, pointing a finger in his face threateningly. As if by some prearranged signal, or just because the guy was “smart”, the harder looking fellow tried to pull his weapon then. That got both him and the fatter military man paralyzed.

     Without turning to look Denis spoke to the Director.

     “Moore... What's the deal here? I'm really working hard to not be a douche, overall I mean, not here in the moment specifically, I'll grant, but pulling in a special squad of professional agitators to get me going seems a bit low, don't you think? That one over there is halfway to shooting me... Why? Moving my chair? Asking a few questions? I thought we were here for questions, why else set up the lights like that? Seems a bit much.” Denis shifted a little, not breaking his visual line and rubbed his short dark brown hair as if to get rid of a headache. 

     The Director made a disgruntled noise.

     “I'm afraid they're here to question everyone about the events in Chicago. They seem to feel that somehow we're to blame for the escape of several Infected prisoners from the police. It's been well explained thus far and I believe satisfactorily, but congress, meaning Senator Hooper, is demanding a full investigation.”

     “Ah... with guns? That doesn't seem right to me. Are they going to accuse me of being a communist if I don't rat out my friends or ruin my movie career? What do I do now? I can't kill them, being such a nice guy and all, and I'm pretty sure that letting chief trigger happy over there go right now would just have me shot. Take the guns?” Denis only saw one, but the older man nodded. A guy like that military one wouldn't be caught dead without a backup or six. Not if he were savvy in any way.

     The older man had to do it, patting each down for weapons and then standing back calmly. The man really did have only the one firearm, which made Denis think less of him. If you were going to go around threatening people you needed at least two, especially if the people being threatened had super-powers. Didn't this guy watch television at all? The “Evil Infected” always took the hero's first gun. It was the second or sometimes third that saved the day.

     It was a damned cliché for a reason.

     “General Harvesh, Agent Tompkins here is going to release you and your man. If either of you attack, I fear we may have to take stronger actions. It's illegal to shoot people without just cause, after all, which so far you've not established a need for. This isn't a war zone, it's a Federal institution, where, I might add, we hold precedence not you or the military.”

     The instant the men were released the fat general freaked, his voice going so loud it had to be easily heard two or three levels down. They had sound proofing too. Really fucking over the top. Denis thought so at least. He yawned at the man, actually feeling that tired not just trying to bait him. It didn't matter, the rant had already started.

     “I'll have your organization shut down Moore! This was an attack on a general of the United States Army, that's an act of treason! I'll have this place shut down so fast-”

     Denis put his hand up, the right one, palm out. It was so sudden the man stopped and the other man took a half step back, probably expecting pain or torture next. They did if they'd looked up his file at least. Of course if that was the case then they wouldn't have acted like they had. No, they would have offered him total freedom in exchange for “proof” that the IPB had screwed up. That and maybe some money. 

     “All of that's bullshit and you know it. Tell me what you want to know and I'll answer. Keep screaming and I'm going to go and get something to eat. Congressional investigator or not, you don't trump the Bill of Rights. Now, do you want to play nice, or do you want to play with yourself?”

     Either worked for Denis as long as the guy didn't actually whip it out right in front of him. That would be terrifying to say the least. The man fumed for another five minutes but finally calmed enough to ask his questions. Angrily, but Denis could work with that.

     No one had said the guy had to like him after all. Most people didn't. It probably would have been off-putting if the man had come in being all buddy-buddy with him anyway. Hopefully being a prick to this guy and his little killer soldier buddy or whatever the hell the hard man turned out to be, wouldn't get him thrown back in lock-up. That would suck, because these a-holes had actually asked for it. A lot more than just that even. Normally he was the only one that fit that bill in a given room. It...

     Kind of showed him why being polite worked better, didn't it? Was this the way everyone thought he was all the time? Blustering and bullying people like that?

     The questions were simple and he just said what he'd heard over the phone. Marcia and Lancaster hadn't wanted to turn the Infected attackers over, but also didn't want to have to fight the police force for them while they still had a crowd to control, since that was a Federal mandate. So to keep the peace, they made the guy agree to sign something to the effect that he'd been warned it might be a bad plan. Denis hadn't seen the sheet of paper, but that didn't really matter. The words had all been said, and Argos and Marcia had been surrounded by about fifty cops at the time. 

     “I was keeping the crowd calm just then and about half a mile back, so I only heard what came over the phone.”

     The man smiled suddenly, a wicked thing. Like he'd found a nugget of information to exploit.

     “A half mile you say? Marcia Turner said it was closer to a quarter mile and Daryl Lancaster agreed. Are you saying that they're lying or you are?”

     Denis laughed then.

     “That's the best you got? Obviously I'm not a military pro at range finding. Never even a Boyscout. I only even know to call it that because Lancaster and Turner used the phrase several times. Me being poor at judging distances doesn't make it a lie and you know it. Obviously if they say a quarter mile they're right and I'm wrong, they're experts at that kind of shit, I'm just me... Tell me general, have you stopped beating your wife yet? Still locking the kids in the closet?”

     The man didn't fall for the bait, but the point was made solidly enough. Leading questions wouldn't fluster him into making mistakes. They wouldn't of even if he'd been lying. Telling the truth like he had been the story practically flowed out.

     Then the man tried to ask everything again. Denis held out his hand as his stomach growled.

     “New questions only please. The eighty-three iterations of the same thing only works with morons and on television cop shows. I told you the truth already, so we can move on. Got anything new for me?”

     The man promptly tried to rehash the half mile, quarter mile thing.

     Denis had to smother a laugh. It wasn't funny, but he couldn't help it.

     “OK, I think we're done here then. Director Moore, I need to get some food and water. If either of these gentlemen has a real question to ask, a new one, please have them submit the question to me in writing. I don't promise to answer, but I will if I get the time, schedule permitting.” That was about as nice as he could get for people that wanted to intimidate him from the get go.

     General Harvesh stood, fists clenched.

     “Ha, well if you refuse to cooperate with this investigation we'll have to place you under arrest!” A chubby finger stuck off a hand that looked like a piece of ham. After a second Denis realized he might be a bit more hungry than he'd realized. He smiled menacingly himself.

     “I don't think so.” He said back quietly. “You don't have that power here. Besides, I have cooperated and for my trouble had a gun pulled on me, and had first my life threatened, then my freedom. Illegally I might add. No, what you're going to do is admit that some stupid cop overstepped his abilities because he didn't want to trust the “Dirty Infected” and now your own bigotry is trying to get you to do the same thing. I'm offering to answer any new and real questions you have. Yes, I stole your march and took away your little plan to run over me. I did it on purpose. I can keep doing it and there's very little you can do about it unless you pull back and start acting like a real person.” He managed to stop there and keep from adding that the guy was a fucking prick and probably closet homo besides. 

     The first part was just true, of course. The homosexual bit didn't have bearing on the situation at all and would just be name calling, true or not.

     The general, enraged, stormed out, his military buddy behind him, when the hard looking man got to the Director he punched a finger into the older man's chest, aimed right for the sternum. The Director just smiled.

     “We deal with civilian law here, not military. That's assault. Come to think of it, it's assault under military law as well. I don't think you want to see what happens if you assault the Director of the IPB twice captain.” The man stepped back.

     “Where's my fucking side arm.” It came out very close to an angry growl.

     The Director handed it back carefully, it having been tucked gracelessly into his jacket pocket. Then the man swung the weapon around so fast that Denis couldn't react in time to do anything. The move was fluid. Fast. Planned and deadly in intent. It should have been lethal.

     But the hand was empty. 

     The gun just wasn't there anymore, it had been and now... nothing. Denis didn't even see it happen, but did know to not let the man try another attack. If the guy was as hard as it seemed, he could probably kick Denis' ass without sweating. He dropped him fast and hard, using the first thing that came to mind, pure pain. After a few seconds Den remembered that torturing a military member might be taken as a little harsh, even if the attack had looked like attempted murder of the IPB head. Denis switched to a deep sleep, since he had the time and it didn't fade on its own as fast as paralysis did. Make a person feel like they were asleep and oddly, it happened. That would buy him a few seconds to switch people if it came to that.

     The fat general wasn't quick. 

     Not armed either. Still his bulk made a solid impact against the smaller man as he hit Den anyway, taking him to the floor. Not waiting he clung to the man and used paralysis on both of them, then deep sleep again. The captain never stirred at all, which was good, considering his line of sight had broken at least twice in the whole trip to the floor.

     “What – the fucking hell – was that?” Denis asked, looking at the old guy at an angle so he could keep his attention on the men lying at his feet after he stood. His gray hair hadn't even gotten mussed in all that. 

     “I believe Mr. Tompkins that what we just witnessed would be the military making an illegal attempt to take over a Federal agency. They came understaffed for it however if that was the actual goal. That or they just tried to assassinate two Federal agents. Either way, these gentlemen aren't going to be happy about the outcome. We have four cameras in this room, one from each angle. What we lack in privacy here we make up in accuracy, don't you think?” The Director pulled a small black cell phone and tapped a single button, said less than a dozen words and hung up. The whole thing had an urgent tone to it, but not an angry one.

     With that about fifteen people showed up at a run, including Marcia and Lancaster, after a few moments Mark did too.

     “Hey, Denis. I saved some dinner for you, if you want it? Oh, um, the show has been picked up by the network. We have another episode to shoot in two days. Kind of like to get some things worked out first, meeting tomorrow morning, six, in the restaurant?” 

     “Oh? Cool! Well, I guess I can keep washing pots and pans for a while. I... don't know what this cluster will bring. Hopefully not more prison time. I mean for me at least. Well, if no one needs me, I'm off for the night. Dinner first then bed. I'm tired and have to be up early it seems. I'm reachable in my room as soon as I have some food, which will be the ninth floor dining room. I mean, if that's alright.” He added this for the Director, who just nodded.

     “That sounds fine. We'll probably need you here for a few days, so stay local if possible.”

     Like he had a choice? No money, no car, barely enough clothing to maintain modesty, what else would he do? Run off and go camp in the woods like a wild man? He'd last about fifteen minutes. Instead of asking the man if he'd forgotten about him basically being on super-secret parole, Denis just nodded and told him that he'd do his best and clear anything with the man's office first if something came up. The Director nodded and said that sounded acceptable and even smiled at him. They were all on camera after all, if congress looked at this later he didn't want to seem uncooperative so he nodded back, trying to act all professional.

     When he finally got all the way to the dining room on floor nine, which meant nine down here, Denis found Brian Yi talking to the air. After a moment it answered in a girl's voice.

     “No duh. How the hell are we supposed to do our jobs if congress won't let us? I think we should all start making other arrangements. Serious ones. One day soon we may wake up with the military on our doorstep and an order for all of us to report to a camp. If so, I'm not going. I doubt they'll stock my brand of shampoo.”

     Yi looked at him with cold eyes. They felt uncaring, like ice had been hidden behind them, brown or not. 

     “Hey Denis, Mark saved some food for you, it's in the fridge, here, let me get it. I know where he put it.”

     The intercom made a noise.

     “Hi Denis. Anything interesting happen while you were away?” 

     Penny sounded less than thrilled with him being there, hard to blame her really, but still...

     “Yeah. I need to eat though. I'll let Marcia and the rest fill you in if that's alright? I guess I should add that we just arrested two military men upstairs a bit ago, I don't know what the charges will be, but it looks serious. One kind of tried to kill the Director. He's fine, untouched even, but... Given the topic when I came in, you know, heads up.”

     Penny gasped.

     “Wait, I'll be back in a while. Brian!” The yell got the man, dressed in a military style black uniform himself, like camo gear but not, to jog out with a plate of food.

     “Yes?”

     “Situation. Military, we've arrested two. Tried to kill Less. We should go and take a look.”

     “Right. Here Denis, just meat loaf, I didn't warm it yet, but...” 

     “Thanks, I'll eat it this way. Too hungry to wait.” That was just the truth too. He felt half starved for some reason, like when he used his power too much. The little bit he'd done couldn't have been that much though.

     Unless one or both of the military men were Infected.

     He mentioned it quickly to Brian, Penny apparently heard too, or at least the other man confirmed that she did. They left quickly after that and he finally got to eat. Meat loaf, mashed potatoes and gravy, with a side of green beans and two bread rolls. It was good, even if cold. Half of it had fairly vanished from the plate when a familiar face walked into the room.

     Peggy looked like a flesh colored crocodile or alligator through the mouth and jaw. Her teeth were in multiple rows and the woman had a great voice, sweet and rich. Pretty distinctive looking even here on base. Her hair was a pretty and very long brown, with two little braids in it for decoration. Denis had only caught a few glimpses of her before and those mainly when all the prisoners had been evacuated from holding due to that fight Prime had gotten into with nearly everyone. Denis still didn't know the whole story there. No one had mentioned it, except in passing.

     “Denis?” She said, her blue-green eyes looking a bit scared for some reason. “How are... you doing?”

     Taking another bite of bread roll he smiled a bit as he chewed.

     “Could be worse. My life's a mess, but I still have it, so things are looking up. You?”

     “The same... I'm sorry.” She said, her big eyes near tears. Walking slowly the large and powerful woman sat next to him, not touching but close.

     “Sorry for what?” He asked, suddenly wary. The woman was like the majority of Infected, forty percent or so at least, so kind of the largest group of similar powers. Strong, fast and hard to hurt. In her case her jaw structure made her mouth a real weapon as well. She could lift a car, sure, but also bite a hole in the side.

     She let her head droop.

     “I should have spoken up for you. I just... I mean, I didn't want them to get mad at me and lock me back up too. I know that it was cowardly of me but I-” 

     “Wait right there. On the list of people whose fault my being locked up and nearly put to death actually was, you don't rate. Not at all. Definitely nothing to be crying over. For that matter, let's face it, I'm number one on that list. I never gave anyone a real reason to do anything for me either. All me basically. I'll live. Anyway, how are you doing? Things treating you well?” When in doubt, ask a simple, open ended question.

     “I live here and can go places, but I need an escort. Kill one man on national television and everyone acts like you're a murderer all the time. It's better than lock up. The food's way better and I have people to talk to. Most of them are even nice. Karen from team one even takes me places every now and then, which is really sweet of her.” Peggy didn't smile, that wasn't physically possible, but her tone said that the whole thing made her feel way better about life.
      They talked for a long time about what had been going on, what a prisoner that wasn't locked up anymore got to know about at any rate. A lot of it seemed to be gossip, Peggy mainly spending her days working out and chatting in the gym. Denis needed to do a bit more of that himself, working out. Not because he had to be a super bad-ass or anything, just for health reasons. Mainly he just needed something to do. No TV or even radio in his room after all. If they wanted that they had to pay for it out of their own funds, which he didn't have right now. Maybe he could talk Penny into raiding the store on the fourth level for him? He was pretty sure that was how she got most of her things. The clerks couldn't see her to ring up her purchases after all.

     An hour later they both went off to bed, the large boned alligator looking woman giving him a wistful look at the dining room door as they both started to pass through, as if she wanted to ask him something. That seemed to be what her body language said at least. So hard to tell, really, her face didn't work like everyone else's, so expressions were approximations at best.

     “What?” He said, his voice pleasant enough sounding he thought. 

     She shrugged.

     “It's nothing really, but, um, would you like to, I don't know, have sex sometime or something? I don't get a lot of chances and I...”

     Denis blinked.

     Well, Peggy had the face of a large reptile and couldn't even be called ugly really. She looked too different for that. The rest of her looked a bit more like a linebacker than a girl and the chest, the only thing that could have saved her from looking like a dude, just didn't. She looked flat and hard there too. In all her body made him a little jealous really, muscular and low fat.

     Her green eyes were pretty though and she had a sweet voice. Denis nearly just said no by reflex, then smiled instead. How many times did you get to collect a reptile woman into your sexual conquests his greedy inner self chirped at him. Besides they were friends. As close as he had to one in the whole world except maybe Yi, and Denis still called him Yi, not even his first name, most of the time. That was the real point he knew. They were friends and if she wanted to hook up, he'd do it.

     “Alright,” he said, looking at her appraisingly as if assessing her market value. “But no oral. Well, I mean, not on the first date. A boy has to have standards.”

     Peggy chuckled, a sound like deep wind chimes.
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     The pounding on the door didn't stop. 

     Kind of annoying really, since all Denis wanted to do at the moment involved curling up and trying to hibernate for the rest of the year. Rolling over, cotton sheet pulling oddly, the effect of having another body in the small bed with him, Denis blearily stared at the clock for a long time. Five-forty. Work meeting, he recalled fuzzily, why scheduled at this hour he didn't know. Possibly to punish him for some reason, or maybe just because Mark was a morning person. Walking to the door, still nude, he carefully stood behind it and popped his head around to find Prime standing there ready to knock again.

     “Prime? Um, emergency?” He muttered, still reeling more than a little from being woken up suddenly. The hallway lights were bright this time of day for one thing and he squinted a little in discomfort. In the whole time he'd been with the IPB this had certainly never happened before. No team one members had ever come to the ninth floor just to visit. Not him at least.

     The large man in front of him glanced at the situation and smiled. He, of all people at the base, got the idea of showing up naked at a door and not just letting someone in. The only difference there, Denis thought, is that Prime would have stepped into the hallway naked, unconcerned about someone else possibly being offended by his nudity. In his mind that just couldn't happen. 

     Today the man had on his team one uniform, a gold trimmed white and soft yellow outfit that would have looked gay on almost anyone else. On this guy, with his golden skin and perfect looks it still looked a bit “fabulous”. The thing was, women ate it up. Really, anyone claiming Prime liked men was probably a closet homo themselves, reacting to their own attraction to the guy. Almost laughing Denis realized he really didn't have that problem. The man just seemed like another person to him.

     Take that “Prophet Darren”. All of that monster's actions probably showed a lot more hidden gay than not, Denis understood in a flash. A whole heck of a lot more...

     Like a mental problem's load more.

     Prime nodded, “yes. Gabriel is being requested for a meeting at two this afternoon, second floor. Charlot wants you. Dress for possible news coverage, clothing will be sent down. Also, Mark from your team asked me to let you know that you're really needed for the show meeting. I was thinking about getting a part on that show myself, or maybe doing a cameo... what do you think?” The last line was so earnest that it almost hurt to hear. 

     “Honestly?” Denis didn't really know to tell the truth. Prime had to be the most famous Infected on the planet. Girls from fourteen to fifty probably diddled themselves under the covers each night dreaming about him flying in to rescue them and then “thanking” the man profusely. Denis didn't blame them, but felt a bit of jealousy for a moment, his own greed did not want him to be supplanted on the show and rose to the surface for a second. He almost told the guy it would be a horrible idea. With a bit of mental stomping and flailing he beat the greed back after about ten more seconds.

     That really wasn't true, it wasn't a horrible idea at all. Looking at the golden hair and smooth face Denis had to nod. If he didn't look at it like a dick, it seemed like a good idea. A really good one actually. Having famous people on a new show couldn't hurt, could it?

     “Yeah. Um, if you want I'll see what Mark says about it? Prime helping me wash dishes or something would probably play really well. No one expects you to be a baker or anything, and your ego is famous, so if you're willing to show that you can control it... That would probably be a really good idea, all around. Good propaganda too.” 

     Seconds after saying it Prime got a serious look and nodded. If he got the full idea, that of him really slaving away washing pots and pans, it didn't show on his face. Maybe he got it and thought he'd do a good job? His powers certainly wouldn't hurt, that was for sure.

     “Thank you. I think that would work well for me. I'll see if the Director and Charlot can help too.”

     With that the guy turned and walked off, not even throwing out a good bye. Ah well, it had still been the best conversation Denis had ever managed with the guy. Hadn't called him an ego driven prick on legs even once for instance.

     A rustling came from behind him. Bed sheets and blankets moved a bit, then the sound of feet hitting the floor and rooting around for clothing in the dark. For a second Denis felt that twinge of awkward regret that always came the morning after for him. Embarrassment, guilt and a whole host of other things that normally caused him to act like a jerk, usually meaning that sleeping with the same woman twice didn't take place. Prophet Darren called him a sinner in his head for a few seconds before he mentally flipped the guy off.

     Fuck that.

     OK, so Pegging didn't have the best face in the world and her breasts were a bit smaller than he liked normally. She was also one of the very few people in the world he really counted as a friend. Back in lock up she sang for him and Clark, nearly a world class talent, to help comfort them and pass the time, even though he'd always been more than a bit of a jerk back then. Losing his freedom hadn't helped him fix that a lot. Being rude now would be worse than that even. She'd helped to keep him sane in the first months. Without that he might not have made it at all.

     Denis turned into the dark and took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. 

     “Hey sweety! I have to go to a show planning session in a few minutes, you can keep crashing here if you want. Um, I'm not very good at this part of stuff, the whole...” Before he could speak a soft grunt came from across the room, slightly derisive.

     “The whole “how do I get rid of the monster in the morning” thing? Don't worry, I know the drill. This never happened and if anyone asks I'm not supposed to admit to anything. Thank you for last night though.” Her voice actually sounded grateful, making Denis wince hard. At least she couldn't see his face. Forcing a smile he crossed his arms, foot tapping playfully.

     “Um, not exactly what I meant, thanks... I was going for something more along the lines of getting together later. Maybe in a few days so I don't look too desperate? Not that I have to play those games here, since we all see each other all the time. And face it, everyone already knows who I am. If I told them we hooked up they probably wouldn't believe that you'd stoop that low. Makes it harder to pretend to have a full social calendar too, don't you think? Also, don't thank me for sex. Trust me I get just as much or more out of the deal as you do. Probably more. I just don't know the schedule is for the next bit is all. Let's get together and do something though.” There, it had all the hallmarks of being polite and really, he didn't know when he had time for anything. They weren't working him to death, but the plans were kind of irregular. Then most people's lives were here.

     “Really? I mean it's OK if you don't want to. I'm kind of used to it. Rare enough that anyone is willing to even... you know. What we did. Even here and this is probably the best place on Earth for a girl like me.”

     He laughed a little, it came out sounding harsh, just because his thoughts had turned to Tobin of all people and how he'd been treated in public. Peg had gone silent on the other side of the room, probably, he realized, thinking that he'd been laughing at her somehow. 

     Oversensitive? That sounded like what would happen. He'd spent his own time doing that, so who was he to judge her on it?

     “Yeah, well, anyone not wanting to have sex with you more than once is an idiot. As for the rest, people are stupid in general... Screw 'em.”

     Jumping onto the bed he found her shoulders, large and more solid than his own, and pulled her backward into a hug. Her body was warm, warmer than his by a good five degrees. If she'd been normal this would have led to kissing, given her face that just couldn't happen. Instead, using something he'd learned the night before by accident, Den lightly stroked her lower lip with a single finger. She stiffened at first, then shuddered slightly. When he'd done it the first time he'd thought it had been repulsive to her from the reaction. It wasn't. She loved it and had confided that she could actually orgasm that way if he kept it up long enough. 

     That took about ten minutes, then he had to run so that Mark wouldn't think he was ditching out on the meeting. Not that he had any great love of planning sessions. Especially before noon. Did anyone though? Really, he couldn't figure out why this wasn't done in the afternoon, but then Mark didn't actually seem to sleep, did he? 

     He did, but when he fell asleep his protective mechanism would kick in and the whole thing got spent in stasis time, so to everyone else it looked like nothing happened at all. Handy and probably a little hard to live with, because other people slept a third of the time.

     The morning hostess in the restaurant didn't blink at his team three sweats and running shoes, the blue and white clothing contrasting with the red and white footwear. They all looked a little like flags of course. Probably the point, some kind of “see how patriotic the IPB is?” move. Given the climate maybe they should get little flag pins too? It kind of made sense. He'd have to bring it up with someone.

     Denis saw that at least Kerry, who already sat next to Mark nursing a coffee, looked the same, except the front of her shirt said team two. Mark smiled as he walked up and pushed a very fine china cup in front of him and poured a cup of rich scented black. Sitting he took the warm cup in his hands and held it to his face, first smelling it for a bit, eyes closed, just reveling in how good it was. Then taking a sip, he sighed, knowing it all probably looked a little strange. OK, like he was a freak. Oh, well. Denis smiled gently. It was wonderful and he didn't care who knew.

     Kerry took a sip of her own and grinned. It looked charming even on her plain face, small nose, a little upturned at the end, but with high cheekbones that should have made her look hot, and somehow just didn't. She looked just a little like those old troll dolls, except her hair wasn't purple and standing straight up. Her light brown locks sat around her shoulders today, not having been put up at all. They weren't in the kitchen though, so this may just be her normal style, it wasn't the best one for her, Denis thought, but wouldn't mention even under torture. Around food the hair went up though? Made sense. If he wanted her hair in his mouth he'd...

     Denis stopped the thought and sipped his coffee, waiting for someone else to speak and distract him. Kerry obliged.

     “Ah, ambrosia. They get the really good kind here. Kona or something. The team two dining facility serves Folgers canned. It's not hideous, but that's about the best I can say for it. Powdered creamer too, can't even be bothered to put out half and half. You'd think, since it's one of the only groups of people in the world that doesn't have to worry about too many calories in the main, they'd put out the good stuff, but no.”

     Mark looked troubled over the whole concept. For a second Denis wondered if it might be an act or set up for a joke, the hangdog look and head shaking seeming so out of place on him. Instead it turned out to be a real pet peeve of his. His words were calm in tone, but the meaning stood crystal clear. Mark did not like the way team two was treated as far as food went. Not at all.

     “Substandard coffee, cafeteria style food that comes prepackaged and frozen or out of cans, and dispensers of generic “fruit punch”. It's kind of like the government is saying “hey, you don't really matter as much as everyone else” with each bite of tasteless and reheated food. Worse, they don't even have to spend a lot more on it. They budget ten dollars per meal per day for food, that's plenty enough for quality. I could feed a family of four better on thirty dollars a day than they're feeding team two individually for the same amount.” He shrugged, coffee held in front of him.

     “Yes, most of team two eats a lot more, but that's not a good excuse. Really it makes it worse.”

     The fourth member of their cooking show team sat and nodded emphatically. Warren looked at Mark hard and took a cup of coffee himself, adding cream and real sugar before saying anything.

     “Yeah. It's practically a punishment the way they treat those people. We should do something about it. Maybe we could send some baked goods down for one of the shows? Or... I don't know, that doesn't fix the whole thing. Lobby the Director? He won't listen to me, I'm just a civilian contractor, but you three have some pull...” The look he gave Mark and Kerry felt significant, like this had plagued him for a while too.

     Mark nodded.

     “I like it. Let's do it. It will have to be about halfway into the season though. The network wants to see some of the “color” around here, but it's a food show, not one about politics. They indicated some of the rougher seeming people would be alright, but not for a while, to start they want pretty. We need a gimmick for the next episode too. I was thinking chocolate? Most people like it, so it's not exactly a hard sell for the first show.”

     That started a bunch of suggestions for things that Denis hardly understood. Really, he'd thought a “tort” to be a part of law, but apparently it could also be a complicated and expensive chocolate cake thing that didn't even have flour. Kerry wanted to do chocolate éclairs and Warren wanted to add a really delicate sounding pastry wrapped chocolate chicken. Denis didn't know if he should gag a little or save room to try it. They all looked at him as if expecting something.

     “What? Oh... um... I'm supposed to have ideas too? I thought I was on pots and pans... OK... It's not baking, but what about some hot chocolate? I don't know how to make it myself... but... Maybe one of you could show me how, kind of “watch the inept pot washer learn” section? People love to watch other people screw up and I can almost guarantee that I can do that.” Denis smiled and took a second cup of coffee. Without realizing it he'd been sipping at his first one constantly, the smooth flavor strong, but not bitter at all somehow. He took it black like always.

     To his surprise Mark and Warren both nodded.

     “Good idea. If it works out we can have it as a running segment. Any ideas as to how to add some people from here into the background?” Mark made notes, his writing clear and precise, the blue ink on white and blue lined school paper deep and stark enough Denis realized he could make it out, even upside down.

     The sip of warm coffee burned as it went down, just a little. Denis thought for a second, then realized he had something, even if it probably would end up being a bit of a disaster. Still... It could be funny.

     “How about this, each week or two we grab some unsuspecting person from around the base and make them do work on the show. Prime volunteered to help me wash dishes and a lot of the first team members probably would be willing to help too. We could get Argos to scrub the floors just by suggesting it and the guy really loves to eat, so if we need a tester for anything, he'd be great at it. Karen would do it just to help out. Brian too probably. Only, you know, don't make them a special guest or give them the good jobs, just have them do real work and put up who they are under their faces as the camera shows them.” He looked down, suddenly wondering if saying that had been a good idea. Was it too dickish? It sounded like he was saying they should humble the team one people or something, but he really just thought making them out to seem like regular Joes would work better than rock stars. Make them accessible to normal people. Show that they could do normal things and worked hard.

     Kerry laughed and clapped a bit, tickled by the idea. Mark wrote it down and didn't comment at all and Warren sipped at his own cup as if thinking. Finally he yawned and waved his right hand expressively.

     “We can always feed people too. Kind of the standard for shows like this. Make them test whatever we've made, not just Argos. I also think we should hold to the idea of at least one experimental dish per week. That and our “celebrity kitchen slaves”, maybe get some regular stars in too if anyone will do it, politicians or whatever...” He glanced over at Denis and winked. “Along with a section about training “the newb” and I think we'll have a good start. 

     A few minutes later food came. No one had ordered anything, but it all looked good, if identical. Eggs Benedict, cheese filled crepes and sliced fruit. Pears and cantaloupe with real cherry halves decorating the top of the arrangement. If he'd been down on nine, the morning cook would have made waffles or something like that. The quality difference wasn't trivial at all.

     The meeting didn't take all day, since everyone actually worked together pretty well. They finished up by nine, meaning Denis didn't have anything to do in particular until two. Whatever the hell that would be about. Probably the crap from the day before. It made sense. The military can't have liked the IPB taking in a general and his aid. Denis just didn't make the loop on that one at all so far and hadn't worried about it. Did he really expect to be kept apprised like someone important? For all he knew the whole thing had already been resolved already, murder attempt or not. One of the cool things about the IPB being that, since so many people here were Infected and had a wide variety of first modes, no one held grudges if they could help it. You were normally told on your first day to kind of forgive and forget if you felt wronged.

     Not everyone did it of course. Some people had first modes that just wouldn't let that happen at all.

     Most managed pretty well. Like Brian had with him it seemed. It... felt freaky weird to him, the way the guy had just let it all go. Like a trick or something. If Yi wanted him dead though, all he'd have had to do was let the order of execution be served. Those weren't a joke. The IPB could basically get such orders without a trial and kill anyone they wanted to, Infected or not, if needed for the public good. What that really meant varied a lot. Denis suspected that Marcia hadn't lied to him about that though. Keeping a class four locked up didn't last and he'd tried to kill a Federal agent. Twice. That would do the trick as far as getting the paperwork he knew.

     And Brian Yi had saved him. Even his power, which the guy didn't control directly at all, had saved him. From an accident even. Brian normally had to go and fight people that tried to kill others. But he'd come to save him anyway.

     Messed up to be sure. 

     Better than the alternative by far. Denis had to smile at that, since for a long time he kind of wondered if life had even been worth living, especially at first, locked up alone like he'd been for so long. The bare steel walls still hovered behind his eyes perfectly when he closed them and thought about it. The whole room just sat, waiting for him, inside. There was no escape possible as long as he carried it around with him. Was that what prison was really all about? Making it so that you could never really escape in the end?

     Denis got to the gym about nine-thirty, deciding that if he had to jump out of a plane again, he at least wanted to look good going into the face plant. He couldn't count on Brian to save him if he did that again, that it had happened at all was... amazing. 

     Not having been given a workout plan he just did what he used to do. Lift medium heavy weights slowly for a while, get on an exercise bike for about an hour, moving at a brisk, but not too difficult pace and then jog slowly until he didn't feel like it anymore. Not having a physically based power no one had ever ridden him that much about working out. Not even Montrose and he rode just about the whole group constantly. 

     Everyone had to put some time in, which apparently meant everyone for real now, as the Director himself starting to jog around the track at about the same time he did.

     “Mr. Tompkins! Good to see you here. I know things can't have really settled for you yet. How are you adjusting?” The concern sounded both real enough and like the older man was just being professionally courteous.

     How he pulled off both at once Denis just didn't know. Probably years of practice.

     “Not bad. It's... hard trying not to be a dick all the time though. People are so stupid. Some of them at least. I guess I should apologize to those Army guys or something. Still, takes one to know one there, they did kind of ask for it.” 

     Moore didn't look at him, but grinned as he panted slightly. The old man's foot falls were heavy, but wearing sweats his frame looked a bit funny. It wasn't like the guy really carried a lot of fat around his middle, more of a solid block that didn't jiggle much at all and made his movements a bit stiff. Part of the guy's powers? That gun vanishing trick had worked well enough. Before that Denis hadn't know the man was Infected at all. His first mode must be really mild or at least not too annoying. The guy didn't mention it, so Denis didn't ask. Not his business after all.

     “Well, as to that, it turned out that our friend the general and his assistants were not tasked to run such an investigation by congress and had been working only under the aegis of Senators Hooper and Naismith. Given everything it seems that something is turning out in our favor for once as far as the military is concerned. I have to admit, the whole thing felt a bit suspicious at the time, but given the climate I wasn't about to directly challenge them first. Having you do it worked well though, glad you figured out the plan in time.”

     It had been a plan? News to Denis. He'd really just been cranky and taking it out on the ass-munches. Half of looking cool was not telling people when you'd won by mistake though, so he just nodded and kept running.

     That turned into a bit of a trap. The Director didn't go fast, but did run five miles without stopping. Pacing the seventy-plus year old, Denis couldn't really give up first, could he? Not without looking like a wimp. Thankfully the man finished his run and headed out after eleven laps around the red rubber track that went around the perimeter of the gym. Denis would be a bit sore the next day from it, that was clear. Grinning he got some water and then headed back to his room for a shower and change of clothes. 

     On the bed, freshly made up, probably by the maid service, a group of nearly perfect ninja women, he guessed, since he never saw any of them, was laid a nice suit. Denis liked black if he didn't get to have bright colors or garish plaids, if anyone wanted his opinion. This one however was a lightly shining blue gray. After showering, shaving again and making sure no errant hair showed from his nose or ears, he put it on. It fit perfectly, tailored without him even being there somehow? Kind of amazing.   That or creepy. 

     The very light blue shirt and darker blue tie worked well together. It did look a little soft, especially on his fairly slight frame. 

     Trustworthy though. Looking in the full length mirror on the back of the bathroom door he realized that whoever had delivered it meant for that effect to happen. It neared lunch time, but Denis didn't feel hungry really. Breakfast had been big enough to last for a while. Good, but filling. Still, if he didn't want to be known as the stand-offish guy he should make a point of showing up at meals and socializing. 

     Denis had gone without people long enough to want to have some around anyway. The dining room door was just off of being directly across from Christian's office, and she poked her head out just in time to see him walking up. Perfect timing, but then she'd known he was coming, right? He nodded to her.

     “Good. A word please Denis?” She spoke softly and politely, so it probably wouldn't be a chewing out. He nodded and went to her without hesitation. One thing the bastards on thirteen had taught him, follow orders fast or it hurt. Even moving quickly he half expected a shock to rip through the floor. The flashback took him by surprise and Chris gasped suddenly.

     “Oh...” She managed to say, her eyes going wide.

     Den locked it down. Fight for Zen, pay attention only to the moment, he told himself. After nearly a minute he relaxed and then she did too. They didn't talk about the memories, since that would have likely triggered them again. Chris knew all those kinds of tricks, Denis was sure. Simple self-defense on her part. You didn't want to trigger people's bad memories if you had to live the flashbacks too.

     Going into her office, she led him wordlessly, using hand gestures, obviously collecting herself, nervously smoothing her emerald nineteen-fifties style dress. Her hair looked different than the last time he'd seen her, shorter and more blond. A lot shorter, around her ears instead of mid back. After a second he smiled.

     “I like your hair.” He said honestly. Lying to her would have been stupid, even if just trying to be polite. Luckily it looked cute on her.

     Smoothing it with a hand she smiled gratefully and gave him a contented look.

     “It's easier to care for too. Anyway, I wanted to remind you of your meeting with Charlot this afternoon. Two o'clock. She mentioned it to me twice already. If you don't go I think she's planning on stapling a memo to your forehead. Given her personality, that may be literal.”

     She'd settled behind her desk and leaned toward him a bit, not bothering to ask him to sit.

     “Also, I couldn't help notice that you and Peggy seem to be getting... friendly. That's fine, good even, but hurt her and we will have an issue.” Her delicate right hand flew up, the gesture a bit haughty, preventing him from speaking.

     “Not that you haven't done very well so far. Impressive really, better than anyone else has, but just remember I can make your life difficult if you damage my friend. Understand?”

     For about five seconds he had to bite back the comments that wanted to come. He'd been doing fine, he thought, only assholes threatened people doing what they wanted them to already anyway. After a second he closed his eyes and forced himself to relax. 

     “Alright. Sorry, I need to take it in the context meant, not assume the worst about what you're trying to do. Still...” He tried for a meaningful look. At this range she couldn't block people out much at all, that much he knew from past experience. 

     Looking a bit angry she nodded herself. A carry-over from his own feelings? It couldn't be helped, not yet. He hadn't mastered that kind of control. Little rosy patches appeared on her cheeks, either a very cute rage had started or she felt just a little embarrassed. Neither made that much sense to Denis and she didn't mention why, or even what she was feeling.

     “As long as we're on the same page. I guess that really did seem a bit heavy handed. Sorry. I'm... working on old information. About you I mean. I really keep expecting the worst.”

     Right. Well, she probably should. It would take a while, years maybe, to really change himself and constant application of will. She knew his thoughts well enough to get how hard it had all been for him. Expecting him to become what he used to be again... Yeah, Denis could see it. People could change, they just normally didn't without a lot of incentive.

     Then, not dying or being locked up again kind of had to count that way, didn't it? As a reason to make himself into a better man? Or at least one that didn't annoy the crap out of everyone all the time?

     She nodded at him, responding to his thoughts directly, which felt a little eerie, and then made a shewing motion with her right hand, getting him to move along, though she didn't look displeased for once. 

     He crossed the hall on a slight diagonal and went in to see if anyone else was around for lunch. Peggy was there, so after going to the silver serving counter that looked into the kitchen in back and collecting a sandwich and salad from Mark, who made their lunch meals for them for some reason, Denis started to slide into the chair next to her, which had been out about a foot already. 

     Halfway down he froze and stood back up, plate still in hand.

     “Oh! I guess I better check... Um, Penny, are you there? Maybe give my arm a tug first so I don't sit on your lap here?” Denis held his jacketed arm out and waited, a few seconds later it started shaking as if on its own. Hard and a bit frantically.

     “Oops! Sorry there. Well, other side of Peg for me then. Oh, um, hi Penny. Hi Peggy.” He made his voice happy enough and moved over setting the plate of food down. Denis hadn't intended to eat, but it smelled good enough that his stomach growled at him a bit. He took the jacket off to protect it, like he'd been taught as a child and placed a linen napkin, this one done red and gold striped, on his lap. Now if he didn't have salad dressing and ate very carefully, leaning forward the whole time, it should be fine. 

     When Proxy came in he was dressed in an all black outfit, a real suit, not his normal fake military gear, also nicely tailored, all of it in almost light sucking black. Shirt, tie and jacket. Not a single piece of color in the whole get up. Add the scars on his face, a row of three lines that had a pale silver color to them on the right cheek and he looked like a badass. A real one. Like someone you'd hire to take out your enemies or that a major company would procure for “protection”. Next to him, Denis realized, he looked like a pussy. 

     Of course, as it turned out, compared to Yi, Denis might as well have been a little girl, so that kind of worked, didn't it?

     Getting a few sandwiches on a plate and a small salad with a double helping of ranch dressing Brian sat down and started to eat as if he might be starving. Really, looking at him, Denis could see it. The guy had come in a chubster, but now, not half a year later, he wasn't just lean, he nearly looked reptilian. That look that some men get if their body fat fell below eight percent or so. It would have worked on a body builder pretty well, or someone like Prime that had enough mass. On Brian it looked... Scary.

     Insane.

     As he thought about this, Denis realized that no one had been speaking much. Kind of an eerie silence, one of those hard to handle things normally, though he had practice now. After half a minute Brian laughed.

     “Well, at least he's trying, right? And I know how much you hate being sat on. Seems like a good trade to tell the truth.” Brian looked over at Denis with a huge grin.

     “Um, well...” 

     That there might be a joke coming seemed likely so Denis tried to prepare himself. As a rule he didn't like it when he had to be the butt of the joke. Proxy looked down and cleared his throat.

     “So. When you came in just a bit ago and realized that Penny might be in the chair, which she thanks you for by the way... You, um, stuck your hand out to see if she was there? Well, um...” Laughing he had to stop, sandwich fixings threatening to run down his fingers to his lap. Yi dropped it and wiped his hand on the napkin that still sat on the table.

     “You kind of felt her up. You had your hand on her breast for like ten seconds without even knowing it.” Laughing still, Brian Yi, Proxy, famous super-hero, got pushed out of his chair by an invisible girl. 

     He didn't stop chuckling though. 

     “Stop Penny, I have a meeting after this and Charlot will kick my behind if I ruin the new clothes she got me again. I'll stop laughing, I promise.” He didn't for a bit though, even as he clearly fought for control the mirth kept bubbling out.

     Denis had to fight a smile too. He started to apologize when Pegging turned on him, her face unreadable but her voice sounding hurt. Overdone though, so “fake hurt”. 

     “I can't believe it. I finally get a cute guy into bed and the very next day, not even twenty-four hours later, he throws me over for someone new...” She shook her head, given the structure of her face, which stuck out about fifteen inches further than normal, it probably took work to make it look right.

     Denis sighed.

     “Well, you know, it's my first mode really. Greed. I want to collect everything and everyone all the time, I can't really help it. Still, I'm deeply sorry Penny. Openly groping a woman is a little crass an opening move even for me. Next time I'll try to aim more accurately.” Then, thankfully, Denis stopped speaking. The next line that nearly came out involved sex and really, it was too crass for an opening line, or any line at all, if he didn't want to have his butt kicked. Penny may still hate his guts, but he'd totally bang her if he could. Even if he didn't know he was doing it. She could just tell him they'd done it.

     That would leave Peg out though. In his new, kinder and gentler wisdom he decided that he'd do them both at the same time. That would work. Denis laughed at the idea, which had everyone looking at him with strange expressions. Finally, after a few more bites of sandwich, on whole wheat bread that somehow didn't taste like hippies had mixed it with their feet, meaning Mark had probably made it himself, he spoke softly.

     “Thoughts that I shouldn't have been having probably. Not at the table. Let's leave it at that?”

     That got a couple chuckles at least. Better than the crippling pain of having his rib cage kicked in by an invisible girl at least, so Denis decided to feel good about his restraint for now.

     Before he went off to the meeting, apparently with Brian, the other man waved him aside and spoke in low tones.

     “So, this news event thing we're going to? It's supposed to be about the terrorist action that the local police were involved in and the attack on the show. Um, some national brotherhood of police guys are going to be there too, supposedly to defend the honor of police everywhere and show that they aren't all terrorists I think. If it comes down to a fight, I just wanted to make sure...”

     That one Denis got. Why Yi hated the cops so much was harder to understand, but he did and the pigs seemed to feel close to the same way about him. Fuck it.

     “Then I drop them before they can twitch.” Den said, letting his voice stay soft and almost gentle. They had attacked already, apparently more than once. That was enough of a reason to be wary. 

     “Non-violently of course, since I don't want to be locked up for it. Still, they won't do anything at all if I can help it. I'll stay alert. Maybe we should get with Mark on it too? His power is crazy, but I wouldn't want to take him on if I could ever help it.” A year prior Denis had worked out how he'd have to do it, which involved making Mark stay calm and relaxed while sneaking up on him with a gun. If the man saw him coming at all his power would trigger instantly, so he'd have to hit him first to prevent that.

     It had only been a mental exercise, one to keep himself busy. Even then he'd mainly gotten along with the guy. Always calm and peaceful, didn't make fun of anyone and made lunch each day, even for the guy no one else on the team liked. They were almost BFFs or something. Best friends forever. Denis wouldn't have even heard the term if he hadn't seen it on a television show.

     It turned out that Brian already had checked in with Mark. Marcia and Prime too. He wanted to make sure that Kerry got a heads up before they got into place with cameras going, so they stopped on the fifth floor to look for her. The team two residence had been done up in an efficient but slightly tacky blue carpet with walls of a lighter blue. If the wall paper hadn't come from Wal-Mart it was only because the IPB didn't want to bother with the middle man and had gotten it cheaper from the wholesaler directly. Nothing wrong with frugal of course. It just seemed kind of low for a government organization that spent millions on team one and a lesser, but still decent, amount on team three, to cheap out on the actual work horse of the organization. Team two wasn't popular, but when the badies started throwing down, they were the ones that were sent to deal with it most often. They got the job done too.

     Yeah, Den got it, they were the ones the public didn't like, the scary or ugly people. He just didn't like what it meant, now that he'd bothered even trying not to be a selfish prick about everything under the sun part of the time.

     The Federal government didn't want to spend money on the uglies. That name wasn't one that got used a lot at the base. After all, some of those “uglies” could pop your head like a zit without even trying. Plus a lot of them were actually good people, like Tobin. Still, the whole place had more of a hospital feeling than anything else. Just lock the inmates in at night and it would probably match a privately run psych ward pretty well. Some of them probably would have been in places like that before joining the IPB, messed up first modes that wouldn't work in the real world for instance could easily get you locked up. It worked here, mainly because everyone had some kind of support system. In real life, what would someone like Tobin, shy and retiring, end up doing though, out in a world that attacked him daily? Either kill himself or end up killing someone else to prevent being beaten most likely.

     Next to him Brian didn't really seem to notice that in passing a few floors they'd gone from tasteful to half thrown together, which made no sense. Well, it did make some... For Denis personally. He wanted, desperately, to have the best for himself no matter what. Really, living at the base he wanted to have a room on the first floor with team one. Yi though was all about self-sacrifice. For him to ignore the difference while getting something better seemed... Harsh. Off and disjointed. 

     They found the woman herself walking toward the elevator looking like a business person in a tweed suit that had a tidy but unflattering skirt with it. She looked OK, but not much had been done by way of making her look good particularly. Her hair was pulled back, brown and plain in its ponytail. Her face looked fresh, but had no make-up. Almost all women looked better with make-up. It's why it had been invented.

     “Denis? Come to pick me up then? Nice of you. Almost like we're teammates or something.” She smiled when she said it but seemed a little sad at the same time for some reason.

     “Team baking show?” Den nodded as he said it, “yeah, that's valid. If there's ever a baking emergency I totally have your back. Especially since I'll probably need you a lot more than the other way around, so remember how willing I am to support you... Anyway, Brian here has a problem with the police and wants to make sure that if they attack we've got his back. I already said yes myself...”

     The girl looked at Brian and chewed her lips a little, then blushed a bit and nodded, it was a little bit of a shy thing for some reason. The girl had been pretty forward with all the other guys. Then Brian was supposed to be really popular now, however that had worked out.

     “Alright. Anyone attacking you today should be expecting a small hail of stones. It takes me a few seconds to get that into play, about twenty, so if you fight stay ready to move back. If they're still alive that is.” 

     Surprisingly Brian just nodded and thanked her profusely.

     “That's great, thanks. So you do the stone rain thing? I'll be careful then, I don't want to get hit with a bouncing ten pound rock again. That was really effective by the way.”

     The girl blushed more brightly and grinned. Whatever the hell that all was about. He'd have to pin someone down soon and just ask about what all the hell he'd missed.

     That done all they had to do was get to the second floor, where two rooms had been opened up and a large group of people, reporters, had already started to set up. They looked bored already. Denis could sympathize. Sitting in a room wasn't his favorite thing anymore either. Yi led them all into a small section around back, which caused Charlot Chambers to meet them at the door, scowling hard.

     “Brian, Ms. Yoder. Good to see you.” She smiled wickedly and turned on Denis.

     “Notice how I left you out of that Mr. Tompkins? That's my subtle way of letting you know I don't really like you. I didn't want you to miss the subtlety. If you fuck this up today I'll kill you.” She glared at him as if he'd pissed in her Wheaties or something.

     Denis nodded, anger ripping through him, even as he fought to keep it off his face. For half a second the sudden attack nearly set him off, making him go on the offensive. He tried for calm, but it didn't really come. Shaking his head Denis decided to just take the high road and not fight about it.

     “Right. OK. I came to help, as asked, but if I'm not welcome... Well, so much for this then, I guess I'll go wait somewhere else, out of the way.” Then he turned, a bit of anger in his shoulders and back and made himself not stop as he went through the door. He really wanted to say so much more than that. It bubbled in his middle, trying to force its way out, to rip into her and demean the woman, to make her feel bad and small. 

     But he didn't. Instead he just walked.

     It was almost adult of him and everything.

     The Chambers bitch didn't have a great reason to like him after all. Sure, even Denis could see that pretty clearly. No one did. That didn't mean he felt like putting up with it. If he wanted death threats he'd go and hit on Marcia, which would be more entertaining all the way around at least. His job didn't involve directly taking abuse from the staff as far as he knew. Crowds maybe, bitchy Directors probably, and people in the chain of command certainly, not Charlot fucking Chambers though. She could kiss his ass.

     Besides, at the moment it took just about everything he could manage not to rip into her and Den really wasn't certain that would hold much longer. She'd taken him off guard and the emotion had started without warning, so best for him to just leave.

      Just past the door Prime stood waiting, patiently it looked like. The room had too many people inside to add an overgrown buffoon to the mix. Denis just stepped around him, which would have worked fine if Charlot hadn't called out for him to stop just then, sounding more than her usual amount of pissed-off.

     That meant that Scott Chambers, her loving husband, reacting at speeds Denis could hardly track and grabbed his arm. Hard, just below the elbow on the right. Because he'd been walking briskly the sudden move made something pop at the elbow as momentum carried his body forward, but the arm suddenly didn't move at all, pain washing through him. 

     Fuck, the moron had broken his arm. Pain not normally being an issue for Prime personally, he didn't let go either. Just one of those things the powerful man didn't really get probably. Denis almost dropped him right there.

     “Let go of my arm.” He said softly, teeth clenched, pain reaching into each word, “Prime, let go of my mother fucking arm right now. You broke it dickweed.”

      Charlot walked up behind him, seething. Like she had a right to seethe? She'd basically invited him to an insult fest and then got mad because he decided to take off instead of turning it into a bar fight? Glancing at her he saw that her hands were glowing white, a nimbus of energy in the air around them that he could feel as vibrations in his stomach. He'd seen that from her before, a pretty decent power level force blast or something. Probably a class three ability. Functionally that meant the same as if she'd walked out enraged, waving a gun around.

     Prime still didn't let go of his arm.

     “I came when asked, got here on time and was instantly insulted by the person that asked me to come. So fuck you, fuck all of you. Now let go of my arm or I'm going to put you all down.” 

     The golden man just tightened his grip, the bones in his upper forearm rubbing together painfully. Right, his giant ego wouldn't let him easily do what someone else told him to. Not without some flattery first. Pain ripped through Denis' right arm, nearly causing his legs to give out. Charlot grabbed his right shoulder and pulled, trying to turn him around. It certainly didn't help anything, since most of the force hit right at the point of damage, the man not letting go and Charlot trying to stretch him the other way.

     “Don't you walk away from me! We have work to do and I won't put up with you being uncooperative! You think I can't have you thrown back in holding faster than you can snap your fingers? I have a lot more clout around here than you might think!”

     That seemed too likely to Denis, so he made both of them move into a strong sense of paralysis. That didn't get Prime to let go, even adding in numbness didn't do it. The man's fingers just didn't budge at all, which meant as he began to fall, he took Denis down with him. 

     Fuck. It not only hurt, but now they were going to lock him back up again. This was all a set up to get rid of him the whole time? Why fuck bother?

     Brian came out into the hall and looked at him calmly.

     “Maybe you should let them up? Charlot's just stressed. She's worried about Bridget in all of this. Yes, taking it out on you wasn't fair, but things like that happen, people get snippy when things go wrong and this isn't the best of all worlds right now. I don't think Scott meant anything either. He just reacted... That's kind of what he's trained for. That and photo ops.” Then the black suited and dapper looking Chinese guy smiled. It didn't help, but it beat someone screaming at you or pulling a weapon.

     Denis shook his head.

     “They're going to put me back into lock-up now, and probably kill me. Fuck it, I might as well die fighting. I'm sure that won't take long.” Because class four or not, he was pinned and the best Denis could do was make people uncomfortable or scared for a while. He didn't even have a gun, but then he didn't think even asleep he could kill Prime with something like that.

     Even running wouldn't work. Not even if he could get Prime to let go, which didn't seem all that likely at the moment, the hand was just frozen in place. He knew for a fact that they had him chipped and could track him from space. What could he do, hide underground for the rest of his life? Denis got ready for Proxy to attack him, or someone else to, but instead Director Moore just walked out of the little ready room and glanced at the situation calmly.

     “Hmph. Well... kindly let them go now Denis. We need to get you to medical and back here in time for the press conference. Go ahead. No one's locking you up for this. Self-defense after all, and as far as I can tell you managed the situation totally without violence? Didn't even make these two uncomfortable? We certainly can't ask for more than that, can we? You're simply not in the wrong here this time and acted in a way that falls well within the best anyone could ask for.”

     The voice sounded reasonable and slightly amused. The man also wore a dark suit, not as highly tailored as the one Yi wore and it had a red and blue striped tie and a soft blue shirt for contrast. The look was political rather than friendly, it seemed trustworthy enough for all that.

     “Fine, but if Prime starts ripping my arm off I'm putting him back under and then cutting his hand off to get free. The bastard's fucking strong.” Denis let them go slowly and pulled uncomfortably from the larger man's grasp, it having weakened as they emerged from the effect, and scrambled up to his feet, then back away from the threat, ready to set them back on the ground if he had to.

     When Charlot's right hand started glowing again, Brian calmly stepped in front of Denis and winked at the good looking, if angry, brunette. 

     “Pull back a bit Char... and Scott, please don't grab people like that in the future. Regular people break too easily for you to forget how strong you are.” The younger man spoke as if they'd listen. Oddly enough they seemed to.

     “You kind of did ambush him Char, and face it, Denis is working pretty hard to keep things together as it is. We have too much to do for our own PR person to be causing problems, don't you think?”

     The woman growled at Brian, which got ignored. Her hands both had a nimbus of white around them, and her glare looked as if she might just be ready to kill them all. Denis got ready to hit her again when she suddenly relaxed and started taking deep, almost gasping, breaths. Her burgundy dress heaved at the front a bit. Denis couldn't find it charming at the moment himself.

     “Fine.” She intoned stiffly, not looking at Denis at all.

     Like this was his fault?

     Then she spun and walked into the room behind her as if she'd been the one wronged. Holy fuck was that woman insane or what? Infected and probably with mega-bitch as her first mode at the very least, he tried to remind himself. Denis kind of wanted to torture her and her asshole husband for breaking his arm, which still ached horribly. Prime at least wasn't readying his own force blasts. Small favors and all that.

     Director Moore waved down the hallway, “perhaps a quick trip to medical is in order? Brian, could you help there? I know you have some connections in that department. Do you think you could help expedite things for us?”

     All that seemed like news to Denis. Why would Yi have connections in medical? Was he a doctor or something? Or an EMT? The one file he'd read had said something about being a factory worker. Probably just being sent to keep him from running away, Denis guessed. Not that he could. Even walking jostled his arm enough to make it twinge with each step. Running wouldn't have worked well at all. Holding it to his body he cradled the right in the left and tried to walk smoothly. It barely worked. Pain jolted through him nearly constantly. 

     Brian didn't say anything until after the elevator started down.

     “Sorry about that. Some people are still having a bit of trouble realizing that you really are trying to change. It's going to take a bit of time. Plus, Charlot really is always like that. Try not to take it personally next time... which will probably be in about fifteen minutes. The press event starts in half an hour, so this will have to be a rush job.”

     The hot Japanese doctor saw them coming and had tried to get Brian up on a table without waiting, then laughed to find he wasn't hurt at all.

     “Well, that's a first, so what's the damage?” She busily felt the elbow and then helped Denis get his jacket and shirt off while Brian explained quickly.

     “A slightly-over-reactive Prime incident. Probably a dislocated elbow with a popped tendon from the sound of it. We have to be back to the event directly. On the good side Denis shouldn't have to actually fight anyone for a while.”

     Long black hair tied back and white lab coat over blue scrubs, the small woman worked quickly, first numbing the area then adding in some steroids to prevent inflammation of the tendons. Or something like that. Denis had gotten sidetracked by her eyes, which were really pretty and lost a few sentences in there, he knew.

     “Totally preventative, but the protocol seems effective so far. Here, this splint will immobilize your arm in a partially bent position. That way you can forget the sling for a few hours. As soon as the thing is over, get back here for x-rays and real treatment.” She sighed and stared at Yi for a second then shook her head slowly. Almost sadly.

     “I'll tell you what I keep telling Brian here. If you do have to fight, just kill them quickly and try not to get hurt.”

     That got his attention, “I... don't really kill people.”

     The medical advice being given to Brian was to kill people? How messed up was that?

     She nodded, “then be really careful. I also wouldn't take up arm wrestling for a few weeks.”

     Denis managed a polite chuckle and promised that he'd get medical supervision if he decided to take that up as a hobby. His arm didn't hurt as much now, until it got down to the bone, then it ached, an annoying thing that made it hard to focus on anything except the discomfort.

     That done, Brian led him back to the second floor. Back to the people that hated him.

     Fucking wonderful.
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     No one gave him any instructions, since that would have been Charlot's job and she spent her time working with her daughter. It kind of made sense, the girl had a combination of youth and a first mode that made it impossible, or nearly so, for her to control her impulses. At least Rachel would be sitting to one side of her. The older woman looked good. Mouthwatering in her version of a business suit which involved silk of bright blue, contrasting with the green Bridget wore. They looked like little dolls sitting side by side.

     The long table was covered with a white cloth and ran nearly the width of the room, close to the back. A lot of chairs were set up in front of it. In the center the Director sat already, making small talk with the reporters. When Charlot started pushing them out she made a point of grabbing Denis' arm hard, the injured one, and making him wait until after Mark went out. It hurt, which had obviously been the point. Fucking bitch. She didn't let go, so he retaliated by passing his own pain along to her directly. She gasped, eyes going wide.

     “Yeah, when you hurt people they actually feel pain. Amazing how that works isn't it?” He muttered to her softly.

     It got her to let go at least, after the third tug proved to her what was going on. Nothing like direct feedback for learning, Denis thought, uncomfortable still, pain killers or not.

     He sat, fifth from the door they came in by, much closer to the center than could possibly be wise really. On the good side it was clear that, for the most part, he wouldn't have to talk. Not unless someone asked him a question directly. Den sipped at the glass of water in front of him instead and let the drone of the news conference move past him almost hypnotically. No one really said anything of note for a good fifteen minutes. Basically just a boring recap. He let it pass by without much concern, trying to keep his face interested and calm.

     Then the room seemed to lay into little Bridget without mercy. That got his attention, because people attacking young girls pissed him off. A lot. He had to bite his tongue almost instantly.

     “Miss Chambers,” a sour looking man with blond hair and ass-face so bad that he should have been a cop said, hitting the “miss” as if he held a grudge against anyone in a skirt. He looked a bit too smart for that though, being a cop, since a lot of police departments had an upper cap on intelligence now. That had sounded like a joke when Denis had first heard it, but apparently it was true. If you were too smart, police work just wasn't for you. They figured you'd get bored with it. And they wondered why they kept messing up so bad?

      “How do you respond to charges that you violated the civil rights of the law enforcement on site when you subdued them, even beating already downed men?”

     The girl smiled and drew the microphone that sat in front of her closer to her lips. 

     “You mean those awful terrorists that attacked us?” Innocence poured forth and she sounded really young just then. Sweet even. Denis had to go all Zen to prevent laughter. It was darling.

     “Well sir, I had to make sure they didn't overwhelm me. I'm just a kid and there were sixty-seven grown men there, all of whom had come to try and kill me, and they were armed with lethal weapons. I guess it might look a little mean, but I couldn't afford to take chances could I? How would you have subdued that many grown men?”

     The reporters all laughed at the answer, except the lemon sucker that asked the original question. It had been too smooth and left him too little to go on. The man tried again, his voice sharper, almost abrasive.

     “But the police are immune to prosecution in most cases, didn't you think that arrest might be interfering with their lawful duty?” 

     If smug had a name it would have been the reporter who spoke. Bridget shook her head sadly and started to speak, answering the man calmly, when the half dozen unarmed police officers in the room tried to rush the table. About a half dozen in plain clothes came up too. They may not have been real cops of course. How would Denis know? He didn't read minds. They didn't head for Yi this time, or the Director, they ran toward Bridget instead. Half the table started to react and a few reporters stood up looking anxious. Toward the back an older black reporter, a well-dressed woman from one of the religious channels screamed loudly.

     “Jesus, take the sinful Infected and protect your faithful children!” She proclaimed to the room loudly.

     Denis recognized her from decades before as some hag that had helped her gay husband in fleecing the masses via religion. That kind of show hadn't strictly been allowed at Faithhome, but he'd gotten to see it because Prophet Darren had wanted everyone to see the devil firsthand. In that case it had been anyone that disagreed with what the cult leader taught. That and a single sneaked episode of Gumby had been the only shows he'd ever seen until he left. He'd been locked in a closet for nearly two weeks over the Gumby incident. After the beating.

     So he recognized the woman now.

     Denis made the police drop and sleep. He had a good view of them and none made it to the front table at all. The reporters looked on silently.

     Proxy stood and gestured to the men on the floor.

     “Ladies and gentlemen, this is what we have to put up with almost constantly. The bigotry and hatred of Infected has gone too far. I'm sure these men aren't terrorists at heart, but they're seeking to aid terrorists and that can't be allowed.” He gestured to the Director who took the hand-off smoothly.

     “So, if there are no further questions, I believe we need to handle this current situation as well as our regular duties now. Anyone?” 

     From the front a man that Den had never seen before stood up and gestured at the fallen.

     “Are they dead?” He sounded concerned, a genuine thing maybe. Moore shook his head.

     “No. They're merely sleeping, please note that we are treating them far more kindly than the police normally treat Infected in their custody. Now, we really should attend to this.”

     The reporters didn't want to leave until grim faced agents in black came and told them to with a good bit of force behind their voices. The last ones out, the most driven to get the story probably, had to be escorted personally to the front gate, Denis heard. He didn't see that part of it, just sitting and staring as he was. He could blink, but if he looked away the contact would be broken. Instead he sipped at the glass of water in his hand until it ran out. The cool water had caused a few small beads of condensation on the outside, making his hand damp and cool. It was the kind of thing you only noticed when you really didn't have anything better to do. Finally, some fifteen minutes later the Director tapped him on the shoulder.

     “Very good Mr. Tompkins. I think the agents can take it from here.” The voice held dry professionalism that sounded a little forced, which didn't make a whole lot of sense until the man gestured with his head toward the door, where the very last hold-out reporter stood with a cameraman and sound guy holding a funny looking parabolic microphone. It had a red handle and was clear plastic or glass otherwise, so it really stood out. Denis fought a smile and slowly let the people on the floor go.


  

     Everything really was on video these days. 

     Well, at least he hadn't gotten into a fist fight. A good thing since his arm hurt again already. A dull ache, enough to remind him that going back to medical would be a very good idea. The vague outline of the splint on his right arm showed under the light blue of the jacket, ruining the line a bit. Truthfully he'd been surprised that Charlot hadn't complained about it to the Director yet. 

     Then, maybe she had? 

     The whole thing had been so messed up that it drained him of energy. Walking carefully Denis got himself back to medical alone, to find that Dr. Burrows had gotten off shift already and her replacement was some older guy with salt and pepper hair and a stern look on his face.

     One that turned to mild panic when Denis gave his name.

     His reputation obviously preceded him. The man didn't hesitate to treat him though, working quickly and not stinting on the drugs at least. The man kept looking uncomfortable, too much so just based on fear that someone might make fun of you or call you names. 

     Then it hit him.

     “Wait, are you the Doc that hit me with that drug? The one that made me forget? Supposedly at least...” Denis felt himself tighten and the man stood back looking afraid.

     “I... yes. You were hurting a lot of people and Proxy was about to shoot you, so I had to do something. I...”

     Right, someone had mentioned that, Jay, if he remembered correctly. 

     “Oh. Well, thanks I guess. I don't want to be dead after all. A bit cheesed at the months of torture that followed, but that wasn't your fault. Still, better than being dead, right?” 

     The man didn't say anything for a long time. When he did speak, his voice had gone low.

     “Did the others, Proxy, did they... hurt you?” The man asked quietly.

     “Not him, the guards in holding. Electrical shock in an all metal room. Cold showers every other day, which weren't that big a deal, just cold and humiliating. Triggered flashbacks. Not fun. Anyway, what's up with the arm? Broken?”

     The older doctor wore simple light blue scrubs, not too different in color than what he wore. Denis' suit had a little more smoke gray to it. More sheen too. The whole floor smelled of disinfectant and room freshener, the last a nod to some of the people with hyper acute senses of smell. That or whoever took charge in that area really liked the scent of baby powder and apples. To him the place smelled like a baby had spilled their bottle of juice, but it could have been worse. At least the kid didn't have a dirty diaper. Denis noticed that the man had relaxed a lot after their little talk. He still seemed a bit like a stick had been rammed up his butt, but a bit less like he expected his patient to jump up and start kung-fu-ing his ass.

     Which really was a little rich, considering the last time they'd met, apparently, the guy had handed him his own so hard he didn't even remember it two months later. Denis pointed this out dryly, which got a chuckle from the guy.

     “I was led to believe that you might... hold a grudge. I... really, I just didn't want anyone to get hurt, including you. Proxy told me that if I hadn't acted... that he was about to shoot you at the time. I think he meant it.” 

     That... well, who could blame him? 

     More to the point... The fuck?

     He really had been torturing a big group of people for some reason? That didn't sound like him. Not at all. Why? What had happened to make him do that? Make them all fall asleep so he could escape, that sounded like him, or even make them hurt if they accused him of being gay, back when that kind of thing bugged him, so like three days before...

     But just to do it? And at a level that had people coming back at him months later? That didn't make sense. He hadn't even hurt Prophet Darren that much.

     Doctor Clinton patted him on the back awkwardly getting his attention.

     “Rest and no vigorous activity for a while. Again, it's not broken, but you partially tore a tendon, that's going to take a while to heal. You'll need the splint for at least eight weeks then we'll put you in rehabilitation for it, slowly, if you're healing well enough. I don't think you need surgery, but if anything else happens get with us here as soon as you can. I'll send someone around to your room at about nine to give you another shot. It should let you rest.”

     Nodding, still feeling baffled about the information he'd gotten, that he was a bigger dick than he'd thought, not the medical stuff, something hit him.

     “Wait, can I wash dishes, big ones, like pots and pans, do you think?”

     “What? I'm sure someone else can do that for you... Short answer, I wouldn't right now if it were my arm.” The man gave him a wintry look. It kind of said “no shit a-hole” without having to insult the drugged man. 

     “Ah. Right. I'll think of something.”

     Well, already dressed for success Denis swallowed hard and took the elevator to the first floor looking for Prime. When he stepped off the elevator he found the man, standing with the Director and Torque, a nice looking guy with a tidy mustache and business suit. Really, it was the look that Denis should have been going for before. He'd hoped the bow ties would look distinctive and manly, but that hadn't worked at all according to... everyone in the free world. 

     Torque was the team one leader and dressed the part all the time. Standing off the one side was little Bridget. She stared at him and moved very conspicuously in front of her dad, as if to protect him from the dangerous Denis that had just walked up. Oddly the other two men did too.

     What, did they think he'd come for payback now? If he wanted to hurt the guy he could have done it earlier, when he was already down.

     “Mr. Tompkins... I trust all is well?” Director Moore looked at the bulge on his right arm. No worse than before, the splint fitting well enough under the suit jacket.

     “Partially torn tendon. I'm on light duty for the next eight weeks or longer, so I need to find someone to take my place as junior pot scrubber on Mark's baking show. Prime already volunteered to help, so I thought I'd get with him on it first. I mean Scott. It's an actual position on the show, not just a one up, if you want it, I think we can swing it with Mark and the others. It really does involve actual pot scrubbing though, scutt work and such, even before the show, getting things ready.” Calling the man by name felt weird, but code names weren't used on the set.

     The large golden skinned man took a few steps forward and rested a large hand on the Director's shoulder gently. His grin looked stunning, white teeth gleamed, suit fitting too perfectly to be allowed. Denis kind of hated him a little for a second, knowing that as much as he wanted to, he'd never look that good.

     Scott spoke, his voice rich and happy, “see everyone? I could tell right away that Denis here wouldn't hold a grudge... I'm sorry about the arm though. I just grabbed and didn't think I was holding on that hard to tell the truth. Char said that she might have been a little unfair to you, later, after Brian and Karen spoke to her about the whole thing. I know she's sorry too. She can't say it herself, but it's there. Her first mode...” The man smiled again and shrugged.

     Everyone got that kind of thing here, there was no need to explain it each time. Charlot Chambers' first mode meant she'd find it nearly impossible to apologize herself, most likely. This was about as much of one as Denis could reasonably expect from her.

     The tiny red-head who looked like a child sized version of Rachel stepped forward and wrapped both her hands around the splinted arm. Gently. Really her hands cradled it but didn't go around and she had to reach up at near her own shoulder height to do it. Her face looked a little grim for some reason.

     “Really? No bad feelings? Dad didn't mean it, but sometimes things like that are hard to let go of. Is it really cool between you?” 

     That got a smile from Denis, a careful one. The little girl may be small, but he wanted to keep the arm, so starting shit with her wouldn't play at the moment, hands actually on him. If she planned to take him out, given how fast the girl was, that would be a really good starting point. Given how quickly she could potentially react it would be impossible for him to stop her if she decided to move.

     “Hey, you know, water under the bridge and all that. Just, Scott, in the future be careful? Please?”

     The girl let him go suddenly and smiled herself.

     “Super! And you saved me too. I mean, I could have totally taken those guys, so I don't know what they were thinking, there were only a dozen of them and they were claiming I'd kicked the asses of like, sixty, but before I even had to stand up, boom, to the ground. Teach them to mess with us, right? From now on we should take you to all the press events. I bet Brian would like that. The cops always try to kick his ass and now mine too I guess, just for hitting a few of them. Man this is screwed up. They hit people all the time. Everyone always said that the police were the good guys, but that isn't true is it?”

     She spun to look at the other three men, her back to Denis suddenly.

     “Is it?”

     No one spoke for a bit, they just looked uneasy. That was something Denis could see himself. After all, did they warn the impulsive girl that all men in blue were her enemies, meaning the next time she saw one she'd probably deliver more than a light kicking or did they lie to her leaving her vulnerable to the real bad guys that just happened to have uniforms on? Not knowing why, he spoke for them all.

     “Well, some of the police have been behaving badly and we don't know why. The easy thing would be to say they're all just bigots and hate us and some probably do, but there may be more to it than that. I don't know what it is myself mind, but just because some of them seem bad, that doesn't mean all of them really are. After all... I just had it confirmed by a doctor that a few months ago I tortured a bunch of people even though I don't remember it. That... just isn't like me. I mean I may make someone hurt, but I try to save torture for people that actually deserve it and not draw things out more than I have to. Not really.” Denis shrugged, which pulled at his hurt elbow enough to make him stop suddenly.

     “Maybe it's the same for some of the cops?”

     Oddly enough the Director and Torque both nodded and agreed with him instantly, as if he'd said something brilliant. Moore even gave him a very considering look before speaking.

     “Yes. That's... Very possible actually, now that you mention it. I'll be sure to look into that possibility.” The man smiled and took a few steps to the side and turned, his body blocky in motion, a professional look on his face.

     “So Robert, it looks like we worried over nothing again. Well, part of the job I'm afraid. So, Scott, you'll work with Mark Steinberg on his program for the foreseeable future?”

     The big man grinned.

     “Of course! I would have been anyway. After all, who doesn't love a little me in their day?”

     No one laughed but Denis. Prime winked at him. The man was obviously joking, but the others just seemed to think he was being ego driven. That was the other side of the first mode problem. Even when you tried to control yourself some people thought that you just couldn't, not ever. 

     Quickly enough they made arrangements to meet early the next shooting day. Hopefully Mark would be pleased enough with his replacement, since Denis didn't have anyone better to offer for the time being. A silence took over the scene in the hall for a bit and everyone left, finding some reason to vacate the now uncomfortable situation. Just standing around didn't help him any either so he took off too. Oddly enough followed into the elevator by Bridget Chambers.

     Hopefully not to kick his butt for anything. Denis eyed her a little warily, but made himself grin.

     The girl hit the button for floor nine, where he was going himself, making it glow a golden white and then stood next to him as the whole thing dropped suddenly. Just as it started to move she jumped into the air and appeared to float for nearly ten seconds before setting down lightly.

     “The old elevators were better for that. I blame Lauren and team two for breaking them. It was all their fault.” This came out sullen and angry, hurt and bitter all at once. The girl didn't look at him as she spoke, instead her eyes locked forward hard.

     “They wouldn't believe me. I told them, but no one would trust me except Brian and they tried to kill my dad. Maybe mom too. And they were the ones that were wrong. Yeah, someone screwed with their minds a little, but they chose to attack on their own. I know it was a set up, but...”

     “Um, sorry, half a year spent in a tiny cell means I really don't know what you're getting at. Is this about that big fight a few months back?”

     Denis tried to look concerned and kind, and probably didn't make it. As long as it wasn't a sneer that would have to do, right?

     “Oh, right...” The tiny girl looked at him for a second and then away as if in shame.

     “Well, everyone else knows. Here at least. Some bad guys made a fake video showing my dad and me, um, and mom, doing sick things and everyone thought it was real. We proved it wasn't but only after the huge fight, when everyone attacked us. Until Brian stepped in and made them all stop. Him and Hobbs from team two. They were the only ones that even tried to do anything.”

     She shook her head and blew out a hard puff of air as the doors opened.

     “No one wanted to take on Brian, because he never loses when he's protecting someone. Only once and that was before he came here. Hobbs actually stood up to Lauren over the whole thing too, even though he's a new guy. I only like them now. The rest of team two can go fuck themselves for all I care.”

     Ah. Well, that told him a lot he didn't know. So when he'd been trying to mess with Yi that day... Fuck, how did he even live through it? Denis would have killed someone doing what he'd been, given all that, if he were Brian.

     “Which one is Lauren? Is she on team two?”

     The girl took his left hand and led him down the hallway toward the dining room. Apparently they were going to dinner? Almost that time, Denis realized. The small form next to him looked down again as she spoke.

     “Level. The nine foot tall bug tank looking one? She used to be my best friend, until she tried to kill my dad over lies someone else told her. She wouldn't believe me! I told them all it was a lie, but only Brian trusted me...”

     When they got into the room no one else seemed to be there yet. Denis examined the chairs, but all were pushed in, feeling awkward he held out his left arm.

     “Um, Penny, are you in here? I...”

     A voice came from the silver and metallic blue plastic box on the table.

     “In the other room Denis. Everything OK? I heard that there was an incident earlier?”

     “Nothing too major, just don't grab my right arm for about eight weeks or so and we should be fine. Remember that if you have to grab me or something, please. Left arm for the time being, or slap me in the head if it's an emergency. So, how are things going in Penny land today?”

     That started a small talk conversation, that, oddly enough got handled pretty well. The trick, Denis found, had to do with asking polite questions and smiling a lot, even if some of the people were in the other room. Bridget didn't bring up her hatred of team two again even, distracted by the invisible girl. Bridget was apparently a big Penny fan, thinking being invisible was cool. When everyone else came in a dark skinned woman named Janine, the evening cook, started bringing out large bowls of food. Spaghetti night then. Ah. Denis stood up and started to leave suddenly, which got everyone to stare at him. The Director really looking concerned.

     “Oh... Um, I really need to change out of the nice clothing before I eat red sauce, that's all. I kind of have to use my left hand for it, so you know, it's going to make a mess.” 

     Penny chuckled from the other room and Brian got up smoothly and walked with him down the hall. At first Denis wondered if Yi thought he was going to try and run off, but it turned out to be simpler than that. 

     “You'll need help getting your jacket off. I know this one firsthand. It will only take a bit but without help it's a pain.”

     The guy was right of course, he did need help, but it felt awkward. Bad enough to need it in the hospital but in his own room? Brian didn't say anything, just got the jacket around for him carefully, then the button up the front shirt. The white t-shirt got changed for a team three workout one and sweats replaced the nice slacks.

     The whole thing took about ten minutes and everyone else had gone ahead and started eating without them. The food was good, way better than what they got in lock-up. Not a high bar to move past, but he appreciated it. He also got to use a fork and knife, instead of just his fingers. After the meal he did something that he hadn't done before and went to the kitchen doorway.

     “Um, that was very good Janine. Thanks. I should have said that before, since you always do a good job, but, you know, it's really appreciated.” 

     The woman smiled and patted him on the shoulder, a friendly gesture. She glanced at his right arm but didn't ask after it. You generally didn't here. Too many injured all the time, it would be the main topic of conversation if you tried.

     “Why thank you honey! It's always nice to know people like your cooking.” She really did seem pleased at least.

     Denis smiled and went to sit back down, since there seemed to be a bit of a meeting starting. Everyone moved out to the main sitting area, out past Christian and Jason's offices except Peggy. Maybe ex-prisoners weren't invited? Technically Peg still was one, but in name only. The Director waved to him gently.

     “If you'd join us Mr. Tompkins?” The older man said, looking more than a little uncertain about the idea.

     “Call me Denis... please.” 

     “Very good Denis. This way?” 

     The round table wasn't the nicest in the place, but suddenly all of team three sat, along with the red-haired and bearded team two guy. Bridget got sent away with a swat by her grandmother, but jumped into Brian's lap first and hugged him a good bit more ardently than was strictly correct. Laughing the man pushed her off and sent her on as well. No one else batted an eye at the scene, so Denis let it go. What was he going to do if Brian was sleeping with her anyway? Maybe get Prime to help ambush him? Or Marcia? No one seemed worried though, so it was probably nothing. The guy had pushed her away after all.

     Marcia walked in along with an older woman wearing an old fashioned dress and a lavender shawl. Even old lady white stockings and buckled shoes. The whole look screamed “put on” to Denis, but she smiled nicely enough and walked over to him directly, left hand outstretched to be shook. Without thinking he returned the move.

     The woman spoke, her voice warm and a bit distant.

     “Tampering, old now mainly. Much of it in the early years. I can't count it all at this remove. Mental intrusions as well as extensive and prolonged physical and psychological torture...years. Nearly decades. Definitely an Infected doing it back then. More recently, at the event a few months ago. Told to attack Brian Yi specifically, then later to attack anyone he could. Similar in feeling to the main influence of the day, what affected everyone else, though the first unique message. Medical earlier today as well, some non-standard. I've seen some similar things in Proxy.”

     She smiled at him, something in her eyes shifting subtly.

     “Nice to meet you. Ellen Doer.”

     “Um, nice to meet you too? Denis Tompkins.” They still held hands, which he let go rapidly then just in case the woman had to feel all that stuff about him all the time they were in contact.

     Marcia patted him on the back.

     “So you're only half the prick we thought you were. Good to know. Ellen can tell if anyone has messed with something. She basically just said that you got screwed with hard and a lot over the years. Fucked up.”

     The older woman looked at her primly.

     “Watch your language dear.”

     Denis had to fight not to laugh, it just seemed so... Weird. After a second everyone else chuckled, so it wasn't just him. Marcia stuck her tongue out.

     “Sorry Ellen. I'll work on it. Can we get you to go over the prisoners we took later? If it's the same intervention...”

     The old woman told them that would be fine, then left to let the meeting go on without pause.

     The idea that someone had screwed with his mind... Yeah that could explain a few things maybe. What did it mean someone did that to him growing up? An Infected... Prophet Darren? That didn't seem exactly right. The guy hated Infected people, sure, and no one hated harder than those trying to deflect from their own sins. Still... The man was just a monster, not sick. Denis couldn't handle it if everything that had happened was beyond the prick's ability to control.

     He couldn't bring himself to feel sorry for him. It would be too much to ask.

     The rest of the meeting seemed to be all about letting him meet the other players and gently letting him know they were expected to go up against some kind of ultimate super team. Brian spoke first, pointed to the red-haired man who still dressed like a bum. A very clean one, but the clothing didn't just look like cast-offs, they looked worn and repaired, torn and patched over and again. Some of the patches had obvious patches on top of them.

     The guy did wear a newish pair of running shoes however. IPB issue, just like what he wore at the moment himself.

     “Denis, this is Advocate Hobbs. Hobbs to his friends. He's... from another reality... and isn't Infected at all.” Brian tapped on the fake wooden top of the table with his right index finger, then frowned.

     “I guess the easiest thing to say about him is that his people have some with powers like the Infected, without the overt drawbacks.”

     “Aye. Advocate Yi stands true on this. The seven families run the lands I come from, more or less. Perhaps fairer to call them the five now. Not in the way you people organize your lives, more as workers in a bee hive. I'm not one of them, a mere sport, who's ability to aid plants in growing is considered inconsequential to the greater scheme. Hence being allowed more productive and moral work than governance.”

     Denis looked at the man openly and tried to take it all in. A guy from another world who dresses like a bum, made plants grow and could kick Marcia's ass? Freaky. 

     The Director took over from there.

     “So, since our current problem involves a very dangerous person from his world, one of their seven families, a woman known as Devorah Timberland, we've enlisted... Advocate Hobbs into our defense and he's proven very helpful so far.”

     The man continued without pause, rushing, as if he expected Denis to call them all liars or something. The basic deal, past the addition of people from other realities wasn't hard. The original “team one” of the IPB, “Alpha Squad” was working to take the world down and start a war, because their leader, “Braid”, was a crazy bitch that thought she could influence all of reality to her will. Simple enough. 

     Most of their problems seemed to be directly coming from there. Maybe. It was really hard to tell what was their influence and what things just happened. Any situation could be either or even both, or neither. Basically a really messed up set of things that hardly made sense at all. Worse it sounded like that original team could really kick their asses and the Timberland woman actually might be able to pull her little megalomaniac act off, given her super-powers which Hobbs described only as “strange precognition”. More than that, he was assured, simply defied explanation, other than the fact that whatever she had, it worked.

     Marcia sat back, her white uniform thick and stiff looking, quilted canvas or something equally uncomfortable with about eight layers to prevent easy tearing. After a few seconds she leaned forward, her light chocolate eyes finding Denis' and holding them. 

     “We don't know where Hooper and his friends are in this. They could be influenced by these people or really just what they seem, heartless bigots that make the Nazis look like kittens. It's tough to know. Technically, based just on what we have right now, we have enough to take in Hooper, except that if we try that, his followers will go to war instantly. Probably not against the IPB either, but some little Infected kid that glows in the dark or something useless like that. To make it worse, the Infected are starting to fight back, targeting Hooperites, which is just making everything spiral out of control. I can't blame them, but...”

     But if they attacked, the Infected all look like monsters, since the non-Infected controlled the government and the media, there was almost no way to get around that. Then, Denis knew, there wouldn't be any good way to stop the Infected from fighting back either and most of them doing so could do a lot more damage than a hippie with some love beads back in the sixties.

     Double fuck.

     The hard thing of course, Rachel explained quickly, being that while they had to stop Alpha, doing that didn't fix the world. Each day that passed brought them all closer to the war between the Infected and the normals and no one could win that.

     “There are a lot more of them than us, true, but...” The hot woman said sighing a bit. She stopped talking, so Penny, back in the dining room now, finished the thought.

     “Um, but the truth is the military can't beat the Infected. Not if the Infected band together at all. They know it on some level, but the politicians don't really seem to get it. Not those in Hooper's camp at any rate. So all we can do right now is try to keep things calm, even as we face greater and greater attack.”

     Well, yay, Den thought, what a wonderful way to do things. It made wonderful and perfect sense. Of course, he didn't have a better plan to offer either. Keeping the peace wouldn't be enough, but what else could they do really?

     He kept his mouth shut. It wasn't the fault of anyone at the table here after all. Taking his fear and anger out on them wouldn't be fair. Taking a deep breath he tried to relax and go Zen. The conversation went on around him, and the information got absorbed, but no one asked anything of him in particular until the end.

     Then Marcia spoke to him directly.

     “Right, so for now that means that the riot squad has to make everything work and keep working and that we can't count on anyone in the world to help us. Maybe not even the other people in the IPB. That means we need you on board Den. If we don't have you we might as well kiss keeping the masses contained goodbye.” Her tone held entreating sounds, her eyes looked nearly scared, not a common thing for her at all. 

     Denis paused for about ten seconds, thinking, as everyone else stared, looking more anxious with each passing moment.

     “What? Yeah, of course I'm in.” He smiled. “I just figured everyone knew that already. I'll do my part if I can.” Did the jerks think he'd just walk off and leave them to face the whole world alone? 

     Yeah, of course they did. 

     Morons. 

     He could leave maybe, go get a job or even live on the streets again. But he couldn't just leave people to face monsters alone. These may not be his friends, but they were still all the people he had. His kind, if there was such a thing. Family. It was a freaky thought, but it didn't seem wrong. He'd already abandoned one family to a monster. It wouldn't happen twice.

     Brian smiled at him.

     “Good. We need all the help we can get now.” 

     Then, as if they'd accomplished something, the whole thing broke up and everyone just left. Everyone except Marcia, Brian and Denis. Both of the others looked at him, then each other, then back again. No one spoke, so finally he did.

     “So, is this when I learn the secret club handshake? Or I get my super-special Dick Tracy decoder ring?” He'd always wanted one of those, of course. After a few seconds his hopes were dashed, yet again.

     The short haired brunette shook her head and chuckled.

     “No such luck. Just wanted to say good job on subduing those police earlier.” She got up and patted him on the back and actually said “Atta-boy” when she did. For a second anger flared at the words, then got stuffed down. Just a joke. Playfully teasing like someone might do with a friend.

     Yi leaned back.

     “Yeah, between that and the airplane thing I have to say I'm feeling pretty proud to have you on the team. Marcia told me how you put the only parachute on Karen without even blinking, even knowing that you'd probably die if you did, that it was your idea too and how you just told everyone that was what was going to be happening. That took guts. Leadership. Thank you.” He sounded grateful which was a little uncomfortable.

     Denis had to just shrug. After all it wasn't some big deal. Karen had the best chance of making it down with the chute alive. All gymnasticy and shit. Light too. It all worked out. Plus, she really had to survive, didn't she? Oh sure, he woke up three times a night screaming, thinking he was about to smack into the ground, but other than that, he assured Brian, not a problem at all. Denis did manage to add a wide eyed chuckle to it, so it seemed real enough.

     He did mean it.

     Brian nodded, “I know how the dreams can be.”

     “Yeah, I bet that's true.” Den said softly, thinking about what the man must have seen already, in just the last few months.

     Proxy looked up and to the left, his face going dark. Dangerous. For a second Denis wondered if the guy was about to beat him up for what he'd said, even though it hadn't seemed bad in any way. Instead he jumped up fast and hard then ran out into the hall, top speed. At the door he... vanished.

     Right, his power to go and fight for someone else. The guy didn't even have another ability. Just a regular guy like he was physically. It had to be the most screwed up power ever. He mentioned this out loud to Quartz who stared at the door as if willing Yi back into the room.

     “No shit. Some of the stuff he's had to fight too... Sixty-three class fives at once one time and Tesseract, you heard about that?” She didn't look at the man with her, not at all.

     “Yeah, Lancaster mentioned that. Not the class fives...”

     “Trapped in a Canadian lake for a week treading water surrounded the whole time, by these... creatures, then he finally managed to drown them all, one by one. Thank God they didn't have the ability to hold their breath. We call it the Canadian incident now. A little girl, Melanie Miller, was turning people into zombie-werewolf things. Not bright creatures, but strong and tough as all get out. Canada finally had to hit her and an army of them that were trying to eat her with ten fuel air bombs. Bigger explosion overall than a small nuke. She was eleven and had no control over it.”

     “Fuck. That's what Hooper used to...”

     “To screw us all into war, yeah. Dumb-ass. His people have vilified her in the press, but in the end she begged the Canadians to drop the bombs, to kill her, because she didn't want anyone else to be hurt. Someone like her is worth ten Hoopers and those creeps of his keep badmouthing her like she was evil or something.”

     Marcia went on for a while, covering how every few days Brian fought someone, or several someones at once, about half the time Infected and about one in ten so powerful that he really should be losing, if they were going to be honest. Technically he had a class two ability, at least as far as all the testing had shown. A regular guy with a knife and some training, only boosted to that high a power class because of the element of surprise. Just like Denis had thought.

     “But he keeps coming back. He spends a lot of time in medical, though his new armor helps a lot there. Every time he leaves we all wonder if we'll ever see him again...”

     They did this time, almost as if he heard them talking about him and timed the entrance. Denis gave a little wave and tilted his head. Brian had blood on him, a lot of it, but seemed unharmed. It wasn't his, he assured them, not even waiting to be asked.

     “Three guys trying to rape another one to death in prison. I need to go have the Director call that in so the guy I saved doesn't get blamed for it. I killed the attackers. I made the last one tell me the name of the prison first. It's his blood.”

     It came out... cold.

     Like all emotion had gone out of the guy. Marcia nodded and went with him for some reason, worried it seemed.

     Denis just sat and waited until nearly nine, then went and sat in his room with the door open, since someone should be around to give him a shot of something. That someone turned out to be a mildly plump cutie that wasn't even as tall as he was and had a medical bag filled with enough drugs to keep a junkie happy for weeks. Or days, depending on how fast they dove into an overdose. 

     “Hi! Denis? I'm Doctor Sara. Mind if I have a look at your arm then stick needles in you?” Her voice held good humor at least.

     Denis sat on the edge of the bed and waited for her to check him out. It hurt a little, since she needed to take the splint off to check for swelling and give him three more shots in the arm. Then he got some Band-Aids with little smiley faces, even though he didn't need them, which was cool, and a single tablet to help him sleep. He took it, because it was free mainly, not because he needed it. 

     For all that work, sleep didn't stick around too long, tossing and turning he just felt uncomfortable all night. It probably explained why Den felt so grumpy when he got up. No pounding at the door at least, four-thirty or not, so he showered carefully with the splint off, then dressed in team three sweats and headed to the restaurant on one. At least he thought it was the day of the shoot. He might be wrong there, because so much had been happening lately. Not that he needed to show for work, since Prime had his old job now, but still, moral support and propping Kerry up if needed on the air. The hostess took him to a table off to the side, one with more than enough space for everyone if they showed up and got him a pot of coffee and cups for everyone, just in case he wasn't a moron. 

     He was.

     Sort of at least. Right day but, as Warren informed him as he came and sat next to him, wrong time by a lot. They didn't have to meet until noon for show prep. Oops. Well, no one had told him about that, not that it would matter. 

     “So... why are you here this early then? Trying to pick up that cute hostess? I can't blame you there, if I thought she'd go for it, I'd try myself.” The tone Denis used was light, but Warren shuddered.

     “God no. Nothing against Darla, she's a sweetie, but... eww, women.” The man shuddered convincingly enough that it didn't seem to be a total act. 

     Ah. Gay. Well then.

     Taking a breath, Denis smiled. Cool enough. Wasn't like the guy had been trying to pick him up or anything. 

     “Alright then... trying to pick up a cute waiter?”

     “Nope. I work here. Head chef don't you know. How else do you think I'd rate being on television? Luckily Mark likes the idea of not everyone on board being Infected and so does Director Moore. Works for me at least. It's hard to get your own cooking show, but just being on one can basically make a chef's career.”

     It all fit. Why Warren was second in command for the show and all that too. He actually had skills. The two men could have carried the show on their own he realized, one Denis Tompkins wasn't needed at all. Prime could make cocoa for them all and it would probably work just as well or better. Good enough. Still, he was signed on. That meant showing up and cheering for the team if nothing else. Get the crew water and stuff. He'd just borrow a rolling cart from the restaurant.

     Den mentioned this to Warren who didn't say anything, just waved over a friendly looking heavyset woman and waved to the man across the table making introductions.

     “Jan, Denis. Vice versa and all that.” This got done with a smile and some gesturing back and forth.

     “He's got an order for this afternoon. Denis? Jan will get you what you need. Brilliant woman, so pick her brain a bit. Right now I need to get back to work, since the morning rush is about to begin.” The man patted Jan on the back and gave her his seat.

     “Later Den.”

     Jan, it turned out, really was brilliant, her idea in setting up for the show took two rolling carts and sounded like enough food to feed a small army. She promised it wasn't really that much. Incredible though. All he had to do was come get it at about two. The woman hopped up efficiently and then winked.

     “Now get out of here before the morning crowd gets in. All the team one people will whine if they see you coming to breakfast not dressed properly, because they have to “be presentable” all the time, which is a pain for them, then Charlot Chambers will come and yell at Warren, who will spend the rest of the day sniping at us, even though we can't do anything about it. You see how that works?”

     “I do. Here...” Denis downed the rest of his black coffee and stood.

     “Um, in case I don't see you later... thanks. This really means a lot, you bothering to help me like this.”

     This got waved away, “ha, good, you'd be surprised how few people actually thank us here. But leave now... I'll have everything ready for you later. No worries.” 

     Feeling peppy from caffeine and happier than he thought he'd be for a while, Denis decided to take the stairs back to his room. He had six hours to kill now and at least an hour before breakfast. The exercise, he figured would do him good, even if it was all walking down instead of up. Maybe he could hit the gym too? Walk some laps on the track, even though he wasn't up to jogging yet? Making his way down the stairs was less than fun, the pain meds had started to wear off it seemed, but then, so had the worst of the pain. It kind of evened out. That just meant walking very slow and carefully, one step at a time. No big.

     Or at least it wasn't until he saw the couple clearly having sex against the wall at the fifth floor landing. Denis froze and started to back away, taking a slow step back, not getting who it was really. Clark and...

     At first Denis kind of hoped the vigorously bouncing red-headed woman was Rachel or even Karen, but it wasn't, no matter how much he tried to force his mind to believe that. It was Bridget. Little tiny, very, very young looking Bridget Chambers.

     Fuck.

     What the hell was he supposed to do now?
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     His first thought involved running up and beating the hell out of Clark. Prime had busted his arm up though, so that would be out. Plus, skinny or not, the guy was huge. Nearly a foot taller than Denis. Instead he put them both to sleep. They just stopped what they were doing and laid down on the floor, barely twitching at all. Their clothes were still half undone, and the whole thing just left Denis with a disaster.

      God it was a mess.

     Not having a single clue as to what was needed, he decided to cheat and walked over to the level five door, keeping it behind him so he never lost visual contact with the two on the floor and started to pound on it. With his right hand. 

     Bad plan he decided, nearly going to his knees. 

     Very fucking bad move.

     After he recovered, barely keeping the two asleep for nearly two minutes, Denis kicked the door with his heel instead, which worked a lot better, not trying to rouse the whole floor, just get a little help. What he got was Tobin, thank God, and the giant armored woman. Level. 

     The voice that came out of her sounded sweet at first. Like a young woman that taught Sunday school instead of a human wrecking machine. That had to weird some people out in a fight, Denis decided. Something that big should growl at you, not sound like she was about to offer you a cookie.

     “Is everything alright? We heard the knocking and people normally just walk in if they want something...” Then she saw them.

     “Bridgie? What happened, are they alright? Why is their clothing like that...”

     Tobin snorted.

     “Den's making them sleep. You get the clothes Lauren. You've seen porn on the internet at least, if nothing else. Plus you were all normal before you changed, so you probably even had dates and stuff. Not like me. I turned when I was two...” The tiny man sounded.... nearly as ticked and sick as Denis felt to tell the truth.

     “Right, so Lauren, as a girl, would you be able to fix Bridget's clothes for her? I'll try to narrow the field here so it won't put you to sleep too.”

     It took time to get that right, about five minutes then Tobin did the honors for Clark in about half the time with an incredibly small level of concern for the stork like man's dignity or health. Freaking moron that Ichabod was. If he just wanted sex Peggy probably would have done him. Or half the women on team two. Hell, there had to be hookers in town, didn't there? The guy didn't look that bad, just a bit geeky. He could have probably even picked up a woman in a bar, or at least just gone with that internet porn Tobin had mentioned. He had a lot of options. Which meant that screwing Bridget was just... sick on his part.

     Without moving or indicating that anything at all might be happening, the giant brown and black armor spoke, sounding worried and angry. Denis got that big time. Especially since Bridget didn't seem like her biggest fan at the moment. 

     “What do we do? I...” 

     Denis took a breath, after all how the hell should he know? Then again, when in doubt, pass the buck.

     “Level, we need you to get out of here I think. This shouldn't end up as a fight, but... yeah, if it does you can't fight against Bridget right now. Tobin, if you could get Clark and Bridget's team leaders and we'll let them deal with this I guess. Oh, Marcia too. She's one of Clark's team leaders now. I'll just hold them napping until everyone gets here. That seem a plan?”

     Level, Lauren, he remembered, called out that she'd get Sparks, the team two leader and Tobin took a deep breath, then another. Then he ran up the stairs faster than Denis would have been able to go down them. Marcia and Sparks got there first, running, but only by about a minute. Then, dressed in a nice suit and shaved as if he'd started his day already, came the team one leader Torque. Rob, Denis had heard him called. Following him were Prime and Charlot Chambers as well. They both looked sleepy still at least.

     Looking at the situation Denis wondered if Clark would make it out of the stairwell alive. He also kind of wondered if he should.

     They all started talking at once. Loudly. Thank God he'd already had his coffee. This would have been one of those times that a good loud whistle would have really fit nicely. Denis didn't know how though, well, he could do simple tunes and all that, but not that ear shattering kind of thing that some people could manage. So he just stood and watched the sleeping couple. Waiting for someone to call everyone else to order. It turned out to be Rob, who could do that high pitched loud whistle thing using his fingers. Denis really wanted to be able to do that too. 

     Everyone got quiet then, so Denis quietly explained what had happened. That was all. He'd seen it and no one, oddly enough, doubted him. He'd have looked at him suspiciously given everything. Some guy happens to be holding two half naked people in a sleep state in a hallway? Yeah, that sounded normal. Rob, the team one guy looked at him and asked, very politely, if he could release Bridget for a moment. 

     That was easier than holding her in place, so he did it, careful to redouble his efforts on Clark. The girl woke slowly and looked around at everyone, then down at Clark. Then she scowled at everyone including him and stood rapidly, crossing her arms.

     “I made him do it! You can't punish him... I didn't give him a choice.” She proclaimed rapidly. Loudly. Stupidly. It started another argument and then, just when it looked like Bridget was about to duke it out with Prime, even more people showed up. Karen looked worried and concerned, glancing hard at Clark lying on the floor, then... Brian. Rachel growled a bit when she got filled in and seemed suddenly ready to rip things off of Clark and that didn't seem like it would stop at mere genitals either. Not wanting to be that close to a fight, Denis kept his mouth shut as everyone else shouted at each other. Hoping that if anything happened no one would come after him for making them fall asleep.

     Finally Brian held up his right hand and amazingly everyone stopped and looked at him.

     “Let's take this to the Director. I... Yeah.” It was a plan, if only one to dump things on someone else. It worked for Denis at least. As long as it didn't get dumped on him.

     That got them removed to a nicer venue, one of the second floor press conference rooms, a medium sized one toward the back, beige carpet and wood panel walls, with enough chairs around a decently large shiny table that Clark could easily be beaten to death with, from any quarter. Denis put his money on Marcia breaking first, that or Charlot Chambers. Her hands were glowing again, a much brighter white than he'd seen when her anger had just been over him. 

     Bridget had to be removed from the room, a job given to her grandmother, since very few other people could handle her if she decided to fight. Even Prime would have been pressed he admitted, which was news to about half the people in the room. Prime was a class five, but Rachel was a class six and though no one had told her at all, so was Bridget. 

     Brian mentioned it softly after she was taken out of the room.

     “The medical exams all say she's going to have some kind of energy blast and maybe be able to fly, like Prime. It's... Well we're all hoping she can learn to control herself before that happens. It will functionally make her a class seven... No one will be able to control her.”

     Denis could, if it came to that, but...

     Seriously, he did not want to be in the middle here. Having the pint sized girl mad at him wasn't his idea of a good way to get along with others. Or survive. He'd have rather had Prime mad at him, where at least flattery and ego boosting might save him. Bridget wasn't called Impulse because of her speedy movement and quick reflexes. She'd kill him. Oh, she may cry about it later, but her initial thought would be acted on instantly. Censoring herself wasn't something the kid was good at. 

      Marcia didn't rant or rave, she just stood near Clark, and waited for him to come to consciousness. It took a long time for Moore to get into the room, over two hours and frankly, Denis had a headache from using his power for that long keeping the stork under. One right between the eyes. It was really just eye strain from staring at Clark so long without really moving much. Not a huge downside for a super-power really. Still, it felt nice to let go of the man when the Director asked him to.

     Then he had to drop Marcia almost instantly. Paralysis. Without so much as hesitating she'd started choking the life out of Ichabod. Not that he would insist that they keep the guy alive, but everything here was watched. If they wanted to kill him, they needed to take him out of the base area first. Given that though, Denis didn't want to mention it out loud. If they were going to be stealthy about it, open discussion on camera seemed a poor plan. 

     After a few minutes he let Marcia up and she did indeed manage to calm down enough to not kill someone. It took Brian standing in front of Clark to get that to happen however. Yi was ready to go toe to toe with Marcia it seemed and no one in the room seemed to doubt who'd win. How that was supposed to work Den didn't know, but Marcia, invulnerable or not, having personally taught Brian how to fight or not, didn't seem willing to pursue the matter at the moment. She did keep glaring however.

     When Moore held up a hand toward her she stopped and waited at least, breathing hard, ready to fight. Then Moore slapped a folder down in front of Clark hard. Waving he got the man to open it.

     “A death warrant Mr. Clarkson. One prearranged in case you ever decided to re-offend. Do you have anything to say in your own defense? If so, speak now. Bridget is like my own granddaughter. It's all I can do to keep from killing you this instant myself and I've not had to do that for a very long time.” The tone of voice sold the room on the fact of it. Clark seemed to buy it too, from the way he was suddenly covered with sweat and gulping at an even faster rate than normal.

     The only person even trying to speak in his defense was the team two leader, a squat man with a strawberry blond cop mustache and hair to match. Longer than the police would allow, but not unkempt. He wore a pair of sweats that said team two on them, half the people in the room wore something similar. Brian and Karen both did for instance. 

     “Well, not thrilled about one of my people fucking Bridget, but she isn't exactly twelve anymore. Not old enough to give consent, and her first mode makes that legally dicey even if she was. Should we really kill the guy over it though?”

     Good point. Denis shrugged and then winced as his right arm ached a bit harder.

     “Well, if it had been the first time, I'd say let it go. Fifteen may not be legal, but the situation here isn't normal either. If a girl her age wants to get laid, it's going to take a lot of work for a lonely guy like Clark to say no. But... Clark knew what he was doing here, and to tell the truth, she looks so young still... I can't mentally separate this from child abuse. Plus, wanting it or not, you should have said no you moron.” He stared hard at the stork like man until the guy grimaced a little.

     Marcia gave Denis a few half deadly looks, then agreed.

     “Good points, all of them. Moot though. I have a warrant of execution and that means he's mine.  Charlot and I will just run out into the desert and make our little Clark problem go away. What say?” She looked at the angry woman with the glowing hands and silky red nightie on. Denis just realized that Charlot looked totally hot. Too bad she was a psycho bitch. Not that he could blame her this time. He felt like blasting Clark too, if with severe pain and every kind of discomfort he could think of.

     At that everyone in the room started to simply agree. 

     Denis sighed and looked at the Director, “shouldn't we at least have him checked out by Ellen Doer?” 

     After a few seconds the Director pulled out a small black cell phone and dialed quickly.

     “Ellen? Something of an emergency, conference three, floor two please?” Then he hung up forcefully.

     As if giving lie to her standard old lady costume, Ellen ran in wearing IPB sweats, what agents wore, or trainers, and her hair being down made her look nearly twenty years younger suddenly. Late forties tops. Heh. He knew she was faking the whole old lady bit too hard. She did a work-up of Clark and just shook her head after a few minutes of intense concentration.

     “Nothing. A bit of coercion from Proxy and Quartz, but nothing that would cause him to take or not take an action other than that.”

     “Good, I can kill him then.” Marcia stood and walked over. Denis didn't disagree with her, but... he wasn't a killer. Letting someone else kill would be nearly as bad. Maybe in the heat of the moment, but this was, like it or not, one of their own teammates. Fuck. Double fuck. He'd have gone for a triple but he didn't think he had enough time.

     “How about... OK... Um...” Denis scrambled, trying to make a suggestion that wouldn't get him killed too.

     “What if we throw Clark back in lock-up and only bring him out for his crowd control duties? I mean... um, well, Bridget does seem fond of him, right or wrong and if you kill her friend for having sex with her, I don't think it will be healthy for her emotionally.” Denis tensed and waited. It probably sucked as an argument but it was all he could offer. Half of him wanted Marsh to handle this her way. The pedo deserved to be dropped from a plane, after being blindfolded first so he couldn't just float down. They all knew it.

     Instead of a beating, or being blasted through a wall by an enraged mom, everyone stopped and stared at him for a minute. The white dropped from around Charlot's hands and Scott sat back and looked... considering, if still half ready to kill the man. Marcia looked ready to move still, but didn't. About the best that he could hope for there. 

     Finally Director Moore nodded at him.

     “Very well Denis. Expand please?”

     “Um, well, not a perfect solution, but when Clark is out he always has an agent or one of us watching him. Not Marcia.” Denis smiled at her and didn't get so much as a twitch in response. 

     “He isn't exactly dangerous, not even to Bridget. He just can't be trusted with her is all. So... I say we just lock him away unless we need him, until Bridget reaches the age of consent for this state. Which is...” Denis didn't know. Hadn't even thought about it before. If a girl wasn't over twenty-five or so he just didn't bother looking at her most of the time and eighteen was a safe number anywhere if things ever got desperate enough. 

     It was Prime who answered, which would have made him laugh if not for the fact that a few of the other people nodded along. Of course he'd know the answer though, and off the top of his head. It was something that came up in his life no doubt.

     “Sixteen here. If they were closer in age now it would be legal, but Bridget's a bit special... her first mode makes a lot of things that aren't good ideas seem doable to her. Reasonable. The whole thing is a bit of a gray area.”

     So... less than a year? No one seemed happy about it, but at least Clark didn't have to die and he'd be out to work, which didn't sound like much fun, but it would have been a great thing as far as Denis was concerned. Just getting to see people every few weeks or so was a bigger treat than the man probably deserved.

     “Right, so that and near daily therapy sessions and possibly regular beatings from Charlot and Prime. Charlot at least, if we're foregoing the death penalty.” Denis stopped talking before he started arguing for castration as well. 

     The girl just looked so young to him. She reminded him of some of his half-sisters when they had just turned ten. Except all of them, skinny and small for their age like Bridget, couldn't choose who they wanted to be with. The thought made him want to hit Clark anyway, even though he was really mad at Prophet Darren. Strike him several times, or better, let Marcia or Prime do it. That would kill him though, most likely.

     Clark looked nervous still, Adam's apple bobbing and wavering as the Director took the papers back and everyone agreed to let the man live for now.

     “Thanks man.” He said to Denis, actually looking grateful.

     “Fuck that you cock smoking piece of shit!” Denis shot to his feet wanting to jump the man to make his point.

     “You don't deserve to live. I'm doing this because that little girl will be severely messed up if you get offed today. If I even hear about you thinking that sex with anyone younger than twenty is a good idea, I will personally grab that fucking folder back and blow your brains out myself. And fuck, if I can't do it, you can damn sure bet I can find myself a volunteer to help. This is a gift, but don't you ever thank me for it.”

     Denis really wanted to hit him, but it would hurt too much. Denis looked at his arm for a second, the splinted one.

     “Brian, hit him for me will you?” Denis said, half meaning it as a joke. An angry, dire sounding one, but...

     The blow landed before the words finished coming from his lips, a hard right to the jaw that took Clark all the way out of his chair and onto the ground, making him roll once he hit. The tall man was out cold. 

     That worked.

     Denis blinked. He'd need to be careful asking Brian to do things like that in the future it seemed. It functioned pretty well this time though. If he'd done the hitting the man would probably still be sitting in his chair. Probably laughing. That or offering to help Denis off the floor where he'd landed in pain.

     Marcia offered to take him to holding, her voice almost sweet suddenly, but the Director shook his head and muttered something about him getting there alive. A couple of agents were called in to do it, after a quick trip to medical to make sure he didn't have a shattered jaw. It really would serve him right, Denis knew. He probably should have had Brian kick him in the nuts a few times too. Apparently the idea of pulling punches didn't mix with Proxy's lifestyle anymore. That made sense, but seeing someone like that was scary. Everyone hesitated and everyone had some limits to what they'd do. That Brian didn't...

     Was probably how he'd survived this long.

     When the room cleared Marcia stared at him, like she wanted to jump up and start re-earning the name Beatdown, but Charlot sat back and just looked down at the table top. He just let Marsh go on with her glaring. Denis understood after all, he really didn't like the situation either. As long as she wasn't hitting he decided to just keep his mouth shut and take it. She wasn't kind, and she did imply that he liked men several times, maybe even Clark, trying to get him going. He just looked at her and waited. Finally, surprisingly, Charlot Chambers stopped her after a few minutes.

     “Oh... I hate to say it, but he's right, Marcia. I know my daughter and if we let her “boyfriend” die over this we'd probably all have to watch our backs for years. She may be impulsive, but she has power and her intelligence shouldn't be ignored. She'd find a way to make us all pay. I still kind of pity most of team two... They probably think she's forgotten about the whole thing, or forgiven them, but she rants about it daily to us in private.”

     At that, since no one seemed likely to hit him for the moment, Denis decided to go and try to find something to eat. It was between meals though and he didn't know what to do really. Fuck. He just stood and wandered out, not even thinking about it, but Brian and Karen walked with him. Karen patted his back a few times at the door, then they all went down to level nine, since Mark would be able to get them into the kitchen for sandwiches or something. He had a key.

     Unfortunately Rachel had taken Bridget into the dining room there for safe keeping. That... really wasn't going well. A lot of cursing and a bit of hitting seemed to be going on, at least from the outside. Without even pausing Brian walked in. 

     Denis kind of wondered, just for an instant, if the man was suicidal. Denis didn't want to go in there, that was for damned sure, in fact he put his left arm out and stopped in the doorway to keep the lady with them safe. Karen pulled him in with her anyway. Fudge. So much for pretend chivalry then. 

      At least all of them showing up like that got the tiny girl's attention. Rachel had been holding her in both hands about six inches off the floor by the throat as the smaller form struggled and kicked. Bridget couldn't break the grasp maybe, but she could send both of them careening around the room like pin-balls. Neither one had real wounds yet at least, though only one of the fifteen odd chairs in the room stood upright and what used to be the dining table lay in a collapsed heap in the middle of the floor, propped up by one leg only. 

     When she saw them, more to the point, Brian, the girl stopped so suddenly that Rachel staggered and nearly dropped her. Staring at Brian she spoke softly. Menacingly.

     “If you killed him, I'll hate you all. I'll kill you all.” It came out low, for her normally high pitched voice, menacing and deadly enough, once you factored in that she could bench press small cars with one hand and definitely fit under your bed to wait for a person to be off guard.

     Brian shook his head.

     “He's alive. Close thing though. Moore had the death warrant out and signed. That was the original deal you know, that he not have contact with any minor at all. Especially you. You were warned too, only it's him that gets punished for it.” Brian looked at her and shook his head.

     The girl clapped.

     “He's alive? Oh! Goody!”

     Holding his right hand out firmly, looking stern, Yi shook his head at her.

     “Fucking close Bridgie. As it is he's going to be locked up until you turn sixteen and if even one more thing happens like this he just dies. He'll be out for work, but guarded. This isn't a joke, do you understand? No one will be able to protect him again. Really, I don't think they should. Not to be mean, but I voted to have him killed. The only reason he's alive now is because of Denis and trust me, Denis didn't want to do it either. Just trying to give the guy a chance I think, mainly because he thinks it would hurt you if we did it. That excuse won't play with this crowd twice.”

     Suddenly a tiny form flew at him, taking Denis to the ground. For some reason he reached back to catch himself with his right arm, which got a small scream from him. A fairly agonized sound to his own ears. Bridget didn't seem to notice. Little stick arms as hard as iron went around his neck and tiny nubs of breasts pushed into his face through her red t-shirt. It didn't help at all that she'd been wearing a children's program icon on her front through the whole thing, a giant yellow bird head, Denis decided once he could think.

     “You saved him? Thank you! I...” 

     Grunting he whispered into her ear.

     “Um, my arm? Kind of fucked up right now kid. Maybe you could get off me before I start bawling in pain like a little girl?” 

     She virtually flew back then, wide eyed, “oops. Sorry. Forgot about that. You should get some kind of healing power or something you know? Anyway, thanks! I owe you so much. Do you want me to blow you or something? I will. Here...” She moved on him fast, and caught a face full of paralysis for her trouble, before she managed to get his pants off. Barely. She had her hands on his sweats trying to tug them down already. Impulse. She was happy, and it was with him suddenly, so she'd turned it toward sex in her head. Gah.

     Darn his good looks anyway.

     “No you stupid little twit! Now I'm letting you up, but if you go for me again I'm getting Rachel to spank you! I'll paralyze you so she can do it right too. No more guys for you until you're legal and even then, not me. Try that again and I'll make you think you're going to vomit for fifteen minutes. I don't mess around with that either, it isn't just “oh, I feel a little sick” I mean you'll be rolling on the ground in pain the whole time, horrible cramping and wishing you could just die.” Denis looked at the others, kind of expecting them to get after him for calling her stupid, but no one did. Sighing he let her up.

     “Sorry, you scared me a bit there. Real issues with pedos and protecting girls from them. I failed at that growing up way too much. I don't want to go into that, but never do that again, alright? You're not stupid, I shouldn't have said it that way, but it's taking time for me to learn not to be a jerk to everyone when I get scared and you kind of freaked me out.”

     The girl stood back somberly and made a real effort to not touch him again. She fidgeted and moved fast enough that a gentle breeze came from her constantly however. A warm one. The girl had to run a good bit hotter than a regular person and at the moment, after all the effort of trashing the room she had to be hotter than normal by a good bit. Rachel touched his shoulder gently and smiled at him.

     “Thank you.” She said, her voice sensuous and smoky. Her red-brown eyes locked to his for a second and held, promising something more than just thanks if he wanted it. Denis guessed that whatever her first mode really was it kind of pushed her to be “friendly” toward almost everyone. Not a bad thing, but the day he slept with the head of the IPB's girlfriend would probably be his last. He'd pass on it. Sure he wanted her. Fuck, he wanted Bridget, if only to collect and keep in a little room as a trophy. Maybe behind glass for her own protection. Desire for things and actions toward getting them were, thankfully, different. 

     Brian waved at the mess.

     “Have fun cleaning this up though. I'll help, but we all missed breakfast, so we came to raid the kitchen. I guess we could eat in the main room for now. This place is a mess. We aren't team one you know, this could take weeks to get fixed. No magic crew is going to just show up and do it for us I bet. Does anyone here do carpentry and furniture building as a hobby?”

     Bridget looked down at least, for nearly ten seconds, then started righting chairs and trying to make a pile of things too broken to fix. It looked like a small tornado had landed in the room, almost literally. Denis looked at the walls to see if small debris had been kicked into them with enough speed to stick. Frighteningly for a soft, regular kind of guy like him, there were wood shards and a few bits of metal sticking out in places. It made him glad that they hadn't killed Clark at least. He kind of liked living for now.

     The kitchen raid worked well enough, sandwiches and some corn chips. Nothing fancy, PB&J on wheat bread. Mark made some every other day or so and they wouldn't be getting another meal before dinner most likely. They had some ice tea too. Way too much sugar in it for Denis, so he just had water after the first sip. Bridget and Rachel sucked the stuff down like it was manna from heaven though. Being so metabolically hot made them into high eaters, like Argos. That probably meant they should get them in for the show, have them eat a whole large cake each or something. It could make an interesting gimmick Denis decided, wondering if the show would ever really do anything like that.

     The whole thing took him until nearly eleven-thirty, so he decided to go and wait for everyone else in the kitchen area of the show, the real one behind the fake kitchen set. The whole thing was a clean and shining steel, not warm looking, but tidy. Then, it had only been used a few times. Not hard to keep new stuff looking new after all. In the walk-in cooler there were already several dishes prepared and waiting, and a giant pot sat covered on the counter. What the different things were he just didn't know.

     At ten till noon everyone else walked in as a group. Mark smiled when he saw him waiting.

     “Den! Good to see you. Didn't know if you'd be around really, with the arm and all. Scott's doing dishes for us, so you can just do your segment with the hot chocolate. I have the recipe and instructions for you. I'd like you to make three batches of it. The first to make sure you can do it right, the second so that we can chill it for the show and the third on air. Normal stuff.” A printed piece of paper jumped into his hand suddenly, making Denis start a little.

     Three batches?

     And he was still supposed to do the segment? Really Denis had figured they'd snap up Prime for it, to tell the truth. 

     The recipe nearly made him blanch. This wasn't exactly Swiss Miss cocoa. No, he could open a packet and add hot water, no problem. This had lightly beaten heavy cream, sugar and real chocolate that had to be melted first as well as whole milk and real vanilla scraped out of a bean. The directions wouldn't have been hard, except that he didn't know what a double-boiler even was, much less how to make one and when he asked Kerry in a low voice she laughed at him. 

     “Just get a big pot and boil water in it, then use a smaller pot that will sit in the water to melt the chocolate. You're using dark right?”

     As if he had a choice? The chocolate came in large bricks that must have weighed fifty pounds each, wrapped in a shiny gold foil. Kerry was using some herself, so showed him how to chop it into smaller bits before melting. It took an hour to get the first batch done and it tasted a little off to him. Too... bitter? Mark agreed and suggested a little more sugar in the mix. Not a lot, he said, almost as if meditating on the idea, since they weren't supposed to be making a dessert, but a deep chocolate drink that would complement éclairs and torts. Those would be sweet enough, they all assured him.

     The second batch was better, huge, about three gallons worth, which kind of stressed him out. What if he burnt it or something? Thankfully that didn't happen. Then, just because there was an hour left to kill, Mark yelled at him to whip some cream and chill it for the show, calling out instructions as he worked on his own project set up. Then Kerry had him shaving milk chocolate off of a block for decorations. That took work, his splinted arm making the whole thing both painful and harder to manage than it should have been.

     That done, just as the crew came in, Denis ran to the restaurant to see what Jan had set up for them. It was... magnificent. The woman had two silver rolling carts, each covered with a rich looking deep red cloth and gold colored containers on the top. There wasn't that much food, as she'd promised, but the drinks looked amazing, Colored bottles of flavoring sat in a rainbow row along the back of the first, with coffee, seltzers and even juice ready to go. There was water too, but the glasses looked like fine crystal instead of paper this time. Each cart even had a flower arrangement. The white clad woman helped him move them in carefully which got Warren to walk over and look at the set ups appraisingly. After a second he nodded.

     “Good enough. We should have chipped ice too, not just crushed... and possibly shaved, given the array of flavors here.” The man turned without saying more and left without another glance or word of praise.

     “Ouch.” Denis said looking at her carefully, hoping it wouldn't be too big a deal for her. 

     Jan just shook her head.

     “He's right. I got busy so I cut corners on it. Sorry. I promise to do better next time.”

     Beardo the cameraman was back, something that Denis hadn't been sure of at all. Gary, he thought, trying to remember as he saw the man and waved.

     “Hey! Good to see you back... Um, feel alright? I mean do you need anything to feel comfortable here? We have drinks, food and stuff this time, real stuff, not just my feeble attempts.” He pointed at the tables getting a pleased grunt from the man.

     “I'm good so far. I may have a coffee later. Kind of had a rough night with the wife. She didn't want me to come back here, but in this economy a guy can't be too picky about where he works. Just make sure I get home alright? She'd kick my ass if I died today.” The guy chuckled but Denis turned and saw Prime walking out, pans and pots already cleaned, thanks to greater than normal speed and strength, so he called him over.

     “Scott? This is Gary,” Denis said watching the man for correction, nothing came so he hoped that meant that was right.

     “If anything happens today will you make a point of protecting him? He promised his wife that he'd be home safe and I figure that if anyone can make sure that happens, you can.”

     “Of course I can! Surprising that no one thought to ask me yet really. Don't worry Gary, if anything happens I'm here for you.” If over-confidence could have been bottled, Prime could have sold the stuff by the gallon, still, the camera guy looked... relieved. When the most popular super-hero in the world said he'd guard you personally, it kind of tended to set a person's mind at ease, which had been what Denis had hoped for. Gary grinned.

     “Thanks man. Means a lot.”

     From behind them a voice came then, slightly less bitchy than at the last shoot, but still not exactly sweet. Darla the Director.

     “Denny! Good. Be a lamb and get me a coffee? Skim milk, Splenda and just off room temperature? Sweet if you can. Thanks doll.” Her tone sounded bored with the topic by the time she got to the last word and she stopped paying attention to him at all. 

     At least she hadn't called him boy. The “Denny” bugged him a bit, but that got fixed almost instantly, when Mark showed up and spoke a few words to the woman as Denis got her order ready. He didn't even spit in it, or feel like torturing her into submission. Much. In all Den felt like he might be improving in the whole attitude department. Maybe. Mark informed her that Denis would be having a regular spot on the show and that he didn't like to be called Denny. 

     That the man added in the whole abusive childhood reasoning for that could have been skipped, as far as he was concerned, but the woman didn't mess up again. It was kind of amazing that Mark knew that whole story, since Denis hadn't told him, but after a second he got it. Karen. She'd want to make sure no one messed up and accidentally hurt his feelings, so she'd probably “explained” the whole thing to half the base by now. Well, fair enough, Mark was on every team he was after all, so if anyone should know the back story...

     “Thanks Den. I didn't know you were talent too. You certainly have the looks. Maybe not for prime time, but for a cooking show definitely. So what's the angle for your bit?”

     Mark smiled peacefully and winked slowly at the woman.

     “Each week we set Denis a task and then let hilarity ensue. That or he gets it right and we heap praise upon him. Either way we win.”

     “Brilliant! Everyone loves to watch other people fail. That's half of reality television right there. Now all we need is some faked up dramatic tension and we'll have the whole package. Hard to top a terrorist attack though. Maybe a love triangle?” The woman gave Denis an approving nod though and sipped the coffee once before handing it back.

     “More Splenda please Den. Maybe a touch lighter too?”

     Right. He should have known. The coffee came back three more times until he loaded about half a cup with the artificial sweetener, poured it two thirds full with milk and barely flavored it with coffee. Then she acted like he'd handed her the holy grail.

     “Perfect! Well, do that well on camera and we won't have an issue.” Her face looked... nearly as greedy as his probably did most the time, except that the woman stared right at him. If he really did look like that no wonder people didn't like him. 

     It was creepy. It left him feeling a bit... dirty. Used.

     The show itself went well. Instead of ordering Prime out of the shot all the time, the woman decided to try something new and add text to the screen pointing him out every time he got his face in front of the camera when he wasn't supposed to. Denis got through the hot chocolate segment trying to maintain a serious demeanor while everyone else called out suggestions to him, sometimes contradictory ones. He just listened to Mark until the very end, rolling his eyes and mugging slightly for the camera when people said things to obviously mess him up. When he broke out the heavy whipped cream and needed help from Kerry to put it in a wax paper bag to dispense so that it wouldn't look like crap, he made a giant mess of it. Twice, before he managed to get it right. Everyone laughed at him over it, especially the first time when the bag virtually exploded all over the counter. Kerry had been watching closely and he really wasn't certain she hadn't used her powers to make it happen. Clark was good at lifting heavy things, true, but Kerry was able to make almost anything happen, if she had time. Scowling he handed out cups of the beverage to every one of the on-camera people, each decorated with a light dusting of milk chocolate shavings.

     They did seem to like it. Then, fat, sugar and chocolate, what wasn't to like?

     They had to feed all the stuff to someone, so they pulled in a few people, like Christian, an older black man named Martin Joabs from the front office who was the third in command of the IPB it turned out and Jan from the restaurant, who liked most of the offerings, but criticized them each as if she were a professor at a cooking school. Poor Kerry got the worst of it, since éclairs were pretty much just fancy donuts. Jan apparently didn't think that should be the case at all.

     “The Bavarian filling is nice enough, but should be cooler for best presentation. The pastry itself is well done, but the topping is a bit pedestrian. Your finish on it... Well I've seen the same in donut shops. Presentation is important Kerry. It's what makes the difference between top of the line and just so-so food about half the time.”

     For half a second the plain girl looked like she might cry over it, which made the Director look way more eager than she should. It was just a cooking show, not some reality TV farce. Denis propped the girl up a bit, confidence and a calm acceptance. Almost a meditative state. It kind of surprised him that he managed it on the fly. It was easier to put out something positive than discomfort or negative emotions. That was something he'd never noticed before. Then he'd rarely used his power for anything positive either. 

     “Alright. I can see that, compared to what everyone else did, it's not great. Well, darn my two year degree anyway! I'll do better.” Her firm nod looked cute. Competent and relaxed.

     Everyone smiled at her then, including Jan who suddenly seemed relieved that the girl wasn't going to be too down about her critique. Or possibly make her head explode. 

     It could have been that one too.

      The critique she gave Denis was nearly as rough. He grabbed a pad and paper and took notes on what she said, which got a laugh too, but he was serious, actually paying attention. Denis knew that he had a lot to learn. More than anyone else, including Scott, who turned out to be pretty solid in the kitchen for some reason. She found the drink nice enough, but a little too bland. Spices could help, some cinnamon perhaps. His presentation got a “C”.

     “I know that you used real whipped cream, but it looks like you secretly dragged in a can of Reddi-wip when no one was looking. The milk chocolate dusting is too coarse and changes the texture of the whole thing. A beverage like this should be smooth, not have lumps all over the top. Chill the chocolate and use a rasp next time, not a cheese grater.” Her voice never left academic at least.

     Jan made fun of his presentation too, the way he'd done the actual show, and suggested he actually come up with a plan next time instead of just doing it on the fly. 

     She drank all her chocolate though. Since it was cool it basically made it a really thick chocolate milk. Martin didn't finish his, but everyone else did. Even Chris which surprised him. She seemed like the type that wouldn't want to risk the extra calories. They rarely saw her at meals, but then, she could have been avoiding the people, with all their pesky thoughts, not the food at all.

     Christian just told everyone how “splendid” everything was and Martin Joabs made polite comments that sounded like he didn't like chocolate at all, but refused to spit food out on camera. It worked well enough Denis thought. Better than if they all gushed and raved. This way it seemed real.

     This time they got through the whole thing without incident, which all things considered made for a decent end to the day. They finished too late for dinner, but Warren just led them all into the restaurant and made them all specialty dishes himself. Denis tried the chocolate chicken pastry that the man had concocted for the show, trying to be daring. It really was good. Excellent in fact. Who knew that that would even work at all? Vinegar, sugar and cocoa on chicken? It sounded horrible. Well, learn something new each day.

     “Next time we should make ice cream and maybe some waffle cones... Or, is that not baking enough?” Denis said, remembering a little shop he used to go to that had a machine for it. It didn't look that hard really. 

     Mark looked at Warren and nodded.

     “Yeah. You can do those. We need a theme. I was thinking reductions. That OK with everyone?”

     Kerry just nodded and Warren looked like a little kid promised candy. Denis had to ask what those were, which got a laugh from the others.

     “Syrups made from juices. You gently evaporate the excess water from them, making them thicker.” Mark told him, not unkindly. 

     “Ah.” Of course. It made perfect sense now that it was explained.

     Denis wondered if an apple-spice reduction was possible, which he could use for the ice cream? Or as a topping for it. Mark nodded along as he spoke and wrote things down, and Warren suggested he play with some recipes before the next episode. A berry syrup could be interesting too.

     After dinner they all went their separate ways, which for him meant back to his room, of course. No money after all. He changed quickly and headed to the gym, which got him there in time to see a group of people practicing unarmed combat, a lot of them were from team two it looked like. Denis just jogged, slowly, right arm tight to his side for stability, glad that he wasn't in that group. Or he was until Marcia called him over.

     “Denis. Good of you to join us, you know Hobbs here now, right?” She clearly knew that from the way she spoke. A polite formality.

     “I want you to work with him from now on. He won't be out on crowd control, but we may have some side projects for you both. Hobbs, mind the dislocated elbow, the right one. I'll leave the rest up to you.” Then she just walked away, over to Brian, who she tried to hit several times, very fast. Without any warning at all. Yi put up a better than decent fight. Not as good as she was maybe, but really solid, if the six week course Denis had taken on basic self-defense meant he could judge anything. Hobbs followed his eyes and then bowed to him, folding in the middle a bit.

     “Yes, Advocate Yi is learning quickly. I have heard that less than two full seasons before the present he had no training in combat at all. To have gone so far in such a small time is impressive. He is a truly dedicated individual.” Standing with legs spread slightly, the shaggy man that still looked homeless smiled. The look reminded him a little of Mark, that kind of enforced calm no matter what the situation thing he always did.

     “You however, are not an advocate, but rather something new to me. A manager of men perhaps? I think we should study the arts of war and advocacy, as that is what the Lady Marcia no doubt intends, but also the arts of the mind. Do you hold clear thoughts?” The last was asked delicately, as if a personal question.

     Denis had to try and decipher what the guy meant. It took a second but finally the meaning clicked.

     “Wait... meditation? You mean trying to hold my mind clear of thought or maybe focus on one thought for a period of time?”

     “Indeed! You do such?” The man seemed far more pleased than a simple statement like that should have allowed. 

     “Poorly... I just started trying, when I was in lock up. I haven't been too regular about it yet...” If the other man thought Denis some kind of mental master or something...

     Instead the guy just bowed again.

     “Very good. At least you do not represent yourself as more than you are. That is a fine place to start from. For now I'd like to assess your physical combat abilities as we can with you injured thusly, then we shall work on those of the mind. Each day that other work or task does not call you, please work on such.”

     Then the man promptly started kicking Denis' ass. 

     Oh, he never touched him, just indicating the blows, the merging patterns that couldn't be tracked at all as Den tried to back pedal and run. Everywhere he tried to move, Hobbs already seemed to stand. It wasn't a power, he could see the movements happening, Denis just couldn't get out of the way in time. Finally, smiling, the man bowed a third time.

     “Not without potential. Now let us retire to a venue where we may begin mental training...”

     That turned out to be the fifteenth floor gym, and according to Hobbs, a good place to start learning would be in a pool of slightly cool water. All Denis had to do was strip down, which was embarrassing, because the pool was open to the large space and enter the pool, holding his mind as still as he could, since that was the kind of meditation Denis had been practicing already. Hobbs did it first, standing in shoulder deep water calmly, eyes closed. When Denis got in he nearly screamed.

     It wasn't “cool” water, it was liquid ice! After a moment, Hobbs smiled bigger and suggested he hold firm to the empty mind state. Den tried. The first thing he had to quiet being a running monologue of how cold it was and how he hated this, didn't like Hobbs and felt ridiculous at his own hesitation over a little cold water.

     The shock of it, when he waded out to shoulder height nearly made him go breathless. He realized after a second that he wasn't so much silencing his thoughts as he was repeating internally that he needed to. That, at least, led to him giving it a real try. A few minutes later the other man spoke.

     “Good. Keep striving for clarity.”

     Easy for him to say. Then, since the man also stood in the same water, maybe not so easy. Just as he managed a full thirty seconds of not overly noisy thought, the man moved them to a different pool. It was hard to move, since the water had left him numb, leaving a sharp ache in his right elbow as it tightened up, making the ladder hard to climb and all that. The pool one over wasn't colder as he'd feared at all. 

     The water burned instead.

     “Fear not. The water is tolerable to flesh, you are merely chilled, so it feels true to burning. Clear thy mind and withstand it bravely, for it injures you not.”

     Right. That seemed to be Hobbs gentle way of saying “don't be a pussy”, if he translated correctly. Denis took a minute, his thoughts suddenly racing, the pain receding before he found a calm spot inside again. They stayed in this pool longer, standing with hands clasped in front of them as if in prayer. Hobbs had done it, so Denis did too, not knowing why, if there even was a reason.

     Next, still nude, the man walked him over to a platform about two feet square that moved randomly. It looked like part of the floor, but rocked under him without warning or sense. All he had to do was stand on it. Focused as well as he could on the shape of his own skin, the husk that made him. It left him hollow inside and every few seconds off balance. Hobbs stood on it as if it didn't move at all, hips nearly steady and head unmoving, his lower body adapting perfectly. 

     Then they had to close their eyes. He'd thought it was kind of hard to stay upright with them open, but he soon realized he'd been fooling himself completely. Eyes closed made it so much harder he could barely manage it at all. There was a lot of wild hand waving and huge shifts of body weight trying to keep his feet then.

     After a while the board began to move a tiny bit faster, a little bit harder, and the frequency of changes grew as well. Denis tried to keep his mind sharp and clear, but after a bit opened his eyes. Hobbs still had his closed and Carl, the crazy trainer for the whole facility on the fifteen floor, stood at the controls. Not a hint of mercy in his eyes. Finally when the platform fairly vibrated Denis stumbled off. Hobbs didn't until Carl slowed, then stopped the device.

     Opening his eyes Hobbs said only one thing.

     “Keep your mind on the shape inside yourself, a hollow and empty thing, moving, but still. Let it become you totally.”

     Denis kind of stared rather than doing anything, and the crazy and thin trainer, who looked half carved out of stone somehow, gestured to the square impatiently.

     “You heard the man. Back on the machine. Feel that shape inside yourself.” Carl waved his hand at him lazily.

     Denis tried.

     He failed over and over, but really did do his best. 

     After half an hour of this Hobbs seemed satisfied, “good for this time. Daily practice as has been shown until you gain decent skill with these, then we shall increase the measure. Thank you for your aid sir.” Hobbs said, bowing toward Carl.

     The thin guy dressed to go free climb a mountain, bowed back. If he was bothered by the fact that both men stood out in the open nude he didn't let it show at all. Some of the people looked over from their own strange workouts, but no one really stared. Everything on fifteen was just that much more extreme, Denis guessed. Two naked guys was just... Wednesday here.

     “I have to say, this is the first time I've seen anyone come to my floor for meditation. In the future, please let me know what might be needed in regard for training ahead of time. We do the extreme training here, but what I saw certainly counts. If it's allowable, I may want to get with you, to help train some of the others as well? I can set up a variety of obstacles if I know to do so in advance. No need to keep to this pansy stuff after all.”

     Hobbs nodded his head happily.

     “Indeed!”
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     The next weeks went well, if in a strange pattern of intense focus with Hobbs, alternating between a dozen kinds of meditation and near abuse that everyone else seemed to find funny for some reason. One day Denis would be thrown in a sauna and told to focus as hard as possible on his left little toe, the next to fight to make all internal reality go away while listening to Mozart. While he ran each day, and the scraggly looking man insisted on his running, Den had to try and clear his mind or repeat a singular nonsense chant. So far as Denis could tell nothing got repeated, each day handing him new challenges to his focus.

     Nearly two weeks and two whole show tapings later the special anti-riot squad went to Seattle for the riot the Hooperistas had planned there. It felt like a vacation.

     At first.

      This time they traveled by bus, mini-van actually, and both he and Lancaster took turns driving. The vehicle they found themselves in was white, a plain and stark thing with no external markings. The interior had well-kept but cheap looking seats and a dash done in vinyl, all a uniform dark blue. Even with the government plates they got pulled over no less than seven times on the way there, a trip that took two days, because their route had been designed by Marcia, who'd decided that detouring through several small northern towns would help hide who they were.

     Poor Tobin barely got out at all and when he did, normally to go to the restroom, the little guy got hostile stares and a few times called names. He played it off, but it bothered everyone a lot. It was enough that Denis knew it was bad when he came out carrying a white plastic bag of food no one should actually eat, sugary treats and chips mainly, to find Karen glowing a brilliant blue standing in front of Tobin next to Lancaster who hadn't drawn a weapon yet, but stood with his hand on the one at his hip. In front of them stood five hostile looking men, all far too clean cut looking to be out accosting people in parking lots, with short hair and neatly cared for mustaches for the two that had them. The clothing they wore was bland, blue jeans and t-shirts, a few jackets for variety. In all they looked a lot like almost everyone else around them, except they were holding various weapons, one pointing a stick or pipe of some sort at the small man.

     “Fucking freak! Kill him... If it's a male at all. Damned Infected....” 

     Denis moved closer then stooped to set the white plastic bag down carefully, so the food wouldn't get smooshed if a fight started, and walked over smoothly, trying to focus on the situation like Hobbs had been teaching him to do. The agitation of the others affected his thoughts, but he didn't let it rule him. Not exactly at least. 

     One thing he knew, more certainly now than ever before, was that he sucked at fighting. That being the case there wasn't going to be fisticuffs here if he could help it. Instead he spoke softly, walking up behind the others.

     “Gentlemen. Go away now. You're accosting a Federal agent and the large man here is about to kick your asses, if he doesn't just kill you. That you aren't smart enough to see that is foolish. Even if he doesn't do that, you still want to walk away now. If you try to attack any of us it will not go well for you.” OK, massive meditation or not, he still sounded pissed and like he really wanted to fight. A problem for him in life. 

     Being a little defensive basically sounded a lot like that to almost everyone. Like what he really wanted was to duke it out. He never did. Marcia worked her way around the men, so she could take them from behind and Jay took a position forty degrees or so from their rear. The men didn't get that they were surrounded. They also didn't understand that any one of the people in front of them could take their whole group in less than ten seconds.

      They did notice when Clark lifted and flipped their car upside down and then hovered it over their heads about ten feet above the ground. His jaw had been wired shut, the one saving grace of the trip so far, Brian having broken it in three places with the single blow he'd dealt. No doubt Clark would have a few months of things to say about that when the whole thing was healed, probably directed his way, since he'd been the one that ordered it done. Fair enough.

     Denis looked up at the car and pointed at it pensively with one finger.

     “So, what will it be? I know that I'd much rather not deal with squished people. They're messy and the paper work is a bore. How about you all just leave and remember that when you attacked the Infected, they didn't harm you at all, just got you to back off? Bigotry doesn't pay all the time, but today it seems like you're getting off light...” The men attacked as if they were a military hit squad, moving as one, with something close to discipline.

     Fuckity crap. Another set up?

     This shit was getting so freaking old.

     Denis dropped them all. Retching first, then paralysis, remembering to be nice about the whole thing, even if he didn't feel like it. What the fudge though? No one sane would have looked at a car floating upside down over their heads and decided that fighting seemed the best option when they were offered walking away... Unless the whole thing really had been a set-up. Denis didn't see the cameras but wondered if they were around anyway. He mentioned it out loud, which got a grunt from Marcia.

     “Probably. Still, we may as well move on. The police haven't exactly been showing themselves as our friends on this trip. I don't want to hassle with them trying to prove that these guys actually attacked us. From now on we assume that everyone is hostile unless they prove otherwise.” The woman brushed her deep brown curls from her eyes and refrained from putting a running shoe against anyone's head. 

     Barely.

     Tobin didn't speak for hours after that, he just sat in the back seat, hunched down, trying to make sure no one saw him through the window. Hat pulled so low it made him look almost headless and a blanket, gray and institutional, around his green and black face. Finally as Lancaster drove the man spoke softly to Marcia, who'd moved in beside him.

     “I'm sorry. Calling attention to us...”

     Marcia snorted, “kind of the point I think. You and Lady Glory are here for that. Freaking Hooper. We really should...”

     Denis got the rest, the bit that even here Quartz wouldn't say, just in case the van had listening devices she hadn't found in any of her searches. How that would be possible Denis didn't know, since she searched the whole thing and them every time they stopped and left the vehicle, but it was a point nonetheless.

      They really should kill that fucker, senator or not.

      Hooper and all his bigot buddies that were setting them up like this. If they did his people would have a field day with it though. Not just a little one either. It was probably how the open war would start, that or when they actually tried to move all Infected into camps for execution. Denis knew that would get him going at least. How did they think that was going to work anyway? 

     Their little hodge podge team here could take out fairly large battalions of soldiers and the police were a joke once the Infected decided to just kill people instead of taking them prisoner. Sure, the IPB only took in class three talents and above as a rule, but even their few class twos weren't to be messed with. Torque, the team one leader, could only take on one person at a time, making him “low-powered” but he could go toe to toe with someone like Argos and put them on the ground, hard. That plus a gun made him tough to beat in a fight. Did they expect to send everyone to death camps and just have them round them all up before reporting themselves?

     No, they had to have something else up their collective scheming a-hole sleeves. What that would be he didn't know, probably their own version of super-powered soldiers or weapons. High powered robots came to mind. That or a really aggressive nuclear attack, just hoping that the public wouldn't mind all the death as long as most of the Infected got taken out too? But no... The Infected were all over the place, so that wouldn't work. A designer plague? 

     That might work, if anyone could figure out what made Infected what they were in the first place. It was all just so hard to know. Probably impossible until he got more information.

     They slept in the van, in shifts while driving and took a route that nearly went into Canada then came back around, getting into position less than six hours before the planned event. The big difference that Denis noticed this time being that the police didn't show up at all. 

     They were setting them up, knowing that the IPB was required to show and that would leave just a few people to handle a potentially angry mob. It worked as a plan he decided. For the IPB at least. 

     All Denis had to do was watch for people starting problems and subdue them, making them sick or feel so cold they wanted to leave instead of agitating. They just chanted for a while, all three thousand of them or so, marched around for a bit and then got bored, since they weren't managing to draw any attention to their plight. Poor bigots. 

     It was just so much easier without the police mucking it all up. No Infected tried to attack either. The biggest problem being that it rained. Just a light sprinkle of water from the gray clouds above. The Pacific Northwest crowd wasn't daunted by that at all, they just showed up with ponchos and rain jackets ready to go. The lack of television cameras seemed to have a lot more effect. 

     Interesting. No cops and no TV meant no real riot? Cool. Too bad they didn't have control over either of those factors in general.

     In the future though, Denis could at least get the cameras to go away. That would help a lot.

     Almost as if the police were tracking their movements going back they got stopped three more times. Lancaster collected up tickets for a dozen imaginary moving violations, nodding politely each time, even when the officers got more than a little hostile, though they didn't give them any reason for it. They both drove the speed limit and signaled perfectly each time. Denis had to wonder what the hell was going on, but Marcia already knew it seemed. 

     Her first mode wasn't paranoia, not really, but it made her hyper aware of potential threats. They called it suspicion, but it was different than that, almost a power in itself. So careful and observant by nature she was nearly half psychic or something. It made Denis jealous for a bit. She got cool super strength and couldn't be hurt and her first mode made her really careful and pushed her to solid forethought all the time? While he had to sit and just want everything like a moron? 

     Then...

     No one ever said he couldn't use caution himself did they? He smiled slightly and shook his head as she spoke, giving him a funny look. Yeah, it would take work, but no one ever said things would be easy, did they?

     “It's our plates. They're marked as government, with a three-seven code, that's IPB. They're hassling us because of the terrorist attacks. They don't like the fact that nearly an entire police department got taken in or that they keep consistently being thwarted by us. Proxy alone has made them look incredibly bad. After them nearly killing him twice like they did and his telling the world about it...”

     Lancaster made a noise from the driver's seat. It sounded... slightly amused.

     “Not that I blame him for being pissed, but that didn't help the cause overly. I warned him about that. A lot of people that were on the fence turned against the IPB that day. Hearing that the police took a hero hostage and nearly tortured him to death like that makes the public uneasy. The police are supposed to be the good guys, right? Finding out they're sometimes just bigots and killers does not play well in the bible belt.”

     That led to Denis asking about the whole story, then kind of regretting having opened his mouth. No wonder Yi kept spazing out when the cops showed up. They kept trying to hurt him. Worse, the first couple of times it happened either no one helped him at all, or they got in his way making the whole thing even worse. Marcia didn't name names as she spoke. It was kind of a pointed thing though, avoiding saying who exactly had done it. For a second Denis wondered if it was her, but figured it out quickly enough.

      Karen winced so openly sitting in the row in front of him, hunching down as if to hide almost, that Denis reached out and touched her shoulder lightly. Friendlier than he normally got, but she moved to rest her face against his hand for comfort, so obviously not a horrible idea on his part as far as she was concerned. The contact was nice.

     “It was me. I... didn't get why he kept fighting with the police and it seemed so violent, I knew he was nice, we were friends even then, and I worked with him every day... I figured it had to be a first mode thing, or maybe that he'd gone insane, because everything is so hard on him. So I kept hitting him with my power, which let the police hurt him more... finally I... my power...” She didn't continue at all. Couldn't. Marcia finished it for her friend, her voice gentle but matter of fact. It was something Quartz was good at, not sugar coating things.

     “Her power screwed him up. Made him hyper-suicidal for a while, like we had to strap him down in the psych ward for weeks, Brian still almost managed to kill himself nearly a dozen times, even totally immobilized. Freaking resourceful. He also beat her up. Well, Lady Glory, not Karen. He didn't know that they were the same person then. Karen doesn't hide who she is, but Brian never went in for being a super-hero groupie I guess. Barely even recognized Prime when he first got to the base.”

     That was all news to Denis. He fought to process it all.

     “Wait, he kicked your ass and now you're dating? Are you both sure that's... healthy? I... can get that things are strange once you add in powers and first modes, but, is... it a problem? More to the point, does that mean I have to date him too? Cause he's kicked my ass like four times now. Of course, I deserved it, trying to kill him most of those times. Ineptly, but still... not really my type.” He meant it as a joke and nearly winced at the hurt look Karen gave him over her shoulder. Marcia, bless her, reached over and pushed his arm a bit. Not hard, gentle for her really. He flew lightly into the side of the van. Probably wouldn't even bruise. Much.

     “Right-oh. Normally that would make sense. Them not dating I mean. Not you dating Brian. That would be both kinky and interesting. Still, it's their decision and it wasn't abuse or anything, just a bad set of first modes and powers clashing and combining. At least in their case. What your deal was I never got.”

     Ah. Right. Denis nodded then and kept his mouth shut until his turn to drive again. It wasn't that he didn't think she deserved to know the truth, he just wasn't ready to tell everyone yet. 

     When they got back he got a single day to rest, meaning Hobbs and Carl the trainer from fifteen stuck him in a walk in freezer while playing techno-pop at him and insisting he try to sit on a cloth mat and focus on the warmth inside his body. Nude. The only saving grace in all of this being that the red-haired bum looking guy always did everything with him and made sure that he went in first and got out last. Hard to whine to a person going through exactly what you were at the same time. Not impossible, but Denis didn't bother anymore. Hobbs would just smile at him and clap him on the back if he tried. 

     It was frustrating really. The man always seemed so happy about everything, no matter how much it hurt. He assured Denis that it was cultivated and not a first mode at all. It was just how he chose to be. The man also felt that Denis had it in him to do the same, with effort, if he should decide to.

     Kind of nice to know that someone believed in you.

     When they finished that there was running, cold still aching in the limbs, dragging at him, making him slow and weak and his right elbow throbbing bitterly. They practiced very basic fighting too. All left handed moves and stepping exercises meant to help him learn to position himself properly. It made his ankles a bit sore, since a lot of the moves involved strong twisting motions there. He felt like someone had drugged him every time he stepped out on the floor to practice next to Hobbs, the other man moving so smoothly it sometimes didn't look like movement at all.

     Before even getting to the shower he got called to the Director's office, Marcia coming to collect him and Hobbs both. She wouldn't tell them why, but didn't smile or seem teasing about it either. Considering they both still had to put cloths on that was saying something. He got to wear sweats for running, thank goodness, since that got done in the open gym, but they were covered with funk. 

     Then again, Marcia couldn't really smell it, could she?

      So Denis figured that there wouldn't be cake involved. Too bad, he liked cake.

     For a half second he felt like a little boy sent to see the Prophet Darren in his chambers, wondering if it would just be whipping or some worse punishment. Never, not even once, had it been a reward or word of praise. Beatings and deprivations mostly. Four times a month, more if he ever broke a rule and there were a million of those, most of which no one told him. The Director wasn't a power mad “Christian” though. So maybe it would all be OK?

     “Hobbs, Denis, come in please. Marcia, the door... and security measures if you would?” The old man, gray hair, blue professional suit, slightly blocky looking, sat still and waited, not offering the men a chair or speaking at all as Quartz, back in her standard heavy white uniform, quickly searched the office and pulled out three different devices from different drawers. She didn't say what they were, but Denis had seen enough television to get the overall idea. Sweeps, snoops and jammers. Something like that. After about ten minutes she turned and nodded.

     “Five minutes,” she said clearly, her tone strong and words crisp and fast. “After that the system may or may not alert to what we're doing. The only thing we know for sure is that we don't know anything as far as who's watching us, or with what.”

     The older man nodded.

     “Quickly then. Alright, we want you two to go ahead to San Francisco and infiltrate a group known as “The Pure”. It's an anti-Infected hate group with strong religious leanings. Christian fundamentalists. Denis... you were brought up with such things, do you think you could manage to pass in such a group?”

     It wasn't something he'd ever want to do, but he nodded. Yeah, he could quote the bible out of context still and use circular arguments that fit the needs of the moment. It wasn't something you forgot when it was literally tortured into your head.

     Next to him Hobbs smiled and gave a small nod.

     “I also will endeavor to play my role. What is required of me?”

     Marcia spoke from near the door, her voice soft and barely audible, “we need you, to both blend in, and protect Den if something goes wrong. You'll have to learn a bit about the Christian religion and fast I...”

     Giving the man a hard look, Denis, feeling a little anxious already, clenched his jaw. “I'll get you up to speed. A few catch phrases should hold you. Most religious nuts only have about twenty scriptures they use over and over again anyway. Some a lot less. Not a problem.”

     The Director handed him a sheet of paper with an address on it and told him to memorize it. He tried. Hobbs moved to look at it for about a minute and then sat down again. Hopefully that meant it was committed to memory, because Denis didn't feel any too certain he had it. He kept repeating it hoping it would stick.

     “That's the introduction point. If you can get in there, they'll take you to the real meeting. Once in place learn what you can and try to get word back to us. We can't send you in with backup, because Hooper has spies in all the other agencies and that may well tip The Pure off. This is not an ideal situation but...”

     Right, they just didn't have a lot of other options. Not even Chris with her telepathy. Once she knew who to target she could find them anywhere in the world, but it had to be hard to find out things about an organization with only a vague name as a starting point. “The Pure” was pretty generic as far as names like that went. A full third of all the similar anti-Infected groups used something similar as their main message.

     The second they left the office on the third floor, both of them got taken to see the make-up lady. For Denis that didn't mean a lot, just some new clothes, a full wardrobe of modern Christian bland. Button up shirts and slacks, tennis shoes and a single pair of nice black shiny ones to go with the two suits they gave him.

     Hobbs got shorn. Hard, if with more gentleness than Denis had coming out of lock-up. His hair couldn't have been two inches long when Clari got done with him and his face was as smooth as any Denis had ever seen. The guy looked totally different. Not bad, just like someone had replaced him somehow. If Yi had dead eyes, the soul behind this man's sang of peace and joy. Really he looked a bit too happy for a fearful radical Christian, but they'd work on it. If nothing else they could claim he had a religious experience that woke him to the joys of the lord. The people that claimed that often had that dreamy look to them.

     That would probably be the best plan really. A new convert wouldn't be expected to know nearly what someone raised Christian would after all, and depending on how deep the Pure were into religion, that would make a difference. He didn't speak about it, waiting for later when they had reason to think it would go unnoticed. Everything was being watched at the base.

     Then the man got put in clothing a lot like what Denis had. In the end they looked ready to finish up their day's labor at the compound and then get right to prayers. 

     Praise the lord.

     Of course they couldn't really just take IPB credit cards with them, so they each got some cash, about six hundred dollars between them, since too much money would look out of place and they had to use Greyhound to get to San Francisco. The trip only took about four days, that long mainly because they didn't want to show up as if coming from the base directly, so doubled back to Illinois, home of the largest pocket of anti-Infected hate in the world outside of Asia, and then worked their way back. It ate up time and money, but did give them both a slightly seedy “traveled” look. 

     They got in at midnight and really couldn't afford a hotel with their cover story, not even a flea bag, so they walked the streets carrying their travel duffel bags with their religious symbols all over them. Crosses, fish outlines and the T-C-C legend on the side in two inch high letters, which informed those in the know that they were “Totally Clean Christians”. The current code for “bigot”. They'd spent the whole time reading from the bible and discussing what it meant. 

     The copy that Denis had was old, and worn, looking well read and thumbed by generations of someone's family. The black cover was a fine leather and the gold lettering in the front had mainly flaked out, leaving just enough color to let you know it was an inlay. They studied the whole time except for when they slept and neither of them did a lot of that, one of them always awake just in case. Denis had Hobbs pray before meals too. Each of them. For a while the other riders kept looking at them funny, but Christians being over the top just got left alone in the States still, even if they did promote a lot of the violence. People noticed, but no one tried to comment on it within earshot. If someone had complained, Denis would have loudly claimed that they were being persecuted, which generally served to get people to shut up.

     So it was four and a half days later that they were finally let into the living room of the first vetting point. The house, a clean and very tidy white structure in a nice neighborhood, was owned by an older woman, a widow, named Georgia Carless. She smiled and welcomed them both in the second she saw the trappings they carried, a pleased smile on her face.

     “Oh, so nice of you to come! We have so many interesting and new people coming this week for the event. Where did you gentlemen say you were from?” Her voice sounded suspicious, but that was her job, making sure they were who they claimed to be.

     “Illinois ma'am. Though both of us are from different locations originally. I'm from Nebraska and John here is from...” Denis scrambled for a moment, not remembering where Hobbs was supposed to have been born at all.

     “Wisconsin.” He said, his voice mimicking the flat accent of a television announcer rather than someone from that part of the country, well enough that it made the whole idea seem a lot more plausible than coming from another reality stream.

     “A long time ago.”

     Mrs. Carless nodded happily and didn't, as Denis had half expected, insist they start producing bible quotes. Instead she invited them in and gave them some lemonade, the day not hot enough for it yet, but it beat the drinking fountain water they'd both been living on. Not too sweet either, and with a twist of real lemon added. The glasses were small, about twelve ounces, and had ice filled to the brim. 

     Settling in calmly, she started asking questions then, ones that would have set his nerves on edge, if he hadn't been ready for the kind of hate people like Georgia were capable of. It seemed that to join “The Pure” being a Christian wasn't really required, just hating Infected. Only Denis didn't “hate” the Infected at all when Georgia asked how they felt on the issue, her sensibilities obviously delicate on the issue. It was a risk, but one he hoped would make them seem more real. Good Christians didn't often admit to hate after all. It was a bit of a balancing act.

     Shaking his head when asked, Denis clarified, hoping he read the woman correctly, “to despise a person afflicted would be against the word of God. Now... don't get me wrong, we have to protect ourselves, our families and people too weak or innocent to act for themselves, but the lord never preached hatred. He told us to love our neighbors. So I work hard to do so, even while seeing that we also have to help ourselves as well.”

     The old woman nodded, seeming satisfied enough with that answer, and turned to Hobbs.

     “How about you dear?” Her voice sounded sweet, almost like she'd just been offering cookies instead of the road to a hate group. She wore a very proper dress in black and white, covered collar to ankles, a bit of lace around the edges. Thin and smiling, no matter the topic it seemed.

     Hobbs, looking decently dapper compared to his norm smiled a little. A mean smile, dark and portentous. He glanced at Denis, who was just using his real name since no one would know who he was yet. Not overly. He was on a television show, but it hadn't aired yet and wouldn't for weeks. Using his own name meant he wouldn't mess up and not answer at the right time.

     “Well,” Hobbs spoke softly, sounding a little rough.

     “I wish I could be as charitable as Denis here. My personal take is that we need to move against the Infected before they understand what has to happen. Waiting just gives them, the strongest of them, a chance to fight. It is a mighty challenge that the good lord sets before us. Take them fast and hard, I say. Without all the warning and shouting we're doing now with these public rallies. I think those are a... mistake.” He still managed to sound pretty white bread and didn't look the other man after he spoke, as if it were an issue between them.

     Just as planned. 

     Hobbs claimed not to have any acting skills, but he made up for it in focus on what he was doing at the moment. He lived the role.

     Georgia said that all sounded fine to her, and made a single phone call while the “boys” ate some of her homemade apple pie. For a bigot she did a pretty good job on it, light flaky crust and not soggy on the bottom at all. Denis kept expecting it to be poisoned or something and to wake up blindfolded in the trunk of a car. Instead they just had to wait an hour to be passed on to the next level in the organization. While they hung out Hobbs helped out with household chores, even cleaning her rain gutters for her, Denis just held the ladder for him. The old woman beamed as if they were doing circus tricks.

     At least one good thing would come of all this then. 

     Clear flow of water off her roof if it ever rained.

     The men that came for them were comfortably older, mid-fifties or so, both large, one tall enough his head nearly hit the ceiling of the car they brought, a small economy thing imported from Japan in the last century. It was, for some unknown reason, a banana yellow color, but in good repair and clean. The license tabs weren't set to expire for six months and the driver, a beefy looking fellow in a plain, cream colored button up shirt with short sleeves, nodded when Denis noticed.

     “We keep it legal and above board whenever possible. We aren't criminals. Please, if you will, we don't have a lot of time before the noon meeting. Seraphim will want to meet you herself I think.” Putting on a pair of big box store cheap sunglasses the man got behind the wheel quickly and started the engine before anyone else managed to find a seat. If either of the men, nameless as far as they'd mentioned, had a weapon of any sort they didn't show it. So whoever they were they had enough discipline to blend in and not try to use intimidation on what might end up being their own people if all went well.

     The trip took about an hour, mainly because of all the circling and turning around they did, probably to keep Denis from memorizing the route. Sitting in the small backseat, a bench made smaller due to the fact that for some reason a large hump had been built into the middle so no one but a masochist would even contemplate sitting there, wasn't totally uncomfortable. 

     Or it wouldn't have been if the passenger in the front seat, the tall man, hadn't kept turning to look at them suspiciously every three seconds. That and the fact that the man kept fingering his right pocket making Den feel a bit uneasy. If Hobbs noticed the advocate didn't bother to show it. No, he merely sat quietly, face blank, relaxed and like he was at one with the world.

     Grand. 

     At least the guy in the driver's seat seemed normal, what did they think this was anyway? Some kind of elaborate set up by government agents? Or maybe that Infected were infiltrating their ranks? That just didn't seem likely at all, did it? Even as he sat doing both things himself, the idea made him want to laugh at the men. Maybe “The Pure” just took themselves a might too seriously? 

     It seemed likely when they got to the place they were going, a large and slightly run down warehouse with silver aluminum sides and a well packed gravel and dirt parking area out front. The place didn't have a visible sign, but on the building, in three foot high faded white letters, it proclaimed itself as being an “Alcon” company holding. Nope, no way to trace that at all. Driving in circles for hours was more than enough to throw off the likes of him. 

     Hadn't these freaks ever heard of the internet? He could probably find the building from space on a home computer in about ten minutes and he kind of sucked with the machines. A pro would probably already know where they were. On the other hand, if you really believed that you were in the right, you wouldn't have to go way out of bounds to try and hide would you? 

     Who would these bigots fear anyway? The government? Half the feds would probably help them right now. Infected? Sure, but most of them wouldn't exactly bother digging out an organization like this. They would attack, or run away from them, but only if confronted. No these people were actually smart enough to realize that there must be about fifty people in the world that would actually care enough to even try to find them like this.

     Most of those just happened to be people Denis knew, that was all. It gave him a slightly skewed perspective. As it was the only one that had really bothered with them was Proxy. Denis had gotten enough hints to realize who'd suggest that he and Hobbs take this assignment, even though sending him “undercover” was about the last thing any normal person would think of. Then Brian Yi was a lot of things, but a “regular Joe” wasn't one of them.

     Just as Den started to wonder if the whole thing might be a set up, they were taken inside and given sandwiches and sodas to drink. He had an unusual one, a grape flavored thing, the likes of which he hadn't known even existed. It was actually good, once you got past the sickening too sweet portion of things. The sandwich was lunch meat on white bread and looked to have been bought at a convenience store. Still, providing food like that meant two things as far as he could tell.

     These people were going out of their way to be polite and courteous, treating them as honored guests, which was a lot more genteel than he'd ever suspected the bigots would be. The other thing was just as clear to him. Even though not visible, there had to be someone else here already. 

     The food was fresh, still cool from at least a fridge or cold chest, but sitting on the table waiting for them. Not just cool, cold. The room wasn't hot or anything, true, but small beads of condensation still clung to the outside of the can.

     The space inside was big and open, and they all just sat around a black vinyl covered folding table with metal legs, on matching chairs. The seat Denis got had holes in the covering, and the stuffing inside hung out, an off yellow colored stuff that looked like it should cause lung cancer, even if it was really safe. Denis and “John” both prayed first, but the other men just watched them do it, then ate until the food was done and then waited.

     And waited.

     The nervous, thin man kept fingering his pocket, ready to draw down on them the whole time, if they... That part baffled Den. If they did what? Forgot to pray at the right time? Started chanting about how the devil was their friend? Demanded equal rights for all Infected? After nearly an hour of relatively quiet sitting the heavier of the older men pointed to his partner with a gentle smile.

     “Alright, I think we have time now.”

     The other man reached into his pocket and pulled out... 

     A pack of playing cards.

     That was very nearly the last thing that he did, because by the time he'd gotten the cards out, Hobbs had moved behind him and started delivering a blow to the back of the neck which Denis stopped with a gentle wave.

     “Easy now John. I know you aren't a fan of gambling, but really, we can play a friendly game of cards every now and then to pass the time. The lord never spoke out against games for entertainment, he just doesn't want people throwing their money away.” The words just popped out as the men both looked at the red-haired fellow with shocked amazement.

     The other man, the heavier one, spoke after a few seconds.

     “Um, fast...” He suddenly looked suspicious. 

     Denis got that at least. It hadn't been super-human speed, but Hobbs had done it silently and without hesitation. Everyone hesitated. Even pros did. Even Marcia. But not Hobbs. Not Brian Yi either. It stood out.

     He smiled and waved Hobbs back down.

     “Sorry about that, John's seen a lot of action over the years. Somalia, South America... Other places he won't even tell me about. All I can tell you is don't get into a fist fight with him over... anything.” He spread his hands and grinned. “Then, we probably don't need a bunch of wimps on the front lines here, do we?”

     The nervous man had moved from a little shaky to nearly panicked and the other man just raised his chin and looked... amused. With a single gesture the other man started dealing cards. That would have been fine, except that the only one there that knew how to play was the twitchy guy. 

      At least he didn't have to sit alone wondering how to fake playing. The man calmed a little as he explained the rules to the game, some kind of poker. Denis tried to pay attention, putting his focus on the game for a bit. Hobbs sucked at it, of course, all his attention going to the environment, looking for changes, attack or possibly things Denis couldn't even imagine.

     After all, the job of an advocate was something that Denis barely understood at all. Who knew what things Hobbs had been trained to notice or not?

     They didn't play for money, which was good, because the skinny tall guy who'd never given so much as a nickname would have walked away with their life savings after about two hours. Den really wanted to know what the hell this was all about, but didn't ask. After all, it could be a test, or a set up, maybe even just something to buy their people time for background checks. 

     That didn't seem right to him, but maybe the whole group was just a bit more on the ball than they seemed at first? That wouldn't be hard to do after all. The idea of people being that clever, acting inept like this on purpose, kind of scared him though. How smart did their leader have to be if that was the case? Genius at least. Not someone to mess around with.

     It was sometimes nice to think of all bigots as being mentally sub-par, using that as an excuse as to why they hated the Infected. It made it easier to believe that not everyone in the world felt like they did. The truth was that the most dangerous anti-Infected people were all really smart. Dedicated and filled with fear or hate, not stupid or slow. Not even ignorant or uneducated. That illusion came because the leaders didn't go out to stand against Infected themselves. They sent cannon fodder instead. Were these men just pawns then? Or were they testing them somehow to see if they were?

     The heavier gray haired man adjusted his button up shirt a little and finally spoke about something other than cards after looking at his watch.

     “In about an hour Seraphim will be here. Yes it's a code name and no, you don't need to know the real one at all. For that matter if you pass this point you'll need your own false identities. They'll be assigned. The government has computers capable of tracking people based on fake IDs they pick for themselves. We select at random. Don't make any sudden moves when the time comes and don't be alarmed. I assure you that regardless of how the interview goes, no one will be harmed. Just answer honestly and everything will go well.” The man's voice had gone light and sing song, leading them to agree with him. To feel good about the idea.

     The pull of it was subtle, a tiny effect really. 

     Clearly a power though. The man was Infected. Ah. That probably explained the tall suspiciously nervous man too. What the fuck? The Pure were run by Infected? Or... Maybe they had just infiltrated themselves and had made inroads to a higher level of the organization than would normally be likely without help? Denis nearly laughed, fought that down thanks to the meditations that Hobbs had been working with him on and managed to smile instead.

     “Not a problem. We aren't very violent people anyway, gambling issues aside. I'm sure we can manage a job interview without difficulty.” 

     Then they all just waited again. 

     Sure, he had questions, a million and a half of them it felt like. 

     Asking underlings wouldn't get them answered however, so they waited. An hour of sitting later and no one had come in that he could see. Something changed in the room though, a subtle whisper of moving air, a feeling of being watched, something. It felt a little creepy at first, cold seeping into first the air around him and then his bones. Deep into his core, a crawling feeling that made him want to run, but only a little. Denis focused on the sensations trying to note were they came from.

     Some deep warning from his most primitive mind? He felt like running even more for a moment and the others all looked more and more agitated, not Hobbs, but the two men with them. Over the course of another fifteen minutes a near panic had swallowed the room, dark things flitted in the corner of their eyes, the two with them wincing and starting every now and then. Denis nearly did too a few times, but he understood what had to be happening. 

     A full sense of fear and terror was being projected at them. He could do much the same himself, only without the ghosts. That part was kind of cool. Whoever was doing it could easily get seasonal work at a Halloween haunted house. The strength of it ramped up slowly, until after a while the guides both got up and started pacing in agitation, wringing their hands. Even the calmer, heavier set man seemed nervous and a bit scared.

     Either the person doing this was subtle as all get out, or they just weren't that strong. A class three maybe? Probably not even that. This feeling was real and strong enough, but it wouldn't stop anyone from fighting. Hobbs watched the room with that total focus of his and Denis tried to do the same. He wondered if they had anymore of the grape soda. It wasn't perfect, but it had tasted pretty good once he'd gotten used to it. Chemical purple. The thought let him sit quietly, just waiting for whatever was coming next.

     Terrified the older, heavier man stared at them for a while and finally started yelling. Not screaming, just calling out.

     “Seraphim... It's not working... I don't know what these guys are, but they don't scare easy. Georgia said they seemed liked true believers to her, maybe that's it? Their faith protecting them? I don't-”

     “Silence!” A female voice tore from the back, the sound angry and hard. “Don't give away more you fool! We haven't even gotten to the interview yet!”

     Ah. So there would still be an interview? Interesting. Alright... He'd been wondering if it was just going to be an attack.

     It was pretty clear that these people weren't exactly afraid of the Infected. It was also clear that they weren't pros after all. This entire approach was messed up. That didn't mean they weren't dangerous or committed. It just meant that what they were doing might be very different than the IPB had thought.

     Three forms... no four, all small, walked toward them slowly, in lock step. If any of them were over five-four Denis would have been shocked. All women? Hard to tell really, they had on dark black ski masks that probably had been special ordered, since you couldn't even buy those anymore. Not since the laws had been passed in the late eighties making wearing a mask in public illegal. The police could shoot you on sight for hiding your face now. It had been to stop people from using Infected abilities in secret of course. The idea was to prevent criminals from using their powers without being identified. The net effect being that those few Infected that had been willing, as private citizens, to go out and use their powers to stop other Infected from hurting people all stopped doing it. Being known as Infected was just too dangerous. Better to let little kids and grannies die than be known. Denis didn't blame the people that had just gone into hiding either.

     After all, look how people treated little, totally inoffensive, Tobin? 

     The two on the outside stood with hands outstretched, as if ready to use powers on them if they twitched wrong. The two in the middle just stood. 

     Staring. 

     First at him, then Hobbs. After a few seconds the terror in the room left. The relief felt wonderful, delicious. A calm rushed over him that could have been a rebound effect, but wasn't. It came from the one on the far left. Almost as if coming from her palm directly. This effect was far stronger than the terror of a few moments before.

     What, the holy fuck? They had a team of Infected that approximated his own abilities? Sure, he wasn't God's gift to emotional projection, or sensory imaging either, but a whole group with similar abilities? That seemed... rare. Unlikely. Then two did not a group make. After a few moments a sense of conviction started to roll over him, before words had been spoken. A slightly familiar tone to it that Denis had felt before. A lot.

     It was “the holy spirit” what he used to feel around the Prophet Darren as a child. Fuck! Denis got ready to fight himself, if Darren was behind this, the man wasn't leaving the room alive. Yeah, he wasn't a killer, but there was one person that he'd take out if he could. Then he realized that the sense of conviction, of desire to do what was asked, came from one of the women in the center, the one right in front of him. Ah. Well, not Prophet Darren then. Not unless he'd had his legs surgically shortened. Good. Maybe. 

     Sure, they still had a group of women trying to dance all over their emotions and trying to take control of their minds, but maybe it would work out. Obviously The Pure weren't what they seemed. They also weren't all that strong. 

     Denis could have taken them all to the ground with a thought. Hobbs could probably take them all out without much work at all too, including Denis if he wanted. The women didn't even have guns out yet.

      As a joke, one totally inappropriate to the situation, Denis pulled the cross he wore from around his neck and held it out toward the small black figures.

     “Back demons! The power of Christ compels you!” His tone didn't sound as wry and funny as he'd intended. It sounded like a pretty good imitation of what a real Christian would have wanted to sound like, if faced with so many “unclean”. No fear, just power in the words. Faith. Conviction that rang in the air like passing thunder.

     Hobbs held up both hands and yelled, “Praised be the Almighty!”

     His voice held that same level of power and faith. Heh.

     Denis had to fight to keep his face still and not laugh at the whole scene.

     Oddly, almost comically the women stopped hitting them with their powers and froze for a bit. They looked at both the men uneasily for a moment. Then the woman that had been using her powers hardest, the one compelling them to trust or whatever... snorted. It was soft but a little derisive sounding.

     “We're not demons. God granted us powers to smite those evil ones that would harm his children unfairly. Please, there is no need for alarm, we don't mean harm to you or your friend. We merely wish to stop those that wish to harm us and our kind. Surely that's not so hard to understand?” The sense of compulsion came back, hard, but Denis was able to block it out. 

     It occurred to him, for the first time, that he could do the same thing... Make people want to trust what he said. Make people believe him. 

     It was just a bit creepy though.

     “Um, sorry, not trying to be rude here sister, but what? I'm not certain what you said made sense at all. Are you guys The Pure or not? And if so, why the fuck are you all Infected? Not that I have anything against taking out evil people, but I'm not exactly sure who that would be for people like you.”

     The woman in front took a few steps forward and nodded, black head showing light blue eyes and pale skin under the mask. She didn't say anything for a long time, and a soft sense of compulsion to trust her and do what she asked came again before she said anything. Denis got it, this was how they turned bigots into people that would help them. Quick and dirty brainwashing. Like what Prophet Darren used to do. Only without the evil. So far.

     “Stop that.” Denis said firmly, “just explain. We aren't unreasonable people. If you tell us the truth and it isn't completely insane, we may still be able to work together.”

     The two men in the background had sat again, the feeling of calm coming from the masked lady on the left effecting them still, but not targeting Hobbs or him. It was a very interesting way to do things. Maybe that woman thought that he and Hobbs were immune to her abilities?

     The woman spoke softly then, the mouthpiece, the compeller.

     “Have you ever heard of Senator James Hooper? Or of the Reverend Darren Jones? These men are not what they seem. We don't have proof that Hooper is Infected, but Jones is. He's also a monster, a true one that has nothing to do with Infection. We can provide proof of this if you need to see it. The Pure is a front organization... to try and use the Christian community to get close to these men in order to take them down. We're all good Christians here, but Christ compelled us to protect children, didn't he? These men would harm the most innocent among us. Please at least let us give you our evidence before turning against us... We know this isn't why you came to us, but I promise you, this is the lord's work. Even if you hate the Infected blindly, helping us is truly aiding Christ.”

     The woman didn't sound desperate. Just a bit pissed. Well, Denis could see that. Especially since he had an inkling of who these women would have to be. Well it explained the similar powers, didn't it? Not all powers ran cleanly in families, but it happened about half the time. The rest of the time they tended to be related, a flying man having kids that could glide or produce force from their hands or something. No one knew why that was. 

     The freaky thing was that it could affect adopted children too. So it wasn't genetic, but if a child was taken from their parents at birth, it could happen the same way. So it wasn't just proximity either. First modes were always all over the place, that seemed random as far as anyone could tell.

     “Alright. Let's say we want to help you take these men down and decide to go along with you. What do you plan to do with them? Kill them?” Denis could get behind that, but the whole situation just seemed... Wrong. Backwards or sideways suddenly.

     “Yes. We aren't married to that for Hooper, but Jones has to die. Too many of us have suffered at his hands. We... may be able to have Hooper arrested by the IPB, we have a person on the inside, one of us.” The woman took a deep breath, slightly shuddering. “Look, we can't stop you from leaving, or even going to the government with this, so... I beg you not to. This isn't about hate groups or even the Infected at all. This is about so much more. Wrongs so great that I can barely speak of them. I... please, don't stop us. It was wrong of us to try and use you and your friend through force, using our powers, I can see that now. But... We've earned the right to kill this man, the Prophet Darren. He... raped us. All of us. Well, us women. He's... our father.” She said the words as if it should come as a huge revelation.

     Denis blinked as it all fell into place for certain. Of course. Who else would hate the man that much?

     “Holy fuck.” He said lightly. “Holy mother fucking shitfest.” 

     That kind of confirmed his earlier thoughts, didn't it? How likely was this? The words “not very” came to mind. Then, Proxy was involved wasn't he? A lot of weird stuff happened around him. 

     Denis started laughing, which made the room hold still and stare. Hobbs moved in front of him then, as if to protect him from the powers or attacks of the women, all the daughters of their enemy after all and Infected, which meant at the best of times unpredictable until you learned what their first modes were. No one went for him. 

     That was good. It would have made things awkward later, wouldn't it? Then again, they might go for him later anyway. Once they learned who he was.

     Den straightened and made himself focus on his breathing, which got the laughter to stop abruptly.

     “Alright then, off with the masks. If we know that much, you might as well get comfy. Hobbs, don't hurt any of them please. I think... we can work together here. We really would love to take down Darren Jones after all. Hooper too of course. The guy is a terrorist, so if they have anything that can help with that, we need to hear it.” He nodded toward the woman in the lead, wondering which one it was.

     The reveal was slow, the ones on the outside going first. He recognized Bethy but not the other girl, who looked young, one of the babies? If she was twenty he'd be surprised. They were both kind of homely, but in that cute, button nosed way that all the daughters of the Prophet Darren had. Bethy projected calm at them again, which he waved away with a smile.

     “No need for that. We're all friends here after all.”

     The feeling stopped and the girl blushed. Woman. She hadn't been a girl for a long time he realized. She was what, six years older than he was? Near forty now. Next to her came another face he didn't recognize. This girl was another new one. Really new. Just a kid really, maybe seventeen. So born about the time he'd left Faithhome? Holy fuck.

     The last one, the compeller he recognized pretty easily. 

     She didn't seem to get who he was at all though for some reason. Go figure. Did he look that different? Well, he'd lost weight after he left, about seventy pounds. First living on the street, then hustling to make a living would do that to a guy. The IPB didn't hurt there either. Talk about a culture that focused on fitness. On top of that, well he'd probably have ended up thin anyway. His power just ate up energy when he used it. Most high level abilities did.

     Denis walked to each and held out his hand, shaking in turn, Mindy, his full sister, obviously their leader, looked both perplexed and like she wanted to hit him. He smiled at her and held his hand out to her last.

     “We're both from the IPB.” He said gently, as the girls all stiffened in fear.

     Right. As far as the Infected went, it seemed like the IPB just showed up and started kicking their asses all the time. Pretty much true. They only bothered with violent types and mainly went after those that were class threes or better, leaving the rest to the police, but feelings like that could be understood. All that made the news was about them taking out bad guys, and Prime kissing babies. Denis used to be afraid of them too. He still was on alternating Wednesdays or if Scott wanted to shake hands.

     “I think we can work together though. We came to stop any anti-Infected violence by infiltrating your group. If you can work with us on that end, I believe the Director will be more than willing to help take down Darren Jones. Hooper too if we can manage it. If not I'll throw in with you anyway myself.” He let go of her hand and waited, hoping no one would decide that it was all a trick. 

     Bethy held out her hand, a wash of calm coming from it, then she pulled back as if slapped down. Shy then? Not too bad, she spoke easily enough.

     “Um, sorry, I think I missed something. The IPB is willing to back us? But we're Infected, well, some of us are. Shouldn't you be arresting us for, I don't know, being Infected or something? I guess I find this a bit hard to swallow. Since when is the IPB our friend?” She looked down, not really making eye contact now that the masks were off.

     Denis shrugged.

     “Since always? We're the Infected Protection Bureau. The IPB doesn't go around killing Infected without reason, just taking out real dangers. You all seem nice enough, you just want to take out a man that tortured and...” It took a lot to say the next words. It hurt. He had to say it anyway.

     “Raped you all. Took you as his “wives” as little children and forced you to do things in front of the others...”

     He couldn't hold still and started to pace a bit. It was fucking hard to face these girls. These women. He'd run away, which was understandable, but he never went back to help them, which wasn't. Denis hadn't even tried. After a few seconds the youngest looking one held up her own hand, he waited for a power to flow over him, but it turned out to be a simple gesture.

     Nice to know that she was sane at least.

     “How do you know all that? Mindy didn't...” The older woman gave her a sharp look.

     “Silence! Now he knows my name!”

     He nearly smiled at her, but didn't want to trigger whatever her first mode was. Probably anger from what he'd seen, maybe something else.

     “Well... Um, I kind of already knew it didn't I?” Denis looked at each of the women in turn, his stomach flip-flopping around a bit.

     She glared at him, her face hard and ice like daggers.

     “What? Why would you already know my name? How?”

     “Um... I'm your brother. Denis.” He smiled when he spoke the words, hoping she wasn't too mad at him for having left her all those years ago.

     Mindy punched him in the nose.
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     The second blow got avoided when Denis danced back holding his hands over his face. Not exactly high level martial arts, but enough to get Mindy to stop slapping at him. After about ten seconds the small brown haired woman stopped and glared at him menacingly. Right hand open she pointed it and narrowed her eyes, allowing a wave of confidence and feeling of trust to overtake him.

     “Who are you really?” She said, voice so blistering it would have curdled milk if any had been nearby.

     “Denis Tompkins. IPB... Your younger brother? What are you looking for here? Um, I ran away from Faithhome seventeen years ago? My mother's name is Jennifer, just like yours? Um, when I was nine you told me that rats come and eat people's fingers and toes at night? I still hate rats because of that. That and being locked in closets.” He shuddered a tiny bit for affect.

     “Denis? Denny?” She moved on him again and he cowered a bit. It wasn't like he could just smack her down. He probably deserved to be beaten for leaving them all.

     The hug that came was sudden and nearly as violent as the hitting had been. She started crying and then, after about five minutes of it, everyone watching a bit amazed, Hobbs cleared his throat.

     “I think I have enough to understand the basics here. I take it that our secret attempt at infiltration is no longer in play? That or the method to be used has gone beyond my humble abilities to ken. If it's the first, I may have to relate that we aren't very good at it yet. We should add such to our regular practice. Don't you agree?” He asked this with his normal accent, and sounded a little like a pirate from an old movie rather than a newscaster from the mid-west.

     “Yeah. Um, Hobbs, these are my sisters. A few of them at any rate. Bethy, I recognize, and Mindy, who's my full sister. The other two have the right look, but I don't remember names, if I ever knew them.” He nodded to the others who smiled at him.

     The youngest one went flat and stared for a bit before saying anything, “I'm Ginger. This is Felicia.” 

     Nodding Denis tried to memorize that. God, how many of them were there now? Fifty? More? The whole thing left him feeling sick and more than a little weak. So, yeah, he'd help them take down their father. 

     Fucking freak.

     Hobbs examined each blankly, staring and memorizing so powerfully they all started to get uneasy and the two men in the back finally asked if it was safe for them to leave. 

     “If we aren't going to be arrested or killed out of hand, we have some work to get to. The bigots won't recruit themselves you know.” The thicker man said this with a slightly happy, amused tone. Mindy sighed and then grunted testily.

     “Go. Denis won't hurt us and I doubt all of us together would stop two IPB agents if they wanted to take us out anyway. How the heck did that happen Denny? You must have figured out that Prophet Darren was Infected way back then... But to get yourself into place as an IPB agent must have taken a lot of work. Especially starting as a short fat kid.”

     It occurred to him that she didn't know that he was Infected too. She thought he was a non-Infected agent. He explained carefully. Denis really didn't want to scare them. Normally the only time the Infected operatives were sent was when something really bad had to be taken down. He didn't want them to panic, thinking that the IPB had come to kill them all.

     “So... I'm actually here because of my bible knowledge of all things. We thought this was a big bigot group, “The Pure”, so we were sent to infiltrate and stop you if need be. Um, Mindy, I'm Infected... Team three with the IPB? I don't know if that means anything to you at all, it's kind of secret...”

     The younger girl, Ginger, chimed in, her voice fairly cheery now that no one seemed ready to kill or even arrest anyone.

     “Oh, sure, we were told how that works. The first team does publicity and gets in trouble, mainly small scandals that have to be covered up, like Prime raping his daughter, only he didn't, if the story is right, but everyone thought that he did and kicked his behind over it. Second team goes and kills Infected people most of the time. Team three...” The girl hesitated and finally tilted her head at Denis.

     “That is kind of a mystery. No one talks much about them, except Proxy. He kills people too. Like a mass murderer. But I guess he's too scary for anyone to do anything about? It's on the news a lot though, almost every day people are found dead because of him. He just shows up at random and no one can stop him at all.” The girl shivered a little at the name and it wasn't fake.

     The others all nodded as if this was their understanding too. Denis thought it sounded about right, but Hobbs shook his head and smiled.

     “Do not be misunderstanding Advocate Yi, the one you call Proxy. He kills, aye, but he saves as many, often more. He is a good man, and one you can trust without question. When the darkness seeks your heart you may trust that he, if it be within his power to heed your call, will stand there in your stead to face it true. That's what an advocate does and his calling to it is the most honest I've seen.” 

     Denis tilted his head and smiled.

     “Thus ends the first meeting of the Brian Yi fan club. Hobbs is right though. Proxy is a good guy. Saved my life more than once and really, if anyone in the world has a reason to wish me dead... Well, neither here nor there for now. But if anything happens to Hobbs or I, go to him and tell him... everything. He'll help. We need to leave soon and then figure out what the plan is. What...” This part of things made him feel low and a part of him didn't want to even say the words.

     “What... evidence do you have?”

     No one spoke for a while, until finally Ginger tightened her face and stepped forward.

     “Genetic data. Some video of the monster torturing some of the younger kids that we couldn't get free. Mindy went back in once. It's enough to ruin him if the press would notice it, but when we tried to go to them no one would even listen to us past the first few sentences. Everyone is too afraid of Hooper and...”

     Right. 

     “Genetic data? What kind?” It didn't really make sense to him. Having a lot of kids wasn't illegal. Then he got it when Ginger smirked at him darkly.

     “Well, Uncle-brother-Denny, it's like this...” She didn't get to finish.

     “Fuck... I see. Well, if you're willing to talk to the press, I know a woman that can help us out. She hates me, but then a lot of people do, so that's no surprise really. She also hates Hooper so much I think she'd off the man herself if she could. Also, some of the IPB have already suggested killing Prophet Darren, because of what he did to you. Illegally murder him, before we knew he was Infected. You have more supporters than you think. So... I know it's asking a lot, but, um, road trip anyone? We have to get back to the main base if we're really going to do this.”

     He had to explain the whole thing, several times and in the end Ginger decided to be the one to go public first.

     “Not much happened to me, I was too little for more than beatings and electroshock when we all left. It would be harder for the others. I can talk about it. I'm not afraid and it's not my shame, but his.”

     Mindy laughed darkly, “alright. Just don't mess it up. We can all go public if we have to. We've lived in fear and disgrace before, doing it again won't stop us.”

      Bethy had to go, since she was Ginger's mom. Mindy wanted to, if only to catch up with her brother, but Hobbs thought she'd be better off spending her time on the upcoming “protest” in San Francisco. Having an organization with strong ties to the hate community would be an incredible asset he assured her. Probably worth as much or more than taking down Jones, or even Hooper. After a few moments she just agreed.

     “As long as he dies, I don't care what else you do.” There was no doubt which he was meant.

     The bitterness fairly sang in her words. Who could blame her though? The monster deserved to die as much, or more, than anyone else in the world. That didn't even bear arguing. For a second Denis wondered if Hobbs would, but the man didn't bat an eyelash at the idea, just bowing to her and then walking toward the front of the warehouse slowly, waiting for everyone else to catch up near the door. To let the little family reunion play out without his interference? 

     It didn't take that long.

     Really Denis should have expected that, he realized as soon as Mindy walked away from him about five minutes later. What were they going to do, go over all the good times at Faithhome? Talk about the “wonderful” time he had living on the streets when he'd run away? No, instead the woman just hugged him again and told him to make sure they took the monster down. She said it several times and then left, her shoulders set with anger and a harshness that left Denis more than a little sad. His memory of her was different than this. Gentler. Sweeter.

     In the end he realized something. As messed up as the IPB was, they were more his family than his blood relations were. At least some of them. The special riot team was, except maybe Clark and even then he didn't want the man dead. Mark, Brian, Warren and Kerry. Even, of all people, Scott and little Bridget. Peggy and Rachel...

     To a small extent the Director and Jan from the restaurant. Lancaster... Hobbs and as freakish as it sounded, even Carl.

     They were his people. His friends. It shocked him to realize how many of them there were.

     It was too deep for the moment, so he decided to not think about it and work on the problem at hand. Getting back. He could call in for emergency transport, or even just funds, but the lower key they kept the whole thing, the better, right? He didn't exactly have training in this area, but it made sense in the moment.

     They ended up taking Ginger's car, a very humble jalopy that looked barely road legal, which she assured them would get them there if anyone could help pay for gas. 

     “I'm even insured! Have my license and everything, mom insisted. I plan to fix her up when I get some more money coming in. Might as well. No way I'm getting a boyfriend now.” She sounded bitter about it too.

     “Oh? Why not?” Hobbs said serenely.

     “Oh, let's see... My father is also my grandfather and my mother is my sister? Add to that announcing it to the public and looking like this and I doubt a lot of men will be fighting to date me.”

     The girl snorted at the strange man and gestured down her body. It wasn't something out of a centerfold, but Denis realized that the girl looked cute enough once he got passed the highly related part of things. Not great through the face, but at least as good looking as say Kerry from the base. Same nose, cheekbones and everything... Ah.

     Oh. “Ah ha” for certain. 

     The looks were just too close by far, now that he knew to think about it. No wonder the girl had always reminded him of his sisters. Well... fudge, how had he missed that?

     “Kerry from team two and Mark's show...” Denis looked at Hobbs who understood even without a preamble. Ginger blinked, froze and then shook her head.

     “I hope you don't plan on fixing me up with her, I like guys, at least I think I do...” She dead panned this so well that he nearly bought it. Hobbs didn't though.

     “Nay, tis only that you bear a familial resemblance to the woman. A teammate of mine own. It was not known to me that she was related to Denis here however. I can see it now that it is pointed out. Amazing woman. A true bastion of good in this world.”

     “Not known to me either. I... How did I miss that? I mean really... She must be twenty-five or so... Who's child is she? Who's her mother I mean.” He got the father part of it. It made him shudder, but he understood the relationships involved.

     Walking over, the weight of the world on her shoulders, Bethy spoke softly. 

     “She's mine. I... He got me pregnant when I was twelve and we passed her off as Rachel's daughter so that no one would know that I'd given birth if the state ever checked on us. Ten years ago, when Mindy led us out, I grabbed her and made her come with us. She was fifteen.”

     Oh. Well fuck then. So... one of the wives when she left? Damn. Not something he'd have ever wished for her at all. Not for anything.

     They pooled the money they had left, about three hundred dollars once Bethy pitched in too and drove nearly straight through. It wasn't hard, since three of them could drive. Hobbs could too, in an emergency, but he didn't have a license yet. Cars in his world worked the same way, he assured them, though they ran on Elcampayn energy, not petroleum. He explained that the hand and foot pedals were similar though.

     “Elcampayn is one of the seven families. The smallest of them and once the most influential. They are often left off the list though now, since there are only a scant few left. Their bodies produce tremendous energies, but some years ago a process was discovered which allowed the members of that family to be held against their will, their flesh pushed into vast overloads, until they die. Decades of servitude, pure slavery and pain. It isn't a good thing. The Westers say that when the last Elcampayn dies, so does our civilization. If only the governments of the world would see it that way. We are tied to them far more surely than this world is to oil.”

     Then Hobbs had to explain everything he'd just said. It took a while. A long while. The world he came from was just that different. His job description sounded like he was half monk, half warrior and almost exactly like Proxy, except that he had to show up at court dates to fight for people's lives. Like a really bad-ass lawyer. Most things were just settled by judges, which they quite sensibly called “Judges”, men and women trained from childhood to be free of bias, so they could make fair and clean rulings. They didn't have juries though. Or actual lawyers. Advocates only came into play when a person claimed innocence and a Judge found against them. 

     It was their last chance at an appeal.

     Depending on the crime and how strongly all involved, an advocate might have to fight as many as twenty people at a time, sometimes unarmed against a mind boggling array of weapons.

     No wonder Hobbs was so freaking amazing. He had to be just to make it through his average work week.

     The story made for an interesting tale to keep them all awake, how Hobbs had come to protect a charge, a person or persons he wouldn't name even to his friends, lest it be uncovered, from his own home, another world altogether. Denis just accepted that part, the guy was either from a far off place or insane and since he could kick Marcia's butt, Denis really didn't want to challenge the man on his basic beliefs. Besides, everyone else at the base who knew believed him. Good enough for Denis really. If Christian Poures could trust the man, so could he. Besides, they were friends. Kind of. As much as some crazy man that led you through painful and annoying exercises could be.


  

     Ginger asked questions as if a test would be coming on this alternate reality, probing and looking for mistakes or lies probably. After a while she summed it all up pretty nicely. Her voice didn't lilt, it sounded matter of fact and straightforward really. Logical.

     “So, the families... Elcampayn makes energy, like generators though, not to shoot out or use as a weapon. Wester is really smart, but like, scary smart? Three hundred IQ's or...”

     Hobbs interrupted.

     “Closer to six hundred if I understand the system of measurement correctly.”

     “OK... Then you have Doyle, all of whom are like super strong and fast? Carlie, the healers and Timberland who see all of the future, whatever that means. But there are seven, who am I missing? That's only five.”

     The man in the back seat, wedged slightly into the corner spoke carefully, as if alerted to something about the girl next to him. Denis felt this more than anything. Not simple attraction either, a dark sense or maybe something portentous rose from behind him. Bethy had the passenger seat in the front of the little wood paneled looking vehicle. They were all bundled up in layers, since the weather had gone cold suddenly. They could have made the trip in one day except that they had to make a big detour toward the south to avoid going over the Rockies with the snow coming. 

     Hobbs smiled gently, “Wyrdcraft, who bend space and time to their will, it was with the aid of one of their kind that I arrived here, and Diapolos. They... Really there's no good way to describe what they do. They bend living creatures and make them into new things. I've long wondered if all the families did not start with those of that line, making the rest in turn. If so, they do not do so openly now or admit to such.”

     Amazingly, beaten up ticket trap or not, no one tried to pull them over for the whole trip. No police came and subtly threatened to shoot any of them out behind the tree line and in fact, they barely saw a police presence at all. The joys of anonymity. The next time they went on a road trip, the little riot group had to take something without government plates, he decided. Even if they had to take up a collection to buy something.

      They hit snow the morning of the second day and had to drive incredibly slow for the last two hundred miles, barely hitting thirty most of the time. Ginger had insurance, but couldn't afford studded tires or chains and everything they had went to food and gas. 

     They pulled up to the front gate at about seven at night, with him driving and Hobbs in the passenger seat. Of course the dapper red-head next to him didn't look like Hobbs, he looked like a respectable, but very fit, business man and Denis didn't look like himself either, he looked like a church pastor from Indiana. 

     He had his ID though. Hobbs didn't, but it was enough to get them all let in. Thankfully as paranoid as they were here now, the gate guards hadn't turned into Nazis yet. Standing around arguing with them for hours would have sucked. Plus, they really needed Bethany and Ginger to take them seriously. Being hassled at their own front gate wouldn't inspire a lot of confidence. They drove to the new parking lot on the right side of the main building away from the air strip. There was about eight inches of snow on the ground, early for here, but not impossible at all. Climate change and all that. 

     It was funny to listen to the right wing try to claim that global warming either wasn't happening at all, was all due to the sun or on alternate Fridays, was all a plot by a few scientists to pad their resumes, pocket books or maybe get big cars and that the whole thing was a scam. After all, he'd heard it argued, if it was cold this week here, how could the world be warmer anywhere? 

     Denis was kind of surprised they hadn't found a way to blame the Infected for it yet. Some fire spreading person out melting the North Pole or something? He'd have used that to make fun of them, the losers that couldn't see that their own habits were ripping the world apart, but didn't. It would be too easy for them to take that up and run with it.

     Funny, wasn't it, that the people that feared the Infected most also denied that the climate had shifted? Then again a lot of them still believed the world was flat most likely. Morons weren't hard to control and big oil had their hooks in pretty tight. Plus there had been studies that showed that conservatives became that way because they were highly fear reactive as a rule. Worse, most of them didn't get that they were doing what they were just because they were cowards. That figured though. If they were too afraid to deal with any one part of reality, it made sense for them to do the same in all other areas too. It was consistent.

     Denis and Hobbs took all the bags, since the others were guests if nothing else. Besides, the odds of anyone attacking right now were marginal. They'd at least wait for them all to get inside, where it was decently warm before beating them down. Denis didn't want to complain, but his scrotum had apparently decided to move in next to his spleen for warmth. 

     “Fuck, what is it, five degrees out here?” Denis looked at Hobbs who merely focused on his task it seemed. Right. Focus and don't be a little whiner. He gave it a try, which didn't make it warmer, but did shut him up, so maybe it was worth doing?

     They walked carefully, the drive had been plowed, but the snow between them and the door was still as it had fallen, broken only by two lonely pairs of footprints. Very large footprints. Huge really. At the front door they found who's. Hobbs smiled up at her.

     “Lauren girl! Good to see you! Is all well here?” Hobbs sounded genuinely happy to see the giant armored form that stood in the snow. She'd been there long enough it had collected on the broad black space that made up her shoulders, leaving a frosting of white, some of it melting and running down her chest and probably back. There was no blinking, her eyes huge and black, like sunglasses sitting in a blank mask. 

     If it weren't for the fact that she was pretty nice as far as Denis could tell, she'd make a great character for one of those horror movies where the evil Infected monster wantonly killed dozens of teenagers in the woods. Usually because they were jealous about all the sex they weren't getting. That or their first modes just made them want to slaughter people. It was the lack of visible emotion. No matter how hard you looked, nothing showed. No anger or fear, just a steady sameness. Until she spoke. Then you could hear the pain in her voice.

     “I'm fine.” She said, sounding so sad and lonely that it was pretty darn clear she simply wasn't doing well at all. Not really. “It's just a first mode thing. Loneliness is a bitch. I'll be alright. I was just watching the snow and realized that I had no one to share it with and never will now. Same old same old, you know the drill.”

     Oddly Denis kind of did. Not from his first mode, but the months of endless isolation, not knowing if it would ever end. Wondering if the only way out would be death. Hoping but not trusting in anything. The only difference being that Level, Lauren here, knew for a fact it wouldn't end. That it would always be just like this. A feeling so deep and constant that nothing could save her from it. Not even being with other people. Crud. Greed wasn't that hard to take compared to that. 

     “Oh...” Denis said, not knowing if what came to mind would be a good idea or not. He could ask though, right? The few times he'd kicked greed's ass had really made him feel better after all.

     “Um, hey, would you like to feel something else for a while? I can do that.” 

     The black eyes stared at him and nodded after a bit.

     “Anything, pain even, or anger. I just don't want to be alone forever.” The weeping that came sounded horrible. Worse, the sadness was mixed with the isolation she felt too, she couldn't even hide from it for a few minutes. Not that way. 

     He waved her ahead of them, “alright, you have to stay in view and I won't be able to do this all the time, it takes work, so remember that.” He thought for a minute and then realized that what was needed here wouldn't be passion or pleasure, not even joy. Just peace. Kind of like what Beth had produced earlier, only about a thousand times stronger. It had to be strong to overwhelm her first mode. When the human tank walking in front of them got inside the door, he hit her and made a point of burying the loneliness totally, making the feeling of calm and steadiness so powerful that nothing else could exist within her at all for a while. She turned and clapped her hands, joyful thuds that sounded a bit like someone striking two cement blocks together.

     “Thank you. This is so much better! I haven't felt free of the loneliness for so long. Years. Even just to have a few moments, knowing I have to go back... it's totally worth it.” When they all got in the elevator opened as if planned and Director Moore, Brian Yi and Karen got out, walking over with confused but friendly smiles on their faces.

     That part wasn't exactly true, Denis didn't think. Really, Karen just looked happy and friendly, like a girl that really wanted to sell you a time share or get your butt into the seat of a new car. Professional and a little forced, but hard to tell, given her utter compassion it could have been real with her. Brian looked forced too, his face seemed darker, as if he'd just gotten back from killing someone again. The Director, he seemed a bit baffled by the whole thing.

     Well, who wouldn't be?

     They'd gone to get information and find out if they could prevent an attack at the planned riot or stop a terrorist action. “Demonstration” the bigots called it. Then Hobbs and him come back with a couple of chicks? Yeah. Strange to say the least.

     All of this caused him to lose his hold on Lauren and she slipped back to normal, but she just thanked him again, sounding less sad now. She still had snow melting on her shoulders. 

     “Thanks, that really helped.” She told him, ignoring everyone else for the time being. 

     Denis smiled softly and shrugged, getting what had to be going on in her head for once. It was over now. That she'd had her moment of freedom and that was all she could expect.

     “It's not like I don't live here you know. If you need me I'm around. Only, let's make appointments for it or something. Maybe we could run together or something. I have to run anyway and focusing on using my ability at the same time...” He looked at Hobbs who simply beamed.

     “Aye! That fits with the next section of things nicely. Let's say ten in the morning on days when other demands don't take you away Denis? In the gym on fourteen to start? Our Lady Lauren can go first, then we can add and subtract others to present a challenge for you. That plus the increased meditation should be a good start. Along with the greater amount of distance run that I have planned for you.”

     Great, even more work. Still, if he was going to be doing something similar anyway, why not help out a giant suit of armor? You never knew when a class five being your friend could come in handy. The Director looked at him funny again, so he explained. For some reason the minds eyes got wide and then he smiled himself. 

     “Wonderful. If it's not an imposition, perhaps we could send a few others to those sessions as well? A bit of relief from their first modes would be a lovely thing for some here, even if only for a few hours a week.” The man smiled at the other women and held out his right hand to Bethy first.

     “Kevin Moore. Director of the IPB.” He said, the implication being that someone needed to introduce the women pretty quick.

     “These are... Well, the long story is why they're here and it actually wraps into a whole lot of other things, you'll want to talk to us in private soon. Possibly outside... in fact, snow or not, outside. For now... Well... um... Bethany Yoder is the mother of one of our operatives on team two. Kerry Yoder? This is her sister Ginger. Both Infected. The rest is... Important, and we need to get Kerry in on this as well as... Charlot Chambers. The rest-”

     “It's well enough said. This is important and the Director no fool. We need only arrange for the meeting in safety. Shall I go and summon the Lady Kerry?” Hobbs turned to the Director and waited on orders properly, but seemed so dammed relaxed about the whole thing. Ginger and Bethy didn't want him to leave, wary of the strangers that had come, but they did want to see Kerry. 

     Once Hobbs left, at a quick walk, headed straight to the elevators, Brian held out his hand to the new women as well. He had a smile on his face, a genuine one that was a lot warmer now that there had been mention of the women being related to someone at the base. That meant they were probably friendlies. Plus they were Infected.

     So Denis hadn't started importing bigots yet.

     “Kerry's a friend of mine, of all of us really. She's doing great work on Mark's baking show. “Steinberg and friends”. She's actually in the show too, so you should watch it and tell all your friends. I know that he's pleased with her work. Mark, I mean. She agreed to help back me up not so long ago if the police attacked me. Denis actually took care of it, but it was good to know she was there to lend a hand just in case. You should be very proud of her.” The – Infected or not – didn't get said, but it practically poured off the man, dressed in a team three exercise uniform with black long johns on underneath. It looked a little funny, but warm, and given the temperature outside, who could blame him? Maybe a pair could be bought in the store on base. Not that Denis had any money at all. Right. Well, he wanted some anyway. 

     He'd have to remember to ask Brian where to get them and maybe if he could arrange for it to happen. They were friends, right? So asking wouldn't hurt.

     Then he focused on the moment, hard, and after about ten seconds didn't care about that anymore. It really was like magic.

     Being the Director, old, and not wanting to be uncomfortable, Moore got several agents to bundle up and go out past the edge of the property to set up an emergency tent big enough for about ten people to sleep in. 

     It wasn't some marvel of science or anything, just a thick cloth tent that they set up a propane heater in. It took a while because the agents had to come back and get shovels so they could clear the snow to the ground. They worked fast though, like losing even a minute would cost someone a life. Probably a big part of why they always seemed so good at their jobs. The agents just didn't hold anything back when it came to work. Pure focus on the job at hand, like their lives depended on it. Or at least like someone's did, if not their own. 

     Probably because it was often just the truth. It might even be in this case, he realized.

     They sat on benches in the lobby, since Hobbs pointed out that going anywhere would just slow down what they needed to do before he left. The man never cared for comfort. Not that Denis had seen. Not his own and not that of anyone else if there was something to be done at the moment. Really, only the current situation had probably kept him from dragging Denis outside to meditate. That and the growing windstorm. Snow had started to blow hard about the same time the elevators opened and Kerry walked out with the man himself.

     “Mom? Ginger? Um...” She said cleverly, disguising her pure bafflement with raw confusion. Finally she just stared at them and went very still. As strange as it seemed she focused on Brian and looked more than a little scared. A slight sense of energy came from her as she readied to fight her way free.

     Their way free.

     The Director got it first and tensed but Proxy just grinned at her and spoke quickly, waving his right hand a little, a relaxed and friendly gesture.

     “Not anything like that, I don't think so at least. We can't talk about it here though? So we need to move outside as soon as the agents have a place set up for us.” 

     It was all accurate, concise and meant nearly nothing to someone just walking up on the scene. For that matter the people here, Brian and Director Moore, Karen... they had no clue about it all either. They were just acting on what Hobbs and he had told them. It was important, but showed a lot more trust than Denis would have expected from anyone there except maybe Karen. She trusted everyone anyway and he had kind of gotten her the only parachute on a crashing plane once, so that might sway her opinion. 

     Blinking slightly it occurred to him that it might be swaying everyone's. After that had happened everyone had kind of started acting like he was really a part of the team, hadn't they? Almost everyone.

     The agents made it back before Charlot Chambers got there but only by a minute or two. When she got out of the elevator she wore a heavy winter jacket and a snow suit that would have looked at home on a mountain, near a ski resort. Possibly with a mug of hot chocolate in hand. A soft pink and white combination of puffy, well-padded clothing. She looked cute. The outfit even had a little pink fuzzy hat to go with it.

     Not one, but two agent driven snow vehicles, Sno-Cats, if the name on the side meant anything, pulled up on their large tracks, the big machines a dark brownish green sitting in the light that came off the front of the building. One of the agents ran in and loaded them all on carefully, calling out brisk instructions about where to step and helping them all on. 

     Denis rode with Hobbs, Kerry and the other spawn of Prophet Darren, while Moore got Chambers, Karen and Brian. Safety issues no doubt. This was an odd situation to say the very least, and the agents weren't going to trust Denis to bring wholesome and friendly guests. So far no one had even asked him directly if they were friendly. 

     A bit of an oversight no doubt.

     The ride took four times as long as it would have on foot. The tracked vehicles were much faster, but the tent had been set up a good ways away, near where the bomb had been put after the television show attack. That meant driving in the vibrating and lurching machine all the way to the main gate. Then around the exterior a good ways, avoiding low hills that didn't look like much in the daylight, but could, according to the driver, be a real hassle in the snow. The world narrowed as they drove, the only thing that could be seen being the lights from the base in the distance and a glow of headlights in the falling and blowing white fluff that surrounded them. 

     “Well, less than fun for a family reunion maybe, but I really doubt anyone will be listening outside the tent in this.” He smiled trying to look happy enough, but Kerry kept swallowing and held on to her sister's hand tightly as they rode.

     What, did she expect a death squad or something? OK, she had kind of infiltrated the IPB, but as far as he knew, she'd always done her job well enough and hadn't done more than tell some very non-secret things to her family. That she had family to talk to was a little odd here, but that didn't make it illegal to tell them about her day job. If anything, having family that cared for you and even visited would have been encouraged if anyone had thought about it. Whatever the reason, she looked freaked when they got them all out of the snow-vehicle and into the fairly cramped, but decently warm tent. It must have been fifty degrees inside already. About the same as in the tracked monstrosities they'd rode in on. Good enough, considering how cold it was outside already.

     Hobbs, surprisingly, did the speaking, his words carefully chosen and not half as flowery as normal. Not exactly his flat mid-west voice either, but very clear, so no mistakes would be made. He looked at Director Moore without so much as glancing at anyone else at first.

     “We've infiltrated “The Pure” as directed, but the situation is very different than we were led to believe. It's run by a group of women who are all the daughters and wives of one Darren Jones, the religious leader of Senator Hooper's forces. Most are Infected, mainly class twos if I judged things correctly, a few class ones, yet with abilities true. Kerry Yoder and Denis Tompkins are both related by birth to the same man and we bring proof of great criminal wrong doing on the part of the villain.”

     OK, Denis thought, looking at Hobbs, it might be a little flowery. His words were correct though.

      Charlot Chambers nodded at the women and then, as if having to draw on some deep internal reservoir of personal strength, did the same to Den. Hobbs didn't stop, outlining the proof, the videos and genetic testing done. 

     “All we really need then is a new sample of Jones' DNA.” Brian said quietly. This got a funny look from Bethy who held out a light blue folder to him.

     “We already have the DNA... It's real and everything.” Beth sounded worried and looked at Denis a bit desperately. 

     Brian smiled and nodded a bit.

     “Yeah, you do and well done. Having this information means that the IPB can just skip about seventeen hoops in this investigation all at once, but if we're going to prove anything we need to do it in a way that the public will believe. Clearly nothing we do will have much play in court. If he were Infected we could use it as a reason to arrest him, at least if he used his powers to-”

     Four voices spoke at once, Kerry's loudest. She took a deep breath, almost a half sob and spoke quickly as if trying to make sure she didn't lose her nerve.

     “He is. Probably a class two, coercion, using words as a focusing medium. If he has time to talk to you for a while, most people will just do what he says. It... The boys almost all left or, well vanished. I don't think he could just order a person to commit suicide, not if they were mentally healthy, but he had their whole lives to beat them down first. None of them lasted at Faithhome past twenty. None of them. I think he did it on purpose, beat them down and broke their spirits so that they'd leave when he told them to, or, you know, kill themselves. I think most of them did that. I can't prove it.”

     They couldn't watch the video at first, but the agents were sent to get a machine, a portable DVD player, and set that up for them. What it showed was bad. Enough so that Lady Glory started glowing blue and then vomited loudly after throwing herself outside. 

     Denis nearly followed her. 

     He'd gotten abuse, torture, electric shocks, beatings and all that growing up and had thought it was about as bad as what could happen. What was on the screen in front of them was so much worse... It took all the new meditative skill he had not to break down crying. Moore turned the screen off and stood in the light of the single camp lantern they had in the tent.

     “I see. Well, once we prove it hasn't been tampered with, that footage will no doubt be very useful in proving our case. As it is right now, we have more than enough to pick up Reverend Jones as a hostile Infected. If he were less high profile and less attached to the anti-Infected movement it would simplify matters. As it stands we may have to destroy him publicly first, then move in, otherwise the hate groups will use him as a rallying point, no matter the evidence we provide after the fact.”

     The man began to direct things then, organizing and setting them all in motion. He was good at it. Masterful in a way that made everything suddenly flow somehow, without major ripples at all.

     Things moved, though to Denis it all took place in an odd half speed time. Dr. Burrows came out, bundled up in a blue coat and big mittens on over gloves. The cute Japanese woman took the skin and hair samples herself, from all of the people related, meaning Denis too. Food from the restaurant got brought to them and beds arranged on the first floor. So nice rooms, but ones protected by a team of super-heroes all the time. Not as scary as being on the fifth floor with Kerry. A few of her teammates might be a little off-putting to the new women at first. 

     Plus, nicer digs all around.

     They'd handled Level easily enough though, so maybe that wouldn't have been an issue? Denis wondered if he should send Tobin over to watch them? If there was anyone Den trusted to do that, it was him. Well, and Lancaster, but an agent standing around would be conspicuous. He made the suggestion to the Director, which oddly enough the man simply agreed to almost instantly. It didn't hurt that everyone else had started nodding almost instantly.

     “Yeah,” Brian added softly. “I don't think anyone would be able to get past him very easily at all. He's solid.”

     From the back of the tent where a small clutch of un-Infected agents stood one of them let out a dark sounding half chuckle.

     “Damned straight he is. Mild mannered, polite and willing to do almost anything to help out. Want me to set it up?”

     The Director nodded.

     “Do it. Set up a full schedule in fact. Low key however. See if Mr. Peterson would perhaps consider entertaining the ladies? That might...”

     “Right. He's a friend of mine anyway, so that would be pretty normal. A bit shy, but I can just set him up with Ginger.” Kerry smirked a bit when she said it.

     Denis raised an eyebrow.

     “Um, not to be a prick, but if you're making fun of Tobin, we're going to have words Kerry.” Denis tried not to growl the words, but they came out kind of flat anyway.

     “Nope, he's great. Ginger just has the social skills of a sixth grader, that's all.”

     Ginger proved the concept by sticking out her tongue and then laughing a bit.

     “Do not. That would require at least getting to hold hands with a boy, wouldn't it? What's wrong with this guy. If he'd be willing to date me I mean. Maybe.”

     “Wrong?” Denis tilted his head, then shrugged. “Nothing really. He's short, big head, black and green and code named Goblin, but really, if you can't see past that, it's your problem, not his. He's...”

     “Perfect.” Karen added softly, smiling a little as she said it, but clearly meaning it.

     “Yeah, see? Perfect.”

     Ginger laughed, but tilted her own head a little.

     “Sounds good then, love to meet him.”

     Then they waited, no one telling them why at all. 

     A mere three hours later they were all loaded back into the Sno-Cats and driven to the front door of the main building. It looked weird right now, like looking out of a snow globe into a large well lit room. One with trees in it. As they approached the building Kerry leaned over to him and whispered.

     “So... We're related? How strange is that?”

     She already knew that from the discussion, so it was clear she really just wanted to talk about something else and knew that, for a time, mentioning it inside would be a poor plan.

     “Yep.” Freaking bizarre really, but given the nature of their first modes and powers, not all that odd that they both worked in the same place. There were only so many places an Infected person could go, unless they stayed in hiding. One really, if they wanted to make a decent living. Here.

     The girl shuddered slightly and then grinned, “thank God I didn't manage to get you into bed then. Peggy mentioned that I should go for it you know. She told me how gentle you were as a lover. Sounded pretty tempting to tell the truth. So glad I failed now.”

     Denis laughed.

     “You and me both. We definitely don't need a Star Wars moment here.” He shuddered a bit which got a grin and a slightly baffled look.

     Sadly, she didn't get the reference at all. No one had any appreciation for the classics anymore, did they? Well, he could run a screening sometime, maybe. If they ever got time again. This was about to mess everything up a lot. 

     Not just that fuck Prophet Darren, who deserved what he got and more, but the rest of them as well. At least Denis was already just some Infected man as far as the world was concerned. If his dad was a creepy Infected too, no one would really care. Kerry and Ginger though, they were outing themselves as the product of incest and worse, the monster had already taken Kerry as his “wife” for years by the time she managed to escape. The only saving grace there was that she had escaped. About half the women did all at once. The other half were too deeply sucked in to even try walking away, much less run. Mind control could do that to a person. The ones that had gotten out were mostly Infected, which probably related to how they'd managed the whole thing, though no one explained it to him. Not yet at least.

     The whole media thing took nearly a week to set up, because they had to send an agent into the field to get the DNA they needed. It was all super-secret stuff, but both Lancaster and Penny were gone the whole time. It didn't take a genius to figure out who they sent. Hobbs made a point of keeping him busy, with meditation and daily running, with first Lauren and then about eighteen other people who all wanted a bit of first mode relief. Oddly Tobin came too, even though running while getting his shyness set aside for a while didn't really help him all that much.

      Or maybe it did? He always seemed a lot happier afterwards at least. Then, there were other emotions, even for the Infected. Maybe it was about dealing with something else for the guy? Denis didn't ask, but decided to keep that in mind. Life was bigger than first modes.

     After all, Tobin had to take a lot of crap from the world, that eventually could wear a person down. Some of the others probably got similar treatment.

     His Prime thrashed arm was taking its sweet time to heal, which Dr. Kern assured him was normal, if annoying. He could start physiotherapy in about two weeks, he'd been told. It would hurt pretty intensely if the doctor was being honest. Grand, but better than being crippled forever he figured.

     The days didn't drag so much as seem endlessly busy with things not on the target he wanted to hit. That being the Prophet Darren. He worked the show still, the schedule getting more advanced with two episodes being filmed per week now. When they had the first twelve done they'd air. How the whole Reverend Jones thing would play with that he didn't know. Denis just hoped that his part in the show wouldn't ruin it. He'd seen the first episode, the chocolate one, not the bomb thing, and it was funny. Awkward as all get out when he had to see his own face on the screen or hear his voice, but comedic anyway.

     Little words balloons appeared over people's heads and little factoids in boxes off to the side. Some about baking, but a lot of them just information about the person or what had been happening off screen. Denis had one while making hot chocolate about how Gary the cameraman wanted some more water, and urged him to hurry up and get it for him. That was one of the running gags, him being ordered around by an increasingly exasperated text box. It made fun of him too, every time he messed up, which was artfully left in he noticed, but... oh well. They made it really clear that Kerry had exploded the wax paper bag of whipped cream too, adding in sound effects. It was hilarious.

     There was a “Prime count” too, which dinged lightly and drew a circle around Scott's face every time he got into a shot he wasn't supposed to be in. The guy was in a lot more than Denis would have imagined. Forty-three by the end of the hour long program. He also learned a bit of trivia that he just hadn't known at all. 

     For instance he'd had no clue that Christian Poures, heiress and team leader, proper and prim in her pearls and fifties clothing, had done several rather famous sex videos about ten years prior. Amateur stuff, not pro, but all over the net. Denis kind of wished he didn't know now, as far as that went. He felt both incredibly curious and at the same time didn't want to go around fantasizing about his boss where she could hear it... which was most of the planet. That had to be a little off putting for her, right? More than a little. 

     Hobbs helped there by increasing the amount of meditation and the difficulty of the “minor distractions” he threw in to aid in his focus. Carl didn't help, or rather, he did, but the whole thing sucked way too much for Denis to like it. To a level that Denis really thought might be criminal. As in they could be arrested for it, if they weren't doing it to some Infected guy.

     The level fifteen trainer was insane in what he thought was acceptable when it came to training. That was kind of his job after all. Hobbs was at least as bad.

      They put him on a board and ran water up his nose to simulate drowning for instance. For hours. He had to try and meditate through that? God it sucked. He really thought he was going to die part of the time. That it was considered acceptable questioning technique by the U.S. government in terrorism cases was... the term evil came to mind. Not as much as doing it to him, but still, by the end he would have been willing to claim he was a terrorist just to get them to stop. Then without a break they hit him in the face with pepper spray and made him try and influence a small group of people while running an obstacle course on the advanced level. It took half an hour to even do anything at all to anyone, since all he could see were blurry shapes and large colorful splotches in front of him. That and pain. For a brief moment he could see pain and it was not something he wanted to see again. Both were torturous in their own way, but it really did improve his ability to concentrate the rest of the time. 

     If you learned to even half focus when you felt like you were dying, the rest came pretty easily. That seemed to be the Hobbs method. It worked, but the whole thing was solidly screwed up. Who needed to be able to focus that much anyway? More crazy, just like always, Hobbs did it all with him at the same time. Except that he didn't sputter, moan or cry when it happened and kind of kicked butt on the obstacle course.

     Crazy jerk.

     The rest of the time they waited for stuff to happen he spent with Peggy. He'd have loved to spend time with Bethy and Ginger, Kerry too now that he knew about her, but that couldn't happen. Sure, the odds that someone would put it all together were small, but if they did, then the whole thing could fall apart pretty fast. They knew for a fact that the IPB was watched, for instance by that chick from Hobbs' world, Timberland and her squad, if nothing else. That Hooper might have his fingers in the pot wouldn't have shocked anyone either. Senators could do that kind of thing, at least if “Dirty Infected” were involved. Who needed civil rights anyway? 

     One thing was certain, Denis wasn't going to vote for that guy in the next election. Freaking politicians anyway. Couldn't people tell without hardly looking that the blood suckers were at least as bad as any Infected ever was? It baffled him that they didn't.

     The day Penny got back was a light workout day for Brian, so he jogged slowly with Denis and Hobbs as they watched a much faster group of people running right in front of them. Today was “excitement” day and the runners with Lauren kept increasing their speed. It took a lot of focus to not drop anyone for too long, since they all ran at different rates. A few were so fast that he couldn't really track them and one or two were even slower than he was. Hobbs kept insisting that only the people taking part today be affected, not the ones in the middle of the track, using the weight lifting equipment or practicing unarmed combat. It meant his head ached a good bit while Brian talked to him.

     “So, Director Moore and Charlot want to know if you're ready for the big show?” Brian said as they kept moving. His voice was calm and sedate. He wasn't even breathing hard from the jogging.

     Jerk. Being all in good shape already. Denis smiled at the thought though. He wasn't that out of breath himself.

     It didn't take a Mensa member to get the idea. Fuck. Time for that already? Denis had to do it though. No matter how much the idea embarrassed him personally, it had to be done. The monster was going down... finally. First they'd destroy him and then... serve a perfectly legal death warrant. That way no one would be too up at arms over the whole thing. After a while, trying not to drop his focus on the running people he answered.

     “Yes. Ready as I'll ever be.”

     “Good. I'll pass that along. If you can, be ready for the next few weeks. It could be needed at any time.”

     Weeks? Well, if that's how long all the tests and stuff took, he'd wait. It had taken nearly two decades for him to get this far, he'd rather not screw it all up now because he rushed. The wait didn't take that long though.

     Not even hours. 

     The second he came out of his shower after running a deep pounding came on the door. This time Marcia stood waiting for him, dressed in business casual and holding a suit draped over her left arm. 

     “Wear this. We meet on two in half an hour. Be there.” She grinned. The lilt in her voice made it sound like an old movie and as if he was being asked to the “sock-hop”. Kind of cheery.

     “Oh, we also ship out in three days for the bigot-riot in San Francisco. Hobbs says you're in shape for it now, but we don't know what the hell we'll be walking into there, not after this thing today. Half an hour.” She clapped him on the shoulder, trying to be encouraging, instead she nearly knocked his towel off from around his waist and sent him to the floor.

     “Seriously Marcia, a little restraint. I'm just now getting use of that arm back.” Denis grinned back though, hoping she'd take it as playing and not an attack. His shoulder really did ache from the blow though. The woman was freaking strong. 

     “Oops. Well, I'll make it up to you later by not making you room with Clark. We have Agent Rodriguez coming with us too this time, he lost a coin toss with Reyes. The guy running Tobin from team two? So he and Lancaster get to run pedo-babysitting duty. Just as well, I need someone to run interference anyway so I don't “accidentally” throw Clark out of a tenth story window after “knocking him out” and Rodriguez is one of the nicest people the non-Infected agents have. Reyes is the other and he offered to help Clark out a window as well, just to give you an idea as to the climate there.” She smiled and made quotation fingers in the right places, then she shook her head, a wry look on her face.

     “Honestly Den, I really think we should have just killed Clark. Team two has other telekinetics just as good. I only picked him because I wanted to keep the creep busy and watched. For all the good that did.”

     “Right. Well, he can't fix it if he doesn't survive to try. Still, if he steps out of line again, with anyone, I certainly won't try to help him. If he can't fix his shit now, he can't be fixed. If that happens...” Denis took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Then I'll serve the death warrant myself. I wasn't kidding when I said that.”

     That got another, much softer, slap on the arm and then the woman left so that clothing could be put on. It was a dark suit, a deep blue that would look black to most people in all but bright sunlight. He had shoes that matched, shining black ones and it came with a tie that had red and black stripes, a republican power tie? 

     The idea made sense, make them look sane and conservative. He looked alright in the full length mirror so he headed up directly, hoping that the make-up lady wouldn't still be as mad at him. If so he'd be going out without anything on his face. Possibly without eyebrows too. That could work though, the no make-up part. He always felt a little uneasy when it came to make-up, even for professional reasons. Men didn't wear that, right? Besides, he didn't need to be pretty, just trustworthy looking.

     Sighing Denis realized he still needed to apologize to her. Clari the make-up woman. Even if it hadn't been rape, she'd felt abused. His not acknowledging that was... Low. He really didn't want to do it, to explain what he'd been thinking and all at the time, but he owed her that. Hopefully she wouldn't just shoot him.

     On two, the second press room, a big space that normally had a single large table in it, at least from what Denis remembered, had been transformed. The broadcast was going out live, and the interview done by some blond female reporter that Brian Yi had roped into it. It really was a huge story, if an unpopular one. That didn't mean it couldn't make a career though, not if they did it right.

      The front of the space had four soft chairs set up, all a cream white color and a light blue backdrop. The reporter was on the right, leaving Kerry, Ginger and Bethany Yoder sitting together and holding hands. Denis wasn't up yet. His part came later, if everything went even remotely to plan. If not they'd do it on the fly. This was the important part though, the heart rending part that would affect the mind of the public first. 

     The evidence was presented with tears, and a bit of sobbing, even the blond reporter cried a bit. That... didn't even seem faked. The whole thing was bitterly tearing on the soul. A true horror just to hear. Then they had experts on who presented the DNA evidence clearly and showed that the facts presented were incontrovertible. The only possible loophole being that somehow some other man was the father of them all. Even with fresh DNA... Well, the “Dirty Infected” could be lying, right? It didn't take long for that to be mentioned, even by the sensitive blond reporter than honestly seemed to be on their side.

     Then Bethy did something that surprised even him. She presented her birth-certificate, which was signed by her mom... and Darren Jones. Denis didn't have one himself, most of the kids didn't. Bethany just happened to be old enough to have gotten one and no one had ever thought to hide it from her. It was a freaking bombshell alright. Still, it could be faked. Anything could be now.

     Before the hour long program had ended all the major news networks were sending people to do interviews. Being this was the IPB headquarters and they ran daily press briefings, there were camera crews setting up before the experts had even finished with the examination of the papers Bethy had. At first, of course, the reporters all wanted sound bites from the girls, the younger ones, the daughters and granddaughters all in one. 

     Kerry especially, having been the bastard's “wife” too. The main topic being the validity of their claims that the good Reverend Jones might be Infected. 

     All of that, and what the world wanted to know was if the man had a power? Denis had been ready for it, but after listening to everything said he could hardly credit it. He found himself sitting in a hard plastic chair and fidgeting for the whole time, wanting to jump to his sister's rescue as accusations and harsh questions came in. He couldn't. Not yet. The green chair shifted and squeaked under him as he watched.

     An hour and twenty minutes later it happened. The event they all waited for. Hoped for at least and didn't really expect at all. It was after all, moronic. When he heard Denis stood eagerly, it was finally his turn to do something. He felt nervous, scared even, but ready. Focused.

      Senator Hooper used some of his clout to get an emergency airing for his friend, the “good Reverend Jones” all the stations were covering the same feed. He “demanded “that an IPB representative be brought out to answer for the “scandalous and false” charges made against him. The “good Reverend” asked for this several times, relying on the fact that in the normal course of events, that would take days to arrange, the IPB not being allowed to make more than simple comments about how “things were under investigation”. This time the rules were different though, and they were ready. It made a huge difference when you already knew you didn't have to take someone to court first. The other side didn't know that yet though. 

     So what the Prophet Darren Jones got was Kerry and Denis. Exactly what he'd asked for. IPB representatives there to answer questions and face him directly. Every news channel in the country was running the bit live.

     The chairs were arranged facing the cameras and the signal went out the broad faced monster showing on a screen in front of them, near the cameras, so that they could look him straight in the eye. Or at least the illusion would be like that. It made people look honest and forthright. Kerry had to look away though. 

     She tried, but she wasn't able to lock gazes with the man. It had been conditioned into her for years, into all of them. Denis had been away for longer though and hadn't been given as much direct influence, not being all that interesting to the man himself. That and all the meditation paid off. He could stare the man down. Thanks in part to Hobbs and crazy Carl. 

     So he did.

     The Prophet Darren practically smirked when he saw Kerry at first. He knew she couldn't face him, not under pressure like this. She might not even be able to talk. When the beast saw Denis he hesitated though. Mustering all his focus and concentration, Denis smiled into the camera.

     “Hi dad. Remember me?”
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     The denial that followed the first words would have gone a lot better if the moron hadn't nearly shouted “Denis” into the cameras first. Then the man stammered for about half a minute, scrambling for something to say while Denis spoke calmly.

     “The allegations made are one hundred percent true, and we have iron clad proof. More, I've seen years of abuse at this man's hands myself, and this isn't an isolated thing, there are over fifty women and children involved in this case and countless young men that have been driven to their deaths by Darren Jones, using Infected coercive abilities.”

      After that it was just a matter of watching the meltdown. The guy virtually crapped himself then and it got even worse a few moments later when Kerry started laying into him. She had a sudden feeling of righteous indignation that overcame the programming from dear old dad. Denis looked at the screen, but angled himself so he could watch her speak too and kept pumping that feeling out the whole time. The monster may have had his little sister for a lot longer than Denis had known her, but Denis was much stronger. Vastly so. Plus, they had right on their side. 

     It made a difference.

     The spot actually got extended after Darren Jones ran off the set where he was in Washington D.C.. Mainly because of what Denis did next, he thought, which was inform the public that there was a warrant out for the arrest of anti-Infected hate leader Reverend Darren Jones and that a death warrant was being sought due to the dangerous nature of the man's abilities. He said it clearly and repeated it several times, also spelling out that Jones was Infected and dangerous so clearly that it nearly made him laugh the second time he did it.

     No one else did. 

     “It could be that many people in his organization are Infected as well. The IPB is looking into all of his known associates in the hate community.”

     The newscaster, a good looking man with a fake tan and comfortable lines on his face, asked the needed follow-up question as if he were on script. Denis practically cheered when the man actually said the words. This guy was definitely his favorite newsman from now on, he decided.

     “The Reverend Darren Jones is a known associate and longtime close friend of Senator Hooper. Both have been very outspoken in regards to Infected issues...”

     “Well Gerald, I can't comment on that right now, except to say again, all of Jones' associates are being looked into. But even if it's shown that Senator Hooper is in fact hiding his own Infected status, like some of his colleagues in the hate community, that doesn't mean that he's purposefully broken any law with the use of his ability. The IPB does not, in any way, seek to persecute people simply for being Infected. We only seek to protect the public from wrong doing at the hands of people that cannot, or will not, control themselves. That goes for everyone, even senators.”

     Sitting next to him Kerry nodded firmly. She was IPB too after all. The first line of defense against the real horrors of the world. 

     Sometimes the only line. 

     The next weeks went mad, for Denis at least. He nearly started to look forward to Hobbs beating him or whatever torture the day would bring. The press had started to get old fast, asking the same things over and over again like they did. It took all of his will not to cuss them out on the air. He spent hours each day talking to reporters and on the phone giving interviews. As bad as it was for him though, the girls all had it way worse. 

     Finally, Charlot Chambers had to step in and slow down the rate of exposure, fearing that the women would break mentally under the strain. That she could see that and cared... It made him wonder if the woman was different than he thought somehow. She still glowered at him when they met, but she was nice to the girls, which meant a lot.

     Mark's show aired, to interesting ratings. Kind of mixed. 

     After a strange and bizarre fashion.

     People watched, a lot of them, more than any other new cooking or baking show in history. That part was going fine, they had the numbers and that made the network very happy. Mainly. 

     Then the watchers screamed and hollered about how evil it was. Showing Infected being nice and safe? Doing nothing more than baking and serving food to people? The horror. Not all of them, but enough that there was some worry about the show being boycotted by advertisers responding to a call for it from Senator Hooper. 

     Kerry got a larger role after that since the Senator couldn't really be seen to try and attack her personally without drawing attention to his own recent scandal. That part went pretty well. When the first poll was taken she was actually tied with Warren as the third most popular person on the show, with Prime coming in second, even though he was mainly just the pot washer still. He just naturally did well in things like that and managed a lot of screen time somehow. It was like magic, how often his face was on the screen.

     To everyone's amusement and his own personal amazement, Denis was tied in popularity on the show with Mark in the first spot.

     “People really do like watching other people fail and struggle. Plus the way the show is geared, he's the comedy relief, which always makes for decent exposure.” Charlot told them as she gave them the numbers. She hardly even glared at him when she revealed the news. A little, but her hands didn't glow every time they met anymore, so that was looking up.

     For nearly a whole month everything went fine. Not perfect. But alright. 

     For instance, Denis kind of thought that Lauren had a crush on him. He didn't want to be rude to her, or mean in any way, since the woman was sweet and so lonely it hurt for him to watch it, but a physical relationship just didn't seem to be in the cards there. 

     As in not physically possible, even if he was willing to try it out of friendship, which... well, he was. She was a good person. If he could make her life better by sleeping with her, Denis would. He would have missed it happening altogether, except that Kerry, in her new role as sister, pointed it out to him several times. That... could be dicey. Insulting the giant woman wouldn't be good for her mental health at all. For the time being he decided to just ignore it. If nothing else he could always tell her he was already seeing someone. Which he was, after a fashion. 

     Shrugging he wondered if he could use his ability to get the giant off. Maybe make it feel like she was being hugged and cuddled too? It did nothing for him... but then he really did kind of have someone already. He'd just have to try, if that's what Lauren really wanted to, at least. They could have a date night or something.

     Peggy was low key about the whole thing, and certainly didn't seem to expect much from him, but managed to come to his door at least twice a week. They normally spent the night together then. Denis felt a little awkward about it, because he didn't love her. Really, he didn't know if he was even capable of love, not after all he'd been through in life. Still, no one else was vying for the place in his bed either, so for the time being that worked. Didn't it?

     It was Cellophane that came for him when it happened. She pounded on the door next to his, loud and hard, three beats followed by three, followed by three. It seemed a little off, but he figured it for S.O.S. Old Morse code.

     Emergency.

     Denis ran to the hall and felt his arm grabbed, the left one, and the girl propelled him through the base. He kept up a bit better now at least, thanks to all the regular jogging in the mornings. When they got to the conference room the murder was being played on a loop. There, on his knees was the Prophet Darren, who looked thinner and bedraggled, wearing filthy clothes and begging a small figure dressed in all black not to kill him. 

     The form behind him had on an all black ski mask.

     Denis could have told him begging wouldn't work. Really, he should have known that, being that it was him that had taught that to all his children.

     Nothing the man could have said would save his life right then, not even if he'd had the cure for cancer and all poverty in his head. He cried and moaned about how it wasn't fair. It was pitiful, but made Denis laugh right until she capped him in the back of the head without preamble. The bullets ripped his head open again and again as she fired until the clip was empty. They played it without stopping, making comments about it the whole time. Denis smiled. It was gross, but he couldn't help but feel a sense of relief.

      It was finally over.

      The little black form walked off the screen and no one had any way of knowing who it was at all. Except Denis of course. He recognized her instantly.

     Mindy.

     That it was her was so certain that Denis didn't doubt it for a moment. Kerry walked in, took one look at the screen and grinned.

     “About time, so the death warrant was finally served? Who is that, is it-”

     “No one we know. Obviously. Well, he had that warrant out anyway, so I doubt that anyone will look very hard, will they Director Moore?” If Denis led the conversation with his tone anymore it would have been over the top. Then he'd never had acting lessons, had he?

     The old man, gray hair still thick, middle still blocky, shook his head.

     “For someone that killed an Infected criminal with a death warrant? I really don't see a lot of resources being spent there, no. A shame, but that isn't our area. The killer didn't show any Infected talents. In fact, technically speaking, it was a legal action. At any rate, whoever they are, they saved us the time and effort of finding and killing the man ourselves. Probably someone from the anti-Infected movement taking revenge for his betrayal of them. We need to move now and try to stem the tide of violence. Make sure that other anti-Infected hate leaders aren't killed in the same fashion, since some of them are almost certainly Infected.” He left the room, a happy smile on his face. The threat was all implied, and for Hooper and his friends specifically, but clear enough.

     They might find themselves on their knees, a bullet to the back of the head, from “their own people” if they weren't careful. Denis had to fight his own smile then.

     Mindy really would have to lay low for a while, of course. At least until everyone forgot to look for her anymore. So a few months. Maybe less. Especially since she had work to do.

     It didn't take long for that to happen at all.

     Denis and Kerry stayed out of it, but strangely all the paperwork on the topic had gotten “misplaced” somehow. At first it was just at the IPB, but a week later Marcia took him for a walk, a forced march, along with a couple of agents, Lancaster and Reyes. They didn't pack a lunch, and moved fast, almost a jog for him. For a while he kind of wondered if they were taking him out to kill him, or at least kick his ass for something, but they kept going until they hit a small stream, then under the shade of a pine tree, or possibly fur, since the leaves were dense and a little bluish, they laid it out for him without hesitation.

     Lancaster spoke first. His deep voice low.

     “We've had your sister, Mindy, redacted. It took some string pulling, but she doesn't exist in the system anymore. Not at all. That way she can keep running “The Pure” along with your other sisters and not ever pop in a trace. We had to make them vanish too.” The tone was matter of fact, but a little cold.

     “And that means...” Denis asked, his voice leading.

     They all looked at him like he was stupid. Maybe he was. It just didn't make sense to tell him at all until Marcia touched his arm gently.

     “It means you can't have any contact with her Den. She's basically deep under cover now and so are about half your other sisters. It's messed up but...”

     Ah. He got it then. Mindy had to keep fighting and now that Darren Jones was out of the way she'd decided to go after the anti-Infected crowd.

      Good.

      It wasn't like they'd been close, and yeah, he'd worry about her, but he wouldn't stand in the way of her doing what she needed to. Not after everything she'd been through. The others either. If they needed to wage war on bigots and monsters... Yeah, Denis really could get that. They were so angry they had to lash out at something, that or go insane. The Prophet Darren being dead didn't make the pain go away, just the problem. Now they had to deal as best they could.

     As they walked back Marcia kept slapping him on the back.

     “I thought you'd be a bit more torn up about this.” She said finally, giving him an odd look he didn't know how to read.

     “That my sister's part of the war?” He said, which oddly Lancaster got, but Reyes just looked baffled at. 

     The tall blond man shrugged.

     “That you can't see her for a while. Maybe ever. That can be hard on people. Especially families.”

     Denis laughed.

     “She's my sister. But you guys, the IPB, even you pricks in your black suits, you're my family. As much of one as I have. How's that for screwed up? On the good side we don't have to go far for the family reunion.”

     This got a chuckle from the others, but no one denied it was true, not even Marcia.

     They just walked the rest of the way home in silence.

     Probably wondering if this admission from him meant they had to get him birthday and Christmas presents.

     It did, he decided.

     It most certainly did.
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     Jake's stomach hurt again.

     Not exactly a big mystery as to why. It wasn't real pain, just fear. Terror really. He knew the feeling pretty well now, that tightening low in the belly that turned to cramps about the time he had to go into a house. Every freaking time. Any house now too, even when he wasn't out with his crew hunting, like they were now. 

     So at least this time it was probably warranted.

      Some people tried to claim that the fear was part of the zombie thing, a side effect of whatever took someone from alive to dead and turned them into an animated human shark, eating the living without end, looking for food if they weren't eating.

     Those people were lying to themselves. 

     No, the fear was natural and part of anyone still sane enough to realize what was going on, and a few people that weren't. Jake knew that now. Admitted it fully. Lying to yourself just got you killed anymore, didn't it? He was afraid, and it had settled deep into his bones, making him want to run away from what lay past the door in front of him. That couldn't stop him though. Not if they were all going to survive.

     Someone had to make the zombies go away, and if they didn't do it, who would?

     Holding the spear he'd fashioned from an old rake handle, sharpened to a point, but not one too sharp – that made them fragile and the point could shatter – Jake stood in the open front doorway of the little white colored house. Waiting. In front of him he heard her screaming at the top of her lungs.   That didn't help the fear at all, Molly doing her job the way she did. In fact, it freaked him out.

      A lot.

     Zombies came to human voices like lazy moths to flame and they positively ran toward screaming. Probably trying to get in on the free meal before the others ate it all. So when the cleaners hunted, they used a screamer. Someone, usually a woman since they screamed better than men, made some noise and got the undead going, headed toward their position, waiting for them in relative safety and comfort. Today they were starting on the front porch, but Molly had insisted on going inside. Alone.

     Again.

     Then, the girl was suicidal, so who could blame her?

     Most people just stuck a gun in their mouths if they wanted out, but her people had been Catholic when it all started, so she didn't believe in just killing herself like a normal person. No, she just courted death instead, hoping that Jesus would call her home or whatever it was they believed. 

     Brilliant plan, except that she'd probably end up a zombie, which would mean he'd have to cut her freaking head off himself. Jake really hated having to behead people he knew like that. It was much harder than just shooting them in the first place. 

     Taking a head always felt so personal, so final. Even from zombies. Plus that feeling, the pull of the knife on his hand while he cut, or the gristly feeling of a machete on soft wet bone stayed with you. Like it lived in your hands and arms, all the time.

      Well, at least they weren't sleeping together. Jake had asked if she wanted to, figuring that someone that slept around as much as the chubby brunette did might give him a shot. 

     She did. 

     Shot right down. 

     Claimed that he wasn't her type of all things. That had been interesting, because until that moment Jake hadn't known she had a type, or even standards. It was the reason he'd asked.

     Well, that was no big. He'd started out a bit thin and rangy looking and six months in the land of the dead hadn't helped much at all there. At the end of the world you kind of expected to get laid though. Wasn't that in all the stories? It seemed to be working for almost everyone else. Even the ugly people were getting action, based mainly on the fact that they were still alive. The bar didn't seem as high anymore. Not for most people. Just him, Jake guessed, a little sourly.

     A form rushed him fast and hard. Out of the black interior of the single story ranch style house moving straight for him without stopping. Jake pulled the spear out of the way, since it was Molly, not something more dead yet. His job being sticker for this hunt, a position he'd invented, but that all the groups used now, wasn't that hard. Not really, so he'd move from there to shooting too, if they needed the backup. They being the forty-something Tipper, who swore she was a lesbian and the thirteen year old slightly chubby boy next to her, Dave.

     Tipper looked the part she tried to sell him, but went off with a lot of guys too. Not Jake's business, except that she was clearly lying about it to him. That... hurt a bit. He might not be the best looking guy in the world, but he wasn't deformed either. Plus, he'd never given her reason to be untruthful to him about something like that, had he? Yeah, they were friends and yes he'd asked her if she wanted to have sex, mainly because he didn't want to die a twenty-four year old virgin, which didn't seem that unreasonable to him. It had been a while ago, when Jake had asked her. She still maintained she only liked women. Even after they'd saved each other's lives, like fifteen times. 

     She'd started out looking like a businesswoman, butching her hair off in the second week and dressing like a fighter after the third. More like a lumberjack than most of them did, red flannel long sleeves, two or three shirts under that and heavy jeans. Way too hot for August. All of them were dressed about the same. 

     Dave was in blue, jeans and oversized shirts tucked in and tied down so that nothing would catch if he had to run or fight. In the three months the boy had been on the team he'd gone from a real fatty to merely a bit hefty. Honestly, if he'd looked like this before he probably would have been recruited for school sports teams. The guy handled himself well and built muscle pretty easily, even as they all half-starved most of the time. Inside three more months the kid would probably be stripped down to lean. 

     Back Before they'd both been first person shooter fans, gaming all the time. A lot of the best hunters now had been. Dave was certainly that. One of the best. Kid or not.

     He was also probably a psychopath. 

     A real one. 

     He loved killing. Zombies, animals for dinner, people that didn't do what he wanted. Pretty much anything that he didn't think would kill him first. Brave though. Dave said he didn't feel fear at all and after everything, Jake kind of believed it. Watching him work was like looking at ice in a freezer. Cold and with no sign of melting any time soon. 

     That must be nice. Jake was always afraid now. For instance, at that very moment he felt a deep and abiding fear that Molly was going to run straight up the spear. Moron.

     “Behind me!” The large girl bleated loudly, a panicked squeal that easily would have been enough to get any black blooded zombie going after her in search of lunch. 

     It took a second to get the spear down and he nearly missed the window, since the girl threw herself to the right again, instead of the left like they'd practiced. He'd have called her a retard, but that would be insulting the good mentally challenged people of the world. If there were any of them left. So instead of an instant reaction, up and to his left, then down into the runner behind her, Jake had to jump back and stab desperately into the thing's middle like a spaz.

     This zombie had worn a suit to work. That or the guy, knowing he was about to die from a bite, had dressed up in his finest clothes, so that he'd make a good impression later. Rather than take his own head off like he should have. Either way it was a pain in the ass now, because the heavy jacket, once a nice gray coat, now covered with layers of dried blood and filth, caught the spear point, which would have hit in the center if things had gone like they should. He wanted the relatively soft middle, got ribs and fabric instead. Falling back as the man, who'd been older when he died, looking to be in his mid-fifties or so, ran at him full speed. Jake floundered a bit before managing a kick to the middle, a stomp really, with his left foot, which gave him enough distance to re-center and stab again. It was risky, trying to kick a zombie like that, but this time it worked, without any scratching or grabbing.

     The spear rode up, the man impaling himself on it almost without notice, there was groaning, but that happened all the time, it wasn't a sign of pain. Or at least not pain that Jake was causing. Once it was about a foot through, just outside of the thing's arms reach, Jake pushed up, hard. Using the wooden handle as a lever. The ichor dripping out slowly, and the stench of death suddenly magnified enough to make him gag a little. The blood of the zombie was black and thick as the guy finally overbalanced and fell back, thankfully into the front room of the house as planned. New ones still had red blood, so this one had been around for a while, even though it looked to be in good shape. Probably trapped inside here then.

     “Jesus fuck Molly,” Dave said quietly, menace pouring off his body strongly enough that Jake could feel it ten feet away. “If you want to kill Jake that badly, just grow a pair and shoot him. For now, just get the hell out of the way and stay down, we'll deal with this later.” 

     Tipper growled, a low sound that wouldn't attract any zombies that might be out and about. That was rare, but it could happen, they'd all lived it at least once. Back when everything first started every second person you saw was already gone. Now, in Westwood at least, it was still true, but there were a lot fewer people, so it was harder to notice.

     “Darn straight girl. It's one thing to get yourself killed...” The butch looking woman moved in alongside Dave, who made the first kill with the shotgun in his hand, a single shot to the thing's head. 

     Then Dave shot again, another one in the room then. Dave rarely missed on something already down. Jumping to his left, he moved back, reloading as he did, smoothly and with an eerie dead eyed calm. Tipper took her turn and two blasts later moved back too, doing the same thing, just like they practiced. Everyone moving their body was supposed to go to the left each time, their own left. It wasn't hard or confusing. They kept going like that, shoot and move back, letting their partner catch the next one as it came. Trusting each other. Like actual friends or something.

     Something set his nerves on edge suddenly. Jake didn't know why, he didn't see anything yet and only felt as scared as usual, but... the situation wasn't right. He just knew something was very wrong. Without hesitation he pulled the nine millimeter from the holster on his belt and took aim at the door, waiting. Everyone was outside, which should be safe, roughly speaking. It just didn't work for him here. The situation had gotten creepy. Dangerous. More deadly somehow, which shouldn't have really been possible.

     Tipper and Dave handled the four that came at them from the house easily enough, so he turned around just in time to see the other two, both runners, headed straight for them.

     Ah, that would be it then. Jake nodded to himself a bit. Now it made sense.

      Molly, genius that she was, screamed. The runners headed straight for her. Well, it was her job, but a handgun wouldn't have been his first choice for trying to take these things out on the move and they hardly used rifles at all anymore, so he hadn't thought to bring one. These guys, both were men and had been young before they passed on, probably some of the first hunters from their heavy, torn and blood stained clothing, had been fit and strong when they went, which meant fast now. 

     Lovely. 

     Jake took aim and got the first one about fifteen feet away from Molly's throat.

     The two at the porch were still dealing with the threat from inside, and Molly still had one closing on her position fast. Like a freaking linebacker. It would have helped if she shut up, maybe, but that wouldn't happen. The girl wanted to die and apparently didn't mind taking her team along for the ride. Sweet of her really, always willing to share the treat. Except that she wasn't, not with Jake, was she? He nearly shot her first, to stop the noise, but managed to load three slugs into the charger's brain pan instead, stopping it no more than a foot outside its arms reach from its target. Molly kept screaming. 

     Stupid cunt.

     Jake didn't like to use foul language as a rule, but the girl was going to get them all killed. Possibly today if she didn't shut it fast. Before he could shoot her Tipper cast him a worried look and spoke low, nearly the growl that Jake used most of the time himself.

     “Can it Molly. Stop now or we'll have to kill you.” She kept looking at Jake while she spoke.

     For some reason, ever since the beginning, whenever people had to be killed for the good of the group, everyone always looked at him. Probably because in the original group of eight, he'd been the only one willing to take out Gary when he'd freaked. It had been the eighth night when it happened. Zombies came toward organic noises, especially human voices, but they ignored gunfire. What Molly didn't ignore was the clatter of Dave's shotgun chambering a round. The kid wouldn't kill the girl, or at least Jake didn't think so, not yet. He really wanted to though. So did Jake at the moment.     

     That feeling stopped when the girl did, voice going dead instantly.

     “Good. Let's pull back and see what comes out now.” This again got muttered low and deep, Jake may not have had more than a mid-tone tenor for singing, but it went low for zombies. Nearly a croak. They liked high pitched voices better and higher tones carried better to zombie ears. 

     They moved quietly then, weapons out, except for Molly, who glared at him when she thought he wasn't looking. Why him? Who knew. Jake would have killed her if she hadn't shut-up, sure, so would the others. They even all liked her well enough when she didn't freak out like that. He wondered what her problem with him could be? It had been her screwing up as far as he could tell. Even with that, when she moved wrong, he'd covered her and got the dump in time. It was annoying, but not something to carry around with them really.

     That, dumping a single zombie over, made a huge difference. The first hunters didn't know about it and ended up in vast open fights with undead climbing all over them. About half of them died each time they fought, because zombies don't stop unless you destroy a big chunk of the brain, which movies aside, was harder to do than it sounded. Or... if you provided food. Yeah, they could throw a living person to them too, that worked pretty well, overall. A bit hard on morale though. Dumping a zombie got the others to stop for about half a minute while they tried taking a bite of the downed form, just in case it was lunch. They didn't like the taste, but it could take them three or four bites to make sure. 

     All of them stopped, most of the time, to check an already downed potential snack. Hence a guy at the door with a spear. Machetes and baseball bats had been tried too, and they kind of worked, but had drawbacks. Machetes let the creatures get too close and bats didn't get them on the ground fast enough. It could take a half dozen swings to down one and that just took too long most of the time. 

     Shooting worked, but zombies rarely went down from anything less than a headshot and shooting them holding still and bent over a body trying to munch was much easier than doing the same thing as they were charging full blast. They didn't move all that fast as they aged, but the fresh ones were nearly as quick as live people. Anyone could take out slow shamblers. That was where the old movies had it wrong though, thinking that the old ones were all you'd have to ever face, and that they'd all look like they'd come out of the grave. They got that way after a while, but the fresh ones could sometimes pass as human. In looks at least.

     Except most people didn't try to eat you.

     They moved back a ways, quietly, waiting to see if anything else came out to play. Nothing did, thank god. Not that Jake believed anymore, if he ever really had. Not now. If there was a god he'd abandoned them all six months back and hadn't even sent a note to explain why. No backup or anything.

     Kind of a douche move, if it was really the case.

     Molly sat on the ground crying and glaring at him between sobs. At least she was muffling the noise now. Really, Jake felt like just getting a new screamer, or just doing it himself. He really couldn't though, his voice always stayed too soft now. 

     The chubby girl would end up getting him killed and the way she'd been doing things, he'd come back as a zombie. That would suck. 

     For one thing he really didn't think human flesh would be all that tasty, since zombies didn't even cook it first. Plus everyone was thin and stringy now. The other thing was the whole look they got going, pasty and torn up. The rotting didn't help either. Yeah, he was white, but finally had a little color to his face from all the hunting the team had done that summer, along with the farm work he'd put in. He'd hate to lose that now. It was the best tan he'd ever had.

     Nothing happened at all, not for hours. Finally, just about the time he was getting ready to call a halt to the day, a single form walked out of a house near the one they'd been working in. The form didn't shamble or run, just walked carefully, looking around. It could be one of the rare smart ones, or it could be a regular person. Not their problem if the later, the former was though. The intelligent zombies were the worst. No easy way to tell if it was a dead person for sure from there, or, well there was one, but it was kind of dangerous. After watching it for several minutes, still not able to tell, except that it seemed like a girl, or a woman... or a young man wearing a dress. Jake decided on the easy thing. First he signaled to Dave and Tipper, a single wave from him to the target, cupping his hands in front of his face to explain the plan. They both nodded back, ready to move if need be.

     “Hello!” Jake yelled, his voice still hoarse from all the whispering he'd been doing over the last months. Then he waited.

     The form didn't run toward them, instead it turned and ran away. Human then. Good. They could go. If the person had wanted to talk they would have either yelled back, or if they were sane, waved and waited to see what happened. Of course their hunting group were cleaners, the people that moved in and cleared neighborhoods of the undead, which meant, if not a safe group, at least one that probably wouldn't rape or rob you. Everyone knew that by now. Most groups were a little spottier than that. 

     Really that wasn't exactly correct.

     Most groups were made of decent people that would as soon leave you alone as not, truth be told. Those groups hid and kept their heads down when they could. But some of the worst went out looking for victims a lot. There had been a biker gang that terrorized the area for the first two months for instance. That group had been a pretty rough and tumble lot.

     They didn't make it.

      What worked to intimidate good regular people Back Before didn't work very well on zombies at all, and people that hunted the already dead didn't just give up anymore because you looked a little scary or waved a gun. It was an attitude thing.

     The biggest problem they still had in Westwood was the police. The remaining piece of the police force that was. The fire department had held together for nearly three weeks scrambling to fight fires and protect people, even if they weren't armed for it at all and the EMTs held nearly as long after the announcement from the Center for Disease Control came over everyone's radios and television sets. 

     The police had started breaking inside four days. They didn't just run, which could have been forgiven, Jake guessed. After all, they weren't trained for Armageddon any more than the next group of people. What they did though was use the taxpayer provided weapons and their badges to loot the town, then took over Castor's farm, which, thanks to crazy Mr. Castor's paranoia had a fence around the whole place topped with barbed wire. They made occasional raids still and had taken to stealing women for some reason, or so it was rumored. The reasons why varied depending on who you asked. Jake didn't know himself. He just kind of hoped it wasn't for food.

     All he knew for certain was that they didn't send out small groups like his. Any group over ten people had to be watched, just in case it turned out to be them. Luckily, the police were trained to be cowardly. They constantly feared everything, meaning they didn't go out too often. That worked for the rest of them at the moment, since it meant they could just walk back home before dark. It was only about five miles, which meant two hours, since they had Molly along. She couldn't keep up with even a slow jog and whined about a fast walk. 

     If she did that today though, Jake was going to have to shoot her. 

     It wasn't a rule that you had to go quickly or even that you couldn't whine, he'd just had enough of her for the day. Hopefully the others would back his story about how she'd turned into a zombie without warning and he'd had to “help her along” or they could claim she'd tripped and gotten lost... Or that gypsies had stolen her.

     No one would buy it, but that would be halfway funny at least.

     The journey went even slower than normal and Molly did, of course, start complaining about halfway there. Not loudly, but it still rankled. Mainly because she'd decided everything that had happened was his fault and harped on the idea without pause.

     “We agreed on left, that's what we practiced and then you moved right. How am I supposed to do anything about that? Those things nearly got me!” She said, her tone rather sincerely bitchy.

     Jake, thankfully didn't have to answer her, since Dave did.

     “You stupid cunt, you ran the wrong way. It's always your own left. You went to the right. Not doing that is how you're supposed to stop it. Yeah, Jake took the spear to the other side, scrambling not to stab your chunky ass. It nearly got him killed and you're trying to blame him for it? God. Look I know you're not exactly mensa material, but you could at least learn to notice when you mess up that badly, can't you?”

     The girl, no make-up on a round face that actually looked better now than it had early on, having thinned a good bit due to reduced rations, looked to Tipper for some girl solidarity. Her big brown cow eyes were kind of imploring actually. Jake nearly felt bad for her but she wasn't trying for good will from him. Just Tipper.

     She didn't find it. 

     One thing about Tip, she was all work in the field. Hardcore like a soldier or even special forces guy. Most of the rest of the time too. Freaking tough really. It meant she called things like she saw them, no matter who it might offend. Including him if he was the one screwing up, but this time that wasn't her reaction at all.

     “No shit Mol. Jake went by the plan and the only thing that saved you was how quick his reflexes are. Twice. If you think Dave or I could have saved you back there think again, we were in the wrong place totally and would have taken half your face off if we'd tried to hit those hostiles with shotguns at that range. What was with the screaming off plan crap anyway? That should have bought you a bullet to the brain you know. I'm really kind of shocked that it didn't.” She fired a strange look at Jake then, one that spoke of fear she hadn't shown when everything had happened at all. 

     Worry about Jake having not killed the girl? Maybe he was being too soft?

     The dark haired girl looked at the other woman with venom in her eyes, but didn't say anything. Tipper may have given them a funny name to call her, but that was the only joke she'd told. If it was one. Dave just walked, bored with the conversation already. Jake could see that. There would be more of it to come, obviously, from the way Molly stared at him, but hey, that was part and parcel to being around other humans, wasn't it? People generally whined and almost always about useless shit. Before, back when he lived in his parent's basement and played video games sixteen hours a day that's how he'd been. A whining and annoying little waste of space. If he was going to be honest, Molly now was a better person than he'd been back then. At least she tried to help people by screaming. 

     He'd mainly just mopped and felt like the world had wronged him.

     They kept walking and the complaints became less frequent as they sped up. It really wasn't that Jake wanted to silence Molly, just get back in time for dinner, since it was potato night. The night before they'd had venison, a treat, which Carl had taken down on his way back from a clean-up with his crew. That was rare though. No one hunted regularly and the deer avoided town. They still had some left, which would probably be a stew or something for dinner, but they'd had mashed turnips the day before. Not exactly a culinary delight as far as Jake was concerned. 

     Then again he'd complain about that out loud about the same time he could run into town to pick up a big bag of something else for dinner. It was food and that's what they had, so he ate it. 

     A few people still went on about things like that, or dreamed of foods they didn't have. It didn't help. It just made you hungry for things you couldn't get, which left you unsatisfied. Better to just forget about food as anything more than what you had at the moment, and tonight was potatoes. Early ones they'd managed to grow on the farm that their group had taken over. It had been backbreaking labor, but they'd gotten nearly two hundred acres planted back in May. The big harvest was coming, and then they had to can, dry and all that other stuff he'd never done before and had barely heard of. Thank god they had Lois and Mary to run that for them. If it wasn't for the two women, one an old hippie that used to live on a commune and the other a survivalist, they'd have been going hungry the next winter for sure. 

     The farm was in the middle of a field of green, low things planted around the house, corn off a ways, so that no one could sneak up on them too easily. They had herbs near the back, which improved the food a lot and beets as well, maybe carrots too. Jake didn't really know for certain off the top of his head. Most of the crews that went hunting didn't do a lot around the place. He tried, when he could, because it made sense. If everyone pitched in their odds of survival went way up. If they carried dead weight... Well, winter was going to be hard that way.

     He didn't mind the kids that much, because really they weren't dead weight, just young. The two that were left did their chores without complaint and even did a decent job of it, better than a lot of people to tell the truth. The old people... well no one really old was alive, were they? The oldest people they had were Burt and Lois and both of them stayed in and around the house, or went into town to loot only with a heavy guard. Burt knew stuff, how to make water pumps and wind turbines from scratch, stuff like that. He didn't just carry his own weight, but part of everyone else's as well. All Jake could do really was manual labor. He tried to learn at least when he could and work as best he was able.

     But they had dead weight.

     The moron crew. They weren't hunters or even useful at anything, they weren't even good for guard duty for the most part, since they were too lazy to trust. It was a team of four or five, led by the oh-so popular Derrick Holsom. 

     He'd been on the police force before, but they hadn't taken him in when they raided the town. Holsom had claimed it was because he was a “good” cop and that the criminals on the force just hadn't liked that he'd wanted to try and protect the civilians. Jake was pretty sure he understood what they'd really been thinking now though. At very best Derrick would have been a pain in the rear. Even here he tried to undermine Nate, their leader, at every turn.

     Normally that wouldn't have been such a huge deal, but Holsom had three things wrong with him for this situation. He was popular with the women and had slept with most of them already. He was a former authority figure, which meant the others, especially the younger women, still looked to him for guidance. The worst thing though, was that he was stupid. If the man had ever come up with a good idea Jake had been gone at the time and no one had bothered to inform him of the red letter day.

     To him the situation fairly screamed what was going on most of the time. Holsom thought he was the best one to lead, but if he ever did, they'd all be screwed. The man couldn't even be bothered to do his share of the work and relied on bullying others to get by. 

     He had his people too, all men, all large and all at least as stupid and lazy as he was. Jake hadn't even bothered to learn their names. As soon as he had a reason he planned to kill them all if they didn't shape up. Before winter set in at the latest. They were a burden right now, when the cold hit and food got scarce, having them could mean death. He'd need a real reason, of course, or the women would lynch him though, for taking away their favorite boy toy. 

     Shallow bitches.

     Oh, it wasn't fair of him to think that about them, he knew and tried to get himself to stop. Still, plenty of other reasons to dislike Holsom, not just him getting all the girls.

     The house had white siding on it, so it gleamed in the bright sun, the green in the field stark and wonderful to see. It had a rust red trim, also done in vinyl siding, kind of pretty really. The people that had lived here before had really invested in the future. Unfortunately they didn't know what that meant at the time and wasted their money on home improvements that didn't mean much now. Siding and a nice electric range in the kitchen, a really nice matching washer and dryer combo and a deep freezer off in the barn, a huge thing for storing meat. None of that worked of course, except the vinyl. They should have put in another cellar, that would have actually helped.

     In the back of the house Burt, gray haired and wearing a bright blue Hawaiian shirt and some tan colored shorts that looked to fall off if he wasn't careful, worked to prop up the edge of a windmill blade, trying to set it in place. Jake jogged over, and helped get it upright, then held it as the older man tamped the base down and set brace supports for it.

     “We really should have a concrete base, but the store was out last I checked. I don't think they've gotten a new order in yet. We should go look again soon. Check construction sites and people garages? Not that I'd want to be the one doing it.” The tone sounded relaxed, happy even. Burt always did. Almost. When he didn't, there was a real problem.

     Jake looked at the windmill, trying to make sense of how it transferred power. It had a belt of heavy cloth, nylon webbing, instead of gears. Behind the blades, large wooden paddles, there was a circle, a wheel that the heavy strap wrapped half way around, then it rested snugly over a similar, but much smaller circle on the bottom. It was all wood. It had to be, until they got enough power going to run an arc welder. Burt said he knew how to use one and even had a few sitting in the shed he used as a workshop about fifty feet away toward the fields. 

     The old man started laughing as Jake checked the whole thing out, “I know, far from ideal, but it's a start. With this we can pump water from the well to fill a cistern, a big water tank on a platform. That will get us water for the house year round. If we manage a wood fired water heater or two and some wood stoves, then we may not even freeze to death in four months. I'll just put you in charge of that. We need something like twenty cord of wood and six wood stoves. Really, we could do it with three stoves, except we'll need to replace the little one in the kitchen with something bigger, it's not a proper stove right now and more a fire hazard waiting for someone to get lazy. That basically means welding, which means electricity, so a generator first and a better wind tower. We need the wood regardless though, so you can do that first.”

     The man didn't laugh at him, but the tone was playful, almost happy. It was clear to anyone listening that Burt didn't really expect Jake to see to it at all. Why not though? It had to be done and while he wasn't the person that he'd have picked either, no one would care who did it, as long as it got finished in time.

      Jake thought about it for a second and realized that wood shouldn't be too hard to get. They had a wood lot not a half mile away, and could use the human powered wagon Burt had built for that. They could grab dead fall and even new logs if they had to, and bring them back for splitting and all that stuff. He'd never done anything like it before, but pioneers used to do it. They weren't wimps, those people from way back, but a lot of them came from the city, and had less to work with than they did now. If they could figure it out, chances were that modern people could too. Just with more bitching and complaints.

     The modern American totally owned that.

      Jake nodded at the man, noticing the bright and cheery blue shirt again. Nothing Jake owned had color. Most of it was kind of a drab off gray.

     “I guess I can try to put a team together for it. Um... what's a cord of wood?” Jake felt stupid asking, but Burt didn't make fun of him over it, he just answered. The man was good that way.

     “It means a stack of split wood four foot high, four foot wide and eight foot long. The real answer here is that we're going to need a lot more of it than we think. Maybe more than we can get. We should have been doing this already, but no one wants to risk going into the woods.” The man shrugged and looked down at his own feet.

     Burt didn't leave the grounds of the house at all now. Not if he could help it. A lot of people didn't, so he wasn't alone. The cleaners all had to, so that was twelve people right there, but they slept in shifts, since they also did most of the guard duty. That left about thirty people that might be willing to risk it to be warm in the winter. Well, more if he could get some of the others to break through their personal terror. Or at least face it. He nodded at the older fellow.

     “OK. I'll get on that. Um, do we have any saws or anything like that? I guess axes would work and we could blow some of the wood into chunks with small explosives but...”

     Burt laughed and patted him on the arm firmly.

     “A man after my own heart, if you don't have a chainsaw, find a different way to do it! Explosives... That could work, but I have axes and even some brand new chainsaws set aside. Even a few old manual rip saws, the two person kind,” He blinked at the blank look Jake gave him. 

     “Ah... right, that means nothing to you, does it? Here, I'll show you.”

     That got them both headed to the shed out back. The others all went in the house, Molly first, without even paying attention to the fact that he'd stopped to talk to the older man. Tipper listened for a few minutes and walked off too. Dave had just disappeared, probably to go kill something.

     In the little metal shed, a white colored aluminum thing with a metal roof in shining silver, Burt showed him the saws, starting with the funny looking two handled ones he'd stolen from a historical reenactment in town at the Fort Jessup monument.

     “I also stole all their blacksmithing gear. If we can work that out, smithing, we'll have a lot of things faster. We can work on that in the winter though. Right now we need even more basic stuff.” He pointed to the saws and described the pit set up they'd want for making planks and even parting out firewood rounds.

     The chainsaws all worked, and Burt showed him how to start and use one, then had him do it, getting that Jake learned best by doing things himself. It had taken a long time for that to sink in, that he learned by doing, but Burt had picked up on it in weeks.

      The action of pulling the cord felt a lot easier than he thought it would. Too easy almost. The roar of the yellow and green saw made him feel uneasy at first, but that wouldn't stop him from using it. The days of balking because you weren't perfectly comfortable with something had left a long time ago. It felt like forever. A lifetime at least.

      The old man didn't make mention of it, but fuel would be the big issue. Hence the human powered saws being needed. No one would like the additional effort, both not wanting the extra work even at the best of times and because everything was harder on short rations like they'd been. Jake was already dreading the idea and they hadn't even gotten the first log in.

     They did have axes, nearly a dozen in different sizes, wood awls, which Jake thought looked a bit like giant Hershey's kisses, all silver and pointed on one end and a lot of sledge hammers to hit them with. With all this and the big metal cart, they should be able to do something.

     “OK, I'll start working up people tonight. We'll try for the first load tomorrow, unless we get word that someplace needs to be cleaned out. My team's up for all that this week.” Not that anything would come in. After the initial rush and the freakishly scary first two months, things died back a lot. The weak had already been turned and the people they had left knew how to avoid zombies. If there was anything suspected the other groups tended to send word over to their place, but really, no one had even come by for nearly three weeks. Everyone protected themselves and set watches, but theirs was the main group that actively took out threats in town. They had to, because of the burners. If they left any zombies for too long, the wacky end times Christians would set the houses around them on fire. Regardless of there being living people in them or not.

     The older man sighed and gave Jake a funny look, “You know Jake I should have mentioned this to you a month ago. I keep bringing it up with Nate, and he keeps putting me off. I think it's the fear. Well, I can't fault him there, I don't want to go and do it either, but we have to. Either we do it now or in December after the kids and small women have died from the cold.”

     Thinking about it for a second Jake just shrugged. 

     No one really asked the cleaners to do anything but guard and kill. That was considered their job after all. An important one too. Still, he didn't feel like freezing or eating uncooked food all the time. Warmth meant life. So did water and even an old video game freak like him knew that being clean did too. That meant warm water, if not hot. Right now it was all he could do to make himself wash in the cold ground water each morning and it was toasty out still, being August. The warmest part of the year. Some of the people kind of smelled already, skipping out on being clean for comfort's sake. That or laziness. So stoves and water heaters. Along with rules requiring them to be used. He asked Burt for a list of materials. Jake went into town pretty often, so it wouldn't hurt to scout things out.

     “I can do better than that, I have a book inside that has plans. You should read it as soon as possible. That way we can work out all that will be needed.”

     On their way back they carried a heavy metal pole, once a flagpole from the local middle school, but now it was going to serve as the base for their new wind tower. Strong, but a bitch to move. It must have weighted close to two hundred pounds. That was what they were doing when Carley started laying into him.

     She ran at him, which made him want to kill her by reflex, but luckily his hands were full. She didn't deserve to die yet. Not for running.

      Zombies didn't care if you ran at all, so in principle, Jake didn't either. It was her raised voice that really concerned him. True, they were probably safe here, this area was pretty clean, but why take chances? The words she used weren't that rough, but sounded angry and would carry. For the moment Jake managed to ignore her and work with Burt to carefully take the metal pole off their shoulders. It dropped to the ground with a soft clang, landing on the dirt. The noise got Carley to pay attention though, and stop talking for a few seconds as Jake turned to her.

     He held up his left hand, the right instantly finding the weapon on his hip and drawing it. That, more than the pole dropping, helped silence the good looking woman. She had shoulder length hair, blond and a little curly, even without perms and all that, and devastating light blue eyes. Of the nearly forty odd women at the house she was easily the best looking. The kind that would have easily made the college cheerleading squad, if it hadn't been for the militant feminism keeping her out of such things.      Her good looks were one of the only things that had kept her alive so far. More than once he'd thought of killing her himself. Maybe today if she pushed things? It wasn't like he had a real use for the woman. She made a point of telling him he'd better not ask her for sex months before, so it wouldn't cost him anything personally to get rid of her.

     Probably not though.

     Having a bad attitude didn't get you killed. Not by Jake. Raising your voice while you did it would and Carley had seen him do just that three times in the last few months. It was a rule. His rule, but everyone else followed it or he shot them. In the head. 

     “Carley, I don't care if you feel like you need to take me to task for something, but would you be willing to not scream while you do it? If you make too much noise, I'll have to kill you.” His voice went lower than it had to, because loud people sometimes shut up once you pointed it out and worked harder if you whispered. Carley wasn't insane yet, just annoying.

     “I can't believe you nearly let Molly be killed just because she won't sleep with you, you pig!” Carley whispered at least, so Jake put the handgun away. For now.

     “Um, Sorry? I don't see how my saving her life today counts as nearly letting her be killed. She lost it and started screaming at the wrong time. Not my fault. Even if it was, why would her not sleeping with me be the problem? None of the women here sleep with me. That hasn't stopped me from trying to protect them all.” Jake felt baffled, more than a little. Molly was telling people that he nearly got her killed? And that it had anything to do with sex? That was hardly fair of her, was it?

     What the fudge?

     That thought distracted him, but he made it stop. Fudge wouldn't be found for a long time, if ever again. He didn't even like it that much. Oh, sure, Jake would have killed a person for a square of it at the moment, but that wasn't the point.

     Carley wasn't convinced of his good will for some reason and kept after him. And after him. Finally, after about five minutes of griping at him, Jake had to move to help Burt put the windmill on the pole, which turned out to be simple, just sliding it all into place through some metal brackets that would let it swivel a bit. Then they had to try and stand it up, that would be harder.

     “Carley,” Jake said, trying to get her attention with a hoarse whisper.

     “Don't you interrupt me!” She yelled at him, her voice going just high enough to make him glare at her and roll his eyes.

     She fell silent then at least. She may hate the “patriarchal machine” and him for being part of it, meaning he had a penis, but she respected the fact that there were rules, once reminded. Jake pointed to the metal in front of them.

     “Sorry, not trying to ruin your misplaced rant, but could you help us set this up? It's kind of important.”

     Trying to do all the jobs, except cleaning out nests of undead, was something Carley actually did. She didn't want anyone to think women couldn't do their part. Jake didn't care, as long as they got help. Feminism was a stupid idea now though. Moronic. Not because women weren't equals or anything like that, but because they were, obviously. 

     It was a simple fact in this world. Complaining about not having the same rights as anyone else was close to insanity right now. He let it go, because it got the woman to work and she rarely complained about manual labor. That might look weak after all.

     If that was the way she really thought. Jake felt himself slide, as far as his opinion of her again. Not because of her looks, it was just that he couldn't really know her heart, could he? She acted like a feminist and seemed to be acting tough, but that didn't mean it was what she was really thinking, did it?

     They had to kind of wedge themselves into place and found that they didn't have enough strength to do it, not with just the three of them. After a minute Jake just jogged to the house and stuck his head in the door.

     “Hey, everyone, come quick and help set up the new wind turbine!” He said, urgent but soft. He never yelled anymore. Not unless he was ready to shoot someone. Even then it was rare. Just killing them tended to work well enough. Most of them got that they'd displeased him somehow then.

     At first no one came, but then Lois did and she brought two kids with her, Sammi, a fairly cute eleven year old girl and her “brother” Ken, who wasn't related to her at all. He had dark skin and hair, compared to her lily white complexion and slightly Asian looking features. One of the new families that had sprung up in the days following... things. 

     Ken didn't talk at all. 

     Jake liked him.

     A few minutes later others started coming out, Jose, the Mexican guy that ran the farm operations first. He didn't speak much English, and only a few people here could talk to him at all, Nate mainly. Jose got things done by grabbing people, putting them where he wanted and pointing a lot. It worked. He didn't seem to get what they were going to do at first, but the second they started working on it, he ran away. It made the people on the porch watching laugh.

     Holsom and his group.

     All men, all big enough to be helping lend some muscle and all nearly worthless, at least when the ex-cop was around. Jake didn't know for certain, but the men may all have been ex-cops of one kind or another. Jail guards or something. They'd all had short hair to start with, and seemed to have that narcissistic attitude that all police and prison guards project as a rule. Well, the ones on television had. Real ones might be different. It wasn't fair to compare them all to Holsom, or even the Westwood force. 

     “Trust a wet back to avoid honest work.” Holsom said, getting a laugh from his buddies, none of them seeing the irony of it at all. 

     Freaking morons.

     Less than a minute later Jose came back carrying a length of rope, which he tied quickly to the pole, wrapping it around once Jake saw, not tied at all. So that it could be released easily by letting go of one side. Smart. He pointed at the men on the porch and pantomimed pulling on the rope. Holsom looked ready to shoot him for it, hand going to his side, where he wore a gun.

     “Fuck...” The words came clearly, and loudly, from the ex-cop. Too loud.

     Yet.

     Jake didn't say anything, he just drew down and started to pull the trigger. Being too loud was a good enough reason to take the man out. If he went for a weapon that would work too. Jake had a good line on the man's head already, which got the larger man to freeze. 

     Darn.

     Other people saw him go quiet too. Maybe if he asked the man to be loud again that would work? Jake tried to think of something fast, but Holsom just didn't do anything. 

     Just then Nate walked out the back door of the house, the screen making a soft scritching sound that riveted everyone's attention pretty quickly. His brown eyes sized up the situation and stared at Derrick Holsom with a soft smile. He spoke so softly that Jake, only fifty feet away, could barely make out the words.

     “Got a little loud there Derrick? Now, let's see about helping get this windmill in place before dark, shall we?” The tenor of the words was calm. Relaxed even. Gentle.

     That quality made Nate seem weak to some people, but it meant that their house didn't have to get into a fight with everyone on the planet for each scrap of bread either. They managed to get along with most of the other groups, even the ones that feared and hated each other. Nate did something that Holsom just couldn't manage, he listened to people. Then, if he heard a good idea, he took action. Normally at least. 

     The firewood thing was a bit odd, but Burt probably had that situation right. Nate really feared the zombies. He always had. That didn't make him a coward though. He walked past the group of armed men and walked toward the rope that Jose held in his leather work glove.

     Finally, one by one the men on the porch started to move. Jake didn't put his weapon away until Holsom started walking. Even then he watched the man, ready to draw if he had to. His decision to kill the man wasn't personal, but who would blame him for trying to take Jake out first? Probably no one at all. Jake just wasn't as popular with the ladies. Or the other men. The guy who'd shoot you for speaking too loud generally wasn't going to be your best bud. It was kind of a shame really.

     Once they had help it took less than three minutes to get the whole thing into place. Then they all held it while Burt ran around putting the braces up. The operation was finished about ten minutes later and everyone wondered off again. Everyone but Sammi, Lois and Ken. 

     Sammi stood next to the nervous looking kitchen lady, who eyed Jake like he might molest the kids or something if she blinked too long. Or shoot them. Lois really didn't care for him for some reason. Maybe he needed to do more work in the kitchen? It could be that she thought he was freeloading like Holsom, since she did most of her work there, meaning she wouldn't see what he did at all. Food was important, so he nodded to himself. That was doable.

     The girl tilted her head at him just slightly, “Would you have really killed him just for cursing?”

     Jake shook his head and spoke softly back to her, a small smile on his face.

     “It wasn't the bad language, use all the bad words you want. I don't even care if you want to use them to make fun of me. It was the sound level. If he wanted to complain about having to work like everyone else, but in a whisper, I wouldn't care at all. Especially if he did it while actually helping. Yelling right now puts everyone in danger still. It's just hard for people to control sometimes. Though no one should be complaining about work right now, there's way too much to do to waste time on things like whining.”

     Sammi grinned at him and patted his arm gently.

     “Right, so you can help Ken and I do the dishes after dinner? We really should have more people doing it, it takes hours, and we don't really get much light. More hands means we can get done without burning candles. We'll want those in the dark months.” The nod she gave him was terse, but her face looked only half serious. “So after dinner? We can put you in as low man, since you don't have experience yet. It will give Ken some experience being in charge of someone. We can give you a cute nickname like “hey you” or some such.”

     Lois, gray short hair and stained bland shirt over her well-worn work pants, a tan color that had probably once been nearly brown, blanched and tried to hush the girl, actually saying “hush”. 

     “I'm sorry Jake, she didn't mean anything by it...” The woman said as if the suggestion would make him angry. Why that would be he didn't know at all. He never got mad over being asked to help out. Not since... Not since that day. The second day after the announcement.

     “Sure she did, she meant I should get off my lazy butt and help with the dishes. Fair enough. I'll be there. Ken's my boss. Got it.” Jake gave the girl a nod.

     Lois gave him a funny look, slightly baffled now instead of scared. That was an improvement. Had the woman always been scared of him? Jake wondered about that. Why? She never raised her voice and worked all the time, nearly from dawn to when she went to bed. Having a problem with her would be stupid. Maybe he really needed to be nicer to people? Work harder to pull his weight, like Burt and Lois did. Jose too. That man always worked.

     He sure as heck wanted to be more like them than Holsom. Except the getting laid all the time part. That he could deal with. That would be a really nice change in fact. Of course he hadn't gotten any before the man had come either, so just getting rid of him probably wouldn't fix that. On the good side it wouldn't make things worse that way either. Not even if all the women hated him for doing it.

     Dinner was good, fresh potatoes slow baked, and as he'd figured a deer meat stew. That had potatoes too. The servings weren't huge, but they were real enough, a full bowl of stew and two decent sized potatoes each and a slice of oat bread. During the end of the last winter they'd gotten by on less than that per day. The ones that survived at least. Of course that had mainly been scavenged food. This year it would all be about planning and farming. Everyone was doing it, all the other groups had some kind of farm going, except the police in their closed encampment. Morons.

     They probably thought that they'd just let the little people do the work then come and raid them. It would probably have worked before, but now everyone would fight to the death if they came. That made a much bigger difference than the likes of the cops were ready for, Jake bet. Back before they'd always had greater numbers to fall back on, or the people they faced were simply unarmed. If that didn't work, they could call in back-up and often did even if it hadn't been needed. 

     The rules had changed.

     No one said much while they ate, just focusing on the food they had, enjoying it. The room was dark, except for a single candle. Everything was now at night, not that it was really that late, still dusk out. Even the candles were a luxury. The zombies didn't go toward the light or anything, but they'd need them for the winter, when it got dark at five each night. People could only sleep so much and they didn't functionally have entertainment. 

     When the meal ended Holsom and his crew all glared at Jake, a few spending time looking hard at Nate too. Jake got it. They felt like he and Nate had shown them up or some macho bullshit like that.     They had of course, but not in the way the men imagined. 

     It wasn't some ego trip, or even that Jake was a better fighter than they were, which they should have gotten already. It just came down to the fact that they weren't nearly as important to everyone as they thought they should be and he'd pointed that out. Really, the only power they had as a group were their guns. Jake wondered if they should have them at all. The only other people that did were the cleaners.

     Ah. That was actually a good point. One he could use. If they wanted to be armed, they should earn the right. No one would argue that, would they?

     “So, Holsom,” Jake said firmly, but in a whisper, making it sound a little menacing.

     “I'm setting up a firewood collection detail that's going to run from now until we can't get any more wood for the winter. I'd like you and your friends to come along, we need all the able bodied people we can get that aren't afraid of the zombies. Since you all carry weapons all the time, I assume that means a few dead people won't bother any of you overly? Really, we probably won't have any problems that way, but it's important regardless.” Jake smiled. It wasn't a nice thing. 

     “Fuck that. I'm not a lumberjack.” The man said, surly and as stupid as always.

     Like anyone would confuse him with someone that cut down trees for a living? Or worked? Jake had some negative thoughts about the Westwood police force in general, but he really couldn't fault them for not taking Holsom along with them.

     His buddies chimed in, all fingering weapons, but not drawing them. Jake got ready to kill them all, wondering if he'd survive it. Probably not, there were five of them and one of him. They didn't have to be good, just put out enough bullets.

      Oh well. Jake faced death several times a week, it would find him sometime, today might be the day. People shifted in the room but no one yelled or said anything.

     Quietly from the corner Nate cleared his throat, a soft and calm sound, “None of us are Derrick, but the simple fact is that without wood we won't make it through this next winter. Half the people that died so far did so from the cold six months ago and that was in the spring nearly.”

     Holsom laughed and thumbed the clip on his holster open, a menacing move that meant the man didn't get the situation at all. Tipper stood behind him with her shotgun pointed right at his head, tilted upward politely so that his brain would decorate the ceiling rather than take a chance of hitting someone on the floor. She always had perfect control of her weapon. And a cute butt. Jake tried not to think about that though, not just then.

     Chuckling lightly, standing almost invisibly behind one of Holsom's large friends, a man known only as Stan, Dave spoke. His voice was menacing, as if hoping they could kill all the lazy freeloaders right then and there. It was creepy really, half little kid, the rest grown up killer. Raspy and rough.

     “Look around cocksmokers.”

     Jake glanced himself, hoping that didn't mean he was a secret cocksmoker, and saw that each of the men had at least two weapons pointed at them. The other cleaners had apparently decided that they'd had enough too. 

     Yay. 

     It was about freaking time.

     “Let's do this civilly gentlemen, by you putting your weapons, all of them, on the ground, please.” Nate said. 

     It took time for them to get the idea that their options were limited. One of them tried to draw and shoot Jake, and got shot three times for his trouble. Jake's hit just below the throat, a miss if the man had been a zombie. Lethal on a human. Vickie, the head of the other good cleaning team, removed the top of his head with her sawed off shotgun and much to Jake's surprise Nate both had a pistol out and had used it. A shot to the chest, off centered, but it hit. Since the man was a pacifist by nature and upbringing, that was a huge shock to everyone. The barrel didn't smoke visibly in the candle light, but just having fired it had an impact on the room.

     Everyone but Jake and a few of the cleaners looked like statues. Nate shook his head slowly.

     “No. We can't have people here plotting against us Derrick. You and your friends have been trying to take us down for too long. I'd hoped that you'd all see the error of your ways and learn to help out, but...” He didn't finish, because of the three women that ran into the room, throwing themselves in front of the man. Brave of them, but foolish.

     “No! You can't kill him... I love him.” Deborah said, her forty year old mouth saying what her equally old brain should have realized was a stupid thing to say given everything. 

     Erin said something similar, but she could be forgiven, Jake guessed. Still a bit overweight and pug nosed, along with not being overly bright and maybe seventeen. She'd probably felt lucky that Holsom had bothered to pay attention to her at all. She was probably right. As she spoke Sara, an older woman, the third in their little triumvirate of the yaya sisterhood or whatever, started screaming at Nate. Jake trained his handgun on her and spoke softly. 

     “Quietly. Please.”

     She didn't seem to hear him. Jake sighed and shot her in the head. This time it wasn't a miss. He did manage to angle the shot at least, so no one else got hit. The room went silent as she fell. Everyone knew better than to scream now. That just got you killed. Jake half expected Molly to raise a fuss, just to make him kill her. She didn't though. She just stood back, her little twenty-two pointed at one of Holsom's buddies. The bearded one. Jake always thought of him as “Smelly” but that probably wouldn't turn out to be what his parents had named him. That was just the name he'd earned.

     Washing paid off.

     Turning back to Derrick as if nothing had happened, Jake grunted.

     “Weapons please. All of them. If you don't comply we kill you all in... Thirteen seconds. Starting... now.” No one moved. It would be the thirteen second thing, throwing them all off. It was why he'd said it after all, to try and get Holsom to hesitate long enough.

     “Ten.” He said, beginning to pull the trigger, nine millimeter pointed at Derrick's head. If he got to seven the man would die. Element of surprise and all that.

     “Eight.” He said two seconds later.

     Just as he was about to start killing people, Holsom pulled his gun with two fingers and started removing the other weapons he had hidden. He only had three, if the large knife got included, an oversized bowie that would only be good for intimidating people, not taking out zombies, at least not more than one. People had tried that in the beginning, using swords and machetes to take on the undead, because it had worked in video games or, as some had said, “swords don't run out of bullets” which was a good point on paper. It turned out to be a lot harder to behead a person than it seemed. Most of them were dead or had at least moved to firearms. Mainly the first one.

     Dave collected up the weapons quickly, without being asked and removed those to the side. Two bodies were on the floor and six people stood in the middle of the room that they just couldn't trust anymore. At least Jake couldn't trust them. Derrick started talking then, his voice low and urgent.

     “Whoa, this is getting way out of hand here. I just meant that, you understand, I think my time would be better spent leading instead of doing grunt work. We have people for that here, plenty of them. I...”

     Jake nearly capped the man right there, but Nate shook his head.

     “No, we all have to pull our weight now. If we don't we die. I'm going to go get wood in the morning and so is everyone else not on guard duty that can be spared. No one is too important for this.”

     Jake nearly shut his eyes. They were not going to let Holsom stay, were they? That would be so... suicidal. Thankfully Tipper mentioned it, which got a nod from Nate.

     “Agreed, these men haven't been holding up their end yet at all. More they looked to be about ready for violence when called on it. If they stay they can't be armed again. That's about the only thing that's been keeping me from mentioning their behavior so far. We can't have that. We'll put it to a vote, majority rules. Do they stay or not?”

     What the fuck was the point of having a leader, if Nate was just going to do crap like this, Jake wondered. No sane person would want people like this to stay would they? 

     “Um, I think they should be allowed to stay.” One of the remaining female traitors said softly, looking at Jake as she did. Deborah, the older one.

     Proving Jake's point. No one who wasn't crazy...

     The debate started then. 

     Quietly.

     After ten minutes Jake put his weapon away and started dragging the bodies out. He'd made a mess and dried blood stained. Then he washed up and followed Ken and Sammi into the kitchen to help with the dishes. They were already working, the light wouldn't wait after all. Those would be needed in the morning after all and people died all the time, it wasn't a good reason to skip out on the task. 

     Just before they were done getting the dishes all onto the wooden drying racks, they used six of them, large things that Burt had made early on, another shot came from the living room. Jake motioned them to the floor as he turned to run in, crouched low. Trying not to get shot, he poked his nine millimeter, a dull black, held in his left hand, into the room and peeked in, only his brown left eye around the frame. He knelt close to the ground. One of Holsom's crew, Smelly, laid on the floor, wet glistening in the dull light from where the top of his head had been. He had a gun in his hand, and it seemed that Dave had taken exception to it. Good. Now he wouldn't ever have to bother learning the man's real name.

     That should have illustrated the point well enough, but most of the people wanted to give them another chance anyway. Throwing someone out into the night was... Harsh, and no one wanted it to happen to them later, so they argued against it as a precedence. In the end the three remaining men were allowed to stay. Jake would have fumed, but didn't bother. He'd probably still have to kill them all. The vote had been... instructive though. Not because of who voted for letting them stay, that was nearly everyone. No, it was the dozen people that had voted against it that caught his attention.

     Nearly half the cleaners did, right off the top. No hesitation even. Tipper and Dave led the way, and both the other team leaders, Vickie and Carl. Vickie's screamer, a fifteen year old boy named George did too and the old guy from Carl's team, Barry. At least thought that might be his name. The man was ancient, pushing fifty at least maybe older. He was good though. The rest voted with everyone else.

     The others that could see the problem for what it was made less sense.

     Lois, the older kitchen lady and Burt voted against letting the men stay. So did Carley, but since she hated all men, that kind of made sense. The other two... Sammi and Ken. They went last too, even knowing that the vote would be going against them and that doing it would make enemies. It was clear they were making a point. Jake got it at least. Sammi spoke for them both.

     “They're dangerous and lazy. If we let them stay it's going to come back and bite us later. We should take them out back and shoot them right now. If we don't, we're going to regret it. I'll do it myself if someone will lend me a firearm?” It was too dark to make out her facial expression and she whispered, but the tone didn't sound teasing.

     Jake didn't speak his mind, but that about summed it up. Maybe he could sneak the girl a shotgun later? No one would blame a little kid for executing the men, right? 

     He, personally, would sleep easier if they were dead. It felt nice to know that at least a few other people could see that too. It worried him that more didn't.

     It worried him a lot.
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     The eye contact was quick and fleeting, just a hint of lingering gaze that Josh told himself didn't mean much, if anything at all. Amy was just so... great. That was all. That she smiled at him each time he got caught looking at her probably just showed how very sweet she really was as a person. It didn't mean that she liked him back. Not even as a friend.

     Maybe they were friends.

     Possibly. It was so hard to tell. How did you know if a person liked you?

     Josh had met her the year before, standing outside the door to the drama room, waiting for it to open after Mrs. Kincaid had her lunch period. She'd been dressed like a silly looking drama geek already, even though it was just the first day, wearing a bright red beret and a scarf with a black and white striped shirt that hugged her thin body, and funny looking velvet pants. That he remembered what she'd been wearing would have probably meant he was gay, Josh decided, his gaze going back to hers now, pulled to where she was in the room without trying. 

     Gay... except for the fact that he loved her so much it hurt. Yeah, that kind of set the whole homosexual thing aside didn't it?

     That part had come as a surprise to him when it first started happening the year before, the falling in love thing. He'd really always thought that when people talked about love “hurting” they meant the disappointments, the rejections, things like that. Not the thing itself. A pleasant dull ache in his soul that went all the way down into places that couldn't physically exist. It... OK, it was thrilling, but it also really did kind of hurt. That part he could do without.

     Josh looked away just before she looked back at him and then back smoothly, smiling as if he'd caught her checking him out. It was a game, even if he was the only one playing. Amy smiled anyway.

     “alright everyone. We have the tryouts for the play right after Christmas break, sorry, I mean “winter vacation”, so learn your lines and come back ready to impress me. I hope everyone at least tries out this time.” Mrs. Kincaid was a bird-like woman, so thin that it probably meant an eating disorder, and old, mid-forties at least. She wore tan all the time, or brown, as if it were done for a reason. A signature or something artsy like that. Plus she always wore tennis shoes to school. Real ones with white soles and canvas tops. It was both a “young” look and like something an old person would wear to try and impress the kids with how much she was just like them. How “cool” and “hip”. Back about thirty years before it probably had been.

     It mainly worked, Josh thought. He liked her alright at least. Then, she always gave him good grades, even when his work was just average. It kept his GPA up. That was good, otherwise he'd have had to drop the class, which would mean not seeing Amy at all.

     The bell rang then and people got up as if puppets on strings, almost in unison. About half of them leaving fast, as if trying to flee the building in fear of being kept, and the other half lingering for a minute to talk to their friends and hug before leaving for nearly two whole weeks. That was one of the nice things about drama at Shilo high, if you wanted a hug, someone would eventually give you one. Just look at someone and hold your arms out. Of course he only wanted one person there to hug him. Amy. She never had. They talked though and given how popular she was, that was pretty cool. 

     Surprisingly she walked up, dark amber eyes sparkling, a small envelope with a tiny candy cane taped to the outside in her hand. Everyone else was just getting candy canes from the little clear plastic bag she carried in the other hand. That she was the only one that had thought to do anything like that was another sign of just how perfect she was.

     “Here. Um, Merry Christmas!” She said, her right hand touching his left arm gently.

     Josh felt awkward and strange suddenly, but, thankfully, he actually could act. It was his looks that held him back there, as often as not. Mrs. Kincaid liked to take “risks” with her casting choices, at least she always said so, but for some reason all her top picks were always good looking... It was probably training for real life, so Josh didn't let it bug him too much. A person looked how they looked.

      He just pretended he was on a stage, instead of in front of Amy. Both were nerve wracking, but if he messed up on stage people would just laugh at him or maybe even feel bad. If he messed up with Amy...

     Well, that would actually stick with him.

     “Hey you! What's this now? Presents? I didn't get you anything...” It came out decently smooth and happy sounding. Oh, sure, it was fake, but Amy just smiled at him and brushed her amber colored locks to the side, over her right ear.

     “Just a card. Wait until you get home to read it?” She touched his arm again, but smiled. 

     Then moved off to the doorway, where her boyfriend, Anthony, stood waiting for her. Not one of the drama department guys at all. Or a jock even.

     The only thing that Josh knew about the guy, other than his first name, was that he was good looking. Movie star good looking. Unfairly handsome really. When Amy started dating him about two months before Josh had decided to just back off and let go of any hope he might have secretly held with her. He couldn't compete with someone like that. If Anthony whatshisname was a nine on a scale of ten and Amy a solid eight, Josh probably barely made it to six on a good day, and that was being generous. Five was probably closer most of the time.

     Six foot tall, one-eighty, in shape but not exactly cut or lean, dirty blond hair that was impossible to manage and a fashion sense that didn't really count as one at all. Mainly he just dressed to catch attention, with bright shirts and military camo pants or sometimes brightly colored shorts, even in winter. That or a sweater and jeans like what he wore at the moment. He probably looked like a paint box exploded most of the time. That was about the affect Josh was going for at least. It made him seem happy, he hoped. Better goofy than dark and depressed all the time.

     It didn't really work as far as getting attention went. Not very well at least. It pretty much just meant he was weird. 

     Josh sighed and tried not to feel like his heart was ripping out of his chest as the amber haired girl walked away, her arms going around the dark haired boy in the doorway. They didn't kiss, but the guy made a point of grabbing her butt, which got a giggle from her and Anthony's hand swatted at.

     “Stop... People are watching...” She said voice low and playful, looking back at Josh. She looked a bit troubled for some reason. Just embarrassed by the public display of affection no doubt.

     He felt his face fall, and looked away. Stupid of him to have ever let himself fall in love in the first place. It wasn't just a crush either. Josh had experienced those. This was way different. It really did suck, too. He felt like crying at the scene, but decided not to be a little girl about the fact that he was alone and just go workout in the school's gym before heading home. Lifting weights normally made him feel better. The endorphins he guessed. That or just the fact that if a muscle got tired enough it was hard for it to be tense. Whichever, it worked. Of course he needed to hit his locker first or his books would be locked away by the time the lifting was done.

     The hallway was nearly clear by the time he got there, three wings away from the drama room, blue and black book bag in hand. Normally everything just got shoved in there and carried, but it was just before the break, so anything he forgot would just stay the whole time and that could be inconvenient. As he approached the metal wall of gray he noticed that something was wrong. 

     Very wrong.

     Potentially annoying too.

     Right in the middle of his locker, stuck in place with silver duct tape, was a large, very thick, manila envelope. In the middle of the somewhat dingy thing was a single yellow sticky note.

     For Josh Harding. 

     Well, it had found the right place, whatever it was. How anyone even knew he had this locker Josh didn't know really. He only checked it about once or twice a week, so it wasn't like he was standing by it between classes constantly like some people did.

     Pulling it down took some work, but the sticky on the back of the tape released well enough and didn't make a huge mess. Just a bit of rubbing got most of the adhesive off. It took a second to see that the tape had a lot of layers one on top of the other, more than he could make out clearly, so that only a little edge of adhesive ran in a square on the outside. The inner pieces were all older. Covered with little bits of fuzz or folded. He did the same thing, turning the tape on itself and shoved it in his bag. Hopefully it wasn't just a prank or something... but it probably was. A stink bomb or chain letter that would require him to write a hundred letters to other people, or else bad things would happen to him. Even more likely, something incredibly mundane and boring. 

     An invitation to be on the chess team or something. 

     The weight facilities were left open for the students to use after school for two hours each day. Normally that meant him and one or two people making up a missed class so their grade wouldn't suffer too much. He went every day and rarely bothered to miss school, so it didn't really count toward his score. Today it meant that the football coach, Mr. Nevers, was there alone, holding a clipboard when Josh walked in, fifteen minutes later, having changed into a pair of old cut off sweat pants and a ratty red t-shirt.

     The older man smiled and pointed at him when he walked in.

     “Ah! Just the man. I was wondering if anyone would show today. I have to stay regardless... So, tell me Josh, are you finally going to try out for a sport this year? As a junior you're in a good place for it. You've got the natural aptitude... Strength, decent speed and a good work ethic. Any team here would take you.” The man smiled as if he didn't say something similar almost every other day. 

     It wasn't that Josh had anything against sports, just that going out for them took things like doctor's visits and parental permission. He might be able to swing a note from his mom, if he could catch her after work some night, and getting the money for it was no big deal, but a doctor's visit would take more parental involvement than Mercy Harding was willing to part with. At least it always seemed that way. It might be possible to arrange it without her though. Take a bus and get her secretary to set things up? He just shrugged.

     “Maybe? I'll see about track.” 

     “Good! Ms. Graf will love to have you I'm sure. Don Williams told me that you kept tying up with him in the forty meter in class the other day. That's tough to do, he's already a world class sprinter. Fastest high school student in the country right now.”

     Josh shrugged. He'd actually beaten him once, when the guy got a bad start. It was a trick though. An illusion. The guy was wicked fast and could finish a hundred meter run a full second and a half faster than he could. At the end of forty meters he was running flat out and Don was still accelerating. Pretty much an issue of mass, Josh guessed. He outweighed the other guy by over forty pounds. It made a difference. Why it didn't work the other way around Josh had no clue, but that was what happened. He could beat Don in a four-forty, but not a two hundred. That came down to endurance though.

     The workout was all machine based, but since there was no one else there Josh got to actually try as hard as he could and not feel self-conscious for once, so loaded the weights as heavy as they'd go for most of the equipment. It would have been good if they went heavier, but most people here didn't really need it and the old equipment was just meant to get people through PE classes, not produce Olympic hopefuls.   

     Josh had a towel with him to wipe the vinyl seats and benches down when he was done, since he started sweating about five minutes in and didn't stop the whole time. It was a bit gross, but he tried to keep things tidy, even if he was alone. 

     It was just one of his things, being clean. Not an obsession, but it was important.

     An hour and fifteen minutes later, feeling a bit better, he waved to the gym coach on the way out and headed back to the showers to get cleaned up before walking home. Josh took his time, since there was no reason not to, vacation starting or not. No one would be waiting for him after all. They couldn't even have pets. Well, goldfish, but that didn't really count. Petting something under water wouldn't make him feel loved, would it? Plus it would probably annoy the fish.

     The shower water was hot at least and there was no worrying about who was looking where, since no one else was in the room at all. Josh grabbed one of the brown school towels and used it, the shelf of clean ones always full, even though he hadn't paid for one himself. Most of the kids didn't shower after PE, but most of their parents paid for them anyway, so there were always extra and no one said anything if he just went and got it as if he was entitled. Supposedly there was a list. No one ever checked it. He sweat too much not to get clean, embarrassing naked parade through the room or not and bringing a towel from home worked, but meant carrying it around all day. So far no one had mentioned it one way or the other. It was the price of not reeking all day long, towel theft, so he did it.

     The walk home was peaceful at least, no snow had fallen yet, December or not. Being in the Pacific Northwest the trees were all evergreens. That meant that instead of walking back through first the local community college campus and then the town's central park with a desolate landscape of skeletal trees, it just looked... green. There was even grass still. One of the nice things about living in Vancouver, Washington. The weather was never all that harsh. Or it wasn't most of the time. They had the occasional storm of course, but didn't everyplace?

     The apartment complex he lived in was low rent, a set of brown boxes on top of another. It wasn't a slum, but not as nice as they could have afforded either, not even close. Most of the tenants were college students that attended school not a quarter mile away. It was convenient for them, so why wouldn't they live there for a while?

      His mom just couldn't be bothered to move, spending most of her time working anyway. It was just what she liked to do, pushing herself, not some desperate scramble for money to pay the bills or anything. Most days she only came home to sleep, so why should she bother finding anything else?

     The place was on the second floor, number four, it had a plain gray welcome mat and a bit of dead plant in a large black pot from the last summer. His work, putting it out to try and dress the place up a tiny bit. No one had noticed at all, but that was fine. They were dead now anyway. Everything died, eventually, didn't it? He'd fought to keep it going as long as possible though, but even here it just eventually got too cold at night for the little guys. 

     The place was quiet. 

     Too quiet.

     His mother didn't like to leave anything running when she left, no music or television, especially lights, so it was always like walking into a tomb when he first came home. Except that it lacked spiders and the scent of old mold. Dark, but not dank. Eerily silent, but failing to be haunted at all. Kind of lame that way. A ghost would really liven the place up.

     Josh liked music. Not the loud head banging kind, but classical, instrumental pieces, things like that. Uplifting things that weren't popular and hadn't been in eighty years or more. It wasn't something he shared with the kids at school though. People already thought he was weird. Too smart, too shy and too... Well, honestly most people didn't think of him at all, did they? It just wouldn't come up he guessed, not for most of them.

     He flipped on the little black and silver radio in the tiny half kitchen, which had been turned to an all eighties station, just in time to hear that he could win something lame if only he were the eighty-eighth caller. That didn't last, the classical station was the last one on the dial so it got tuned in quickly, the play of clashing songs and talk rolling over him as it happened. Finally the dial got in place and he moved to start cleaning for the day. Josh did the cleaning for the family.

      All of it. 

     Sixteen or not. Boy or not. If he didn't do it, it wouldn't be done. Not that Mercy was sloppy, she was just never there other than to sleep and occasionally hint that something else could be done around the place. Her secretary from work, Joanie, was there nearly as often, looking in on him or occasionally coming for dinner, sometimes even without Mercy being there. Joanie was cool like that.

     Josh had a routine, the dishes first, then vacuum the whole place and make sure that if there was a load of laundry in either bedroom, it got done. Once a week he did the bedding. At least they had their own washer and dryer, nice, fairly new, white things they'd gotten when they first moved in five years before. Six now he realized. 

     Had it really been that long?

     His dad had left them suddenly six Christmases ago. Three days left to the anniversary of that. So, yeah. T'was the season.

     Carl had left them for another woman, who he'd gotten pregnant. So they'd moved from the big house that they'd all shared across town, to here, and just stayed in place. His dad still lived there with Katherine and their new kid, Marley. Josh sighed with a bit of energy. Sure, he missed the bigger, much nicer, place, but this one worked well enough. He'd hate to have to clean six rooms each day anyway.

     That done and it really didn't take long, not doing it daily, he sat at the little dining room table that had four chairs, all nice looking wood in a deep brown that was almost black, even though they rarely got used more than one at a time, and pulled out the big beat up envelope and the smaller white one from Amy. 

     Josh knew that he should be intrigued, even hopeful, because it was a point of contact that really shouldn't have been there. It was maddening in a way, because if he didn't read it, then it could say anything. It could even say that she loved him. Or didn't think he was a complete waste of space. Or it could be a party invitation. Anything.

     Sure, it could also be a six dollar coupon for hamburgers just as well, or a suggestion that he stop staring at her like a freak. 

     It was probably that. 

     He did look at her a lot and really, Josh knew, he shouldn't be. They were friends. Sort of. Just thinking about her stole his breath away though. It was really hard not to glance at her when he could.

     “Yay. I'm mentally stalking a girl. Whee. That's not strange at all. Nope, perfectly normal.” This got said out loud, which made him jump slightly, since he hadn't meant to. 

     Well, no time like the present. If it was basically telling him to get lost and leave her alone, dealing with that now would be better than the day before he went back to school. It would give him a chance to figure out what to do. Taking a single deep breath he opened the small white square. It was...

     A Christmas card. 

     Ah. 

     That made some sense. It was around Christmas and she had said it was a card, hadn't she? Just a card.

      It had bunnies on the front in pale brown, hopping around a pastel colored green tree with a model train underneath. He exhaled and opened it, expecting it to just be signed, or maybe say “Merry Christmas!” but it had a tidily written note instead.

 

 

     Josh,

     We used to be such good friends- I'm not sure what happened, but I don't want to lose that. If I hurt you, I'm sorry.

          Much Love,

                   Amy

 

     The words were clear enough, but didn't make sense at all. He liked her a lot, yes. Josh had for a long time. They'd never been that good of friends though, had they? They talked before and after class and worked together during it sometimes. They didn't hang out. OK, he'd been talking to her less lately, but that was just him not trying to be pushy.

     Well, obviously to her it meant he was mad at her or something.

     Great. 

     He didn't even know her phone number or anything, to tell her it was all good. Or confess that he loved her and that was why he'd pulled back. Josh wasn't in her league and it was just wrong to make her put up with him following her around like a puppy. It had sounded kind of noble to him at first. Protecting her from being pulled down by him socially or something.

     It did hurt though. But that wasn't her fault. She was just great all the time. Josh wasn't. That was all.

     He looked at the way she signed it, “Much Love”. His heart sang for about twenty seconds. Did that mean she loved him? 

     It didn't. He knew that. 

     She was nice all the time, so she probably would have signed it the same way if she were telling him to go kill himself. Still, wanting to be friends wasn't the worst thing that could have happened to him. It was something in a big world that had offered nothing to him for a very long time. Not anything that he wanted.

     Josh tucked it away in the envelope and set it aside for later. He had ten full days to think about it and figure out what to do. If anything. Maybe the best course would be to just let her think he was mad at her or bored and didn't want to be friends? Not best for him, but for her?

     To distract himself he opened the larger envelope, which felt almost greasy under his fingers, a bit old and grimy. When he opened it two things came out, a large notebook, spiral bound and thick, with little taped on dividers in different colors and a tiny box of Crayola crayons. The outside of the notebook was covered in a tidy fashion that had obviously taken care on someone's part with a brown paper bag book cover, which looked decently new, if not perfectly so. In multiple colors on the front it said Crayons. That was all. A title? Who put book covers and titles on spiral bound notebooks. It seemed like a lot of extra work.

     Josh cracked it open carefully, waiting for the gag or trick, confetti flying out at him or a little device making a screaming noise, until he found the first page with writing on it. That was a bit of a letdown after wondering what it could be so anxiously. Not that he wanted a prank.

      The top line was crayon, brown, the hand obviously female, though the words were printed neatly. He didn't know how he could tell, but it was clear anyway.

     I am brown.

     Under that the words were just written in regular black ink, the same hand, printed and tidy.

     You were chosen. If you're reading these words, you are now a member of a very secret club, Crayons. This is our journal, our testament to the ages. Our voice. Only one person in all the world knows who has this book, other than you. Tell no one what you read here and write what is truest to your heart. There is no judging, no condemnation. Just love.

     Blinking Josh wondered if it was a prank after all. Who in the world would pick him for a club? For that matter, what kind of clubs just told you that you'd been picked like this? Were there dues? Had he signed up and somehow forgotten?

     Nope. He would have remembered something like that. He remembered most things, it was a curse as often as not. Josh couldn't help it. Most of the time he hid the fact from other people though. It was useful in class, but he remembered every smile, every frown, the awkward glances and slights that everyone gave him too. That part just sucked. Mostly he just tried to let stuff go, but it was easy to learn not to trust someone that might have even been a friend eventually if he could just forget what they'd done before.

     The rest of the first page was a list of rules, which were simple enough. Write in your own section, based on color, print as neatly as you could, say only the whole truth and hold nothing back. When you were done, you taped the envelope to your own locker for pick up. 

     It would come around more than once.

     Other than that, they were supposed to each read each color's input and if they found anyone in the drama department that seemed to fit the bill, they were to help them if they could. It didn't matter if the person that got help was the same one or not, since helping someone out was a good thing regardless. That was all. 

     It was telling though. The project or club, whatever it was, just existed in the drama department? Well it was the artsy kind of thing that they'd all appreciate and it made sense that he might be selected at random for something like that then, since he'd been in the class for a year and a half and helped on two plays. Josh didn't feel like part of the team maybe, but he'd been around. Maybe someone had made a mistake?

     Heh. 

     Shrugging Josh decided to make dinner first, which meant calling his mother at work, because he never knew when she'd be coming home. It was Friday, but her law office stayed open late, since they handled criminal cases and people got into trouble more during nights and weekends than any other time. Not that having a lawyer then helped that much, since the courts didn't run on the weekends, but sometimes they could get people out of minor things or even bother a judge at home if it was important enough. Mercy wanted to make partner, so she was willing to put in the extra hours to help build the client base.

     “Mercy Harding's office, how may I direct your call?” The voice was familiar, Joanie, the law partnership's younger secretary. 

     She was a little plump, but in a sexy kind of way, curvy. Hard working and always nice when Josh called, going out of her way to be sweet as often as not. Even flirting with him playfully. He liked her. Really, he had a bit of a crush on her, as in, if she'd go for it, he'd totally have sex with her. She almost always worked with his mom on the weekends, so they did get to see each other sometimes...

     “Hey Joanie, Josh here, I need an ETA on my mom, so I know if I need to save her dinner or set a plate.” His voice came out smoothly enough at least, which always made him feel better about himself. Maybe he could get a job in radio? No one really cared what your face looked like there. That or find a sport he liked and try and make a go that way. A long shot, but something to think about. Or he could just be a doctor or a lawyer himself. That didn't interest him, but the idea was one to think about. Both fields were well respected and really, they didn't seem that hard. Well, not once you learned them at least.

     “One moment sweetie, I'll see if I can get a straight answer from her lawyerliness.” The voice was playful and warm. Then, that was just her too. She flirted with everyone as a rule, Josh had even heard her flirt with his mom once or twice. It was cute.

     Josh waited.

     And waited. 

     Five minutes later his mother's voice suddenly started talking to him.

     “Hi honey. A case just came in, and I need to get down to the courthouse to file some papers before it closes. I... don't think I'll be in until late, I'll pick something up. Oh, in case I don't see you first, we have a date tomorrow night at one of the partner's houses. The senior partner Bill Banister, you've met, remember? Family is invited, and since you're all I have that means you. Dress nice? Maybe your gray suit, if that still fits, if not, a nice sweater and slacks or something?” She sounded rushed and was clearly walking while she spoke.

     “I... do I have to go? I mean, I've barely even met any of your partners, so it's not like I'll know anyone there.” It wasn't a good argument and he knew it, but strangers made Josh feel a bit uncomfortable. 

     More than a bit.

     His mom just laughed.

     “Of course you do silly. This is one of those career building moments for me, and this one might even end up being important, so you get to show up and support me. It's in the implied familial contract. I know I have a copy of it around here somewhere...” 

     He got the joke at least. And the ruling, Josh would be going and sit in the room with a bunch of people he didn't know or it would make things between them... strained. Not that he'd be punished for it, but she'd look at him, hurt and frustrated, for weeks if he didn't.

     Without warning, as she did about half the time they talked, his mother suddenly spoke rapidly.

     “Ooops, I've got to go hon. Um, I'll be there at six tomorrow evening to pick you up? Be ready?” Then she just hung up.

     Typical. 

     Grinning Josh fixed a bit of spaghetti and opened a jar of sauce. Then he ate alone. Again. Like most nights.
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