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Introduction

This is a chapter by chapter summary of “Worm” (parahumans) web series by Wildbow. It’s created because I couldn’t finish the book, but was very interested in how it ended. So I decided to create a summary of the book, and share it with others.

It’s created using experimental AI by Google (https://blog.google/feed/gemini-exp-1206/), with a following prompt: Make a summary of the chapter {k} of parahumans web novel, copied above. This chapter has around {l} words, you goal is to compress it 5x into {int(l/5)} words.

The system instruction was You are a professional book summary writer. You ONLY give a summary in the same style that author writes. You compress 5x, and follow the compression numbers provided. Keep everything in the markdown format.








1.01

The bell was about to ring, ending Mr. Gladly’s World Issues class. The topic was capes, but the protagonist, Taylor, couldn’t focus, her mind elsewhere. Mr. G, as the students called him, was the type of teacher who tried to befriend his students, often ending class early to chat with the popular kids. Taylor, a quiet and unpopular girl, found his approach insincere.

As the class ended, Mr. Gladly assigned homework: to consider how capes impacted the world. The students, excited by the prospect of treats for the winning group, erupted in cheers and chatter. Taylor, however, remained silent, her notebook filled with doodles rather than notes. Her gaze fell on Madison Clements, a popular girl who often tormented her. Madison, petite and ‘adorable’, was part of a trio that made Taylor’s life miserable.

Taylor, feeling uneasy, quickly left the classroom after the bell rang, heading to the third-floor girls’ washroom. It was her usual lunch spot, a place where she could eat, do homework, and read in relative peace. Today, however, her routine was disrupted. As she started on her lunch, she heard voices outside the stall. A knock on the door startled her, followed by a gleeful exclamation, “Oh my god, it’s Taylor!”

Suddenly, a liquid splashed her in the face, burning her eyes. It was cranberry juice. More followed, soaking her clothes and hair. She recognized the culprits: Madison, Sophia, and Emma, the leader of their trio. They were the “prom queen” types, popular and attractive. Sophia, an athletic track runner, and Emma, a part-time model, were particularly cruel.

Drenched and humiliated, Taylor cleaned herself up as best she could, her anger and frustration boiling over. She screamed, kicked a bucket, and threw her backpack against the wall. The bullying had been relentless since the start of high school, and the bathroom, her only refuge, was now tainted.

As her emotions peaked, she felt a buzzing sensation, a familiar feeling that had been growing stronger over the past three months. She closed her eyes, and the buzzing resolved into distinct points of data - insects. Bugs of all kinds - flies, ants, spiders, wasps - covered the bathroom, responding to her thoughts and emotions. She could control them, individually or in groups, with a mere thought.

The temptation to use her newfound power to retaliate against the trio was strong. She imagined unleashing the swarm on them, making them pay for the endless torment, the stolen flute, the vicious emails. But she knew it would lead to her arrest, and the thought of her father’s disappointment held her back.

Instead, she commanded the swarm to disperse. She couldn’t bring herself to hurt them, not yet. She picked up her soaked backpack and left the school, enduring the stares and giggles of her classmates. As she boarded a bus, shivering in her wet clothes, she clung to her dream: to become a superhero. It was this goal that kept her going, a beacon of hope in the darkness of her high school life, a life made unbearable by the betrayal of her former best friend, Emma.




1.02

The bus ride home had me thinking about Emma, my former best friend. Our falling out, her betrayal with my secrets, and her alliance with Sophia had been devastating. My backpack, soaked with grape juice, was a minor concern compared to the ruined notebook inside – my journal for my burgeoning superhero career. It contained my power testing, name ideas, and costume measurements, all now lost or damaged. I had painstakingly encoded the contents after a previous incident, but now faced the daunting task of rewriting it all.

Arriving home, I felt a sense of relief. The house was a sanctuary from the constant threat of bullying. In the shower, I tried to find a positive spin on the day’s events. “Yet another reason to kill the trio,” popped into my head, a dark, non-serious thought fueled by frustration. My power, while not formidable, felt like a weapon I was constantly tempted to use, though I lacked the killer instinct.

Focusing on the positive, I fixated on the ruined notebook. I headed to the basement, an old, unfinished space with a boarded-up coal chute I used for privacy. Retrieving a gym bag, I emptied it to reveal my costume in progress. I then gathered black widow spiders, one of the more dangerous spiders in the States using my power, selectively choosing them for their silk.

Three months ago, I had started preparing to become a superhero. It involved exercise, power training, research, and the challenging task of creating a costume. Buying one risked being traced, and making one from scratch was laborious. Inspired by a documentary about a synthetic spider silk suit, I decided to use the real thing.

Finding and maintaining the black widows was difficult. They needed specific conditions, and I had to ensure they didn’t kill each other. I used my power to make them breed and fed them to produce more silk. The costume, though not yet visually appealing, was flexible, durable, and lightweight, even with the armor made from insect exoskeletons and reinforced with spider silk. I hoped it was bulletproof, at least in the vital areas.

The plan was to finish the costume by the end of the month and start my superhero career in the summer. But the ruined notebook changed everything. I realized I was procrastinating. The destroyed journal was a burned bridge, forcing me to move forward. I decided to go out as a superhero next week – no, this weekend. No more delays. It was time.




1.03

It’s Sunday night, and I’m breaking the rules. My costume, dyed and painted, isn’t complete, lacking some armor, but it covers the essentials. Yellow lenses are the only color on the black and gray, designed to mimic a bug’s mandibles while protecting my jaw.

I’m crossing into the Docks, a stark contrast from the tourist-filled Boardwalk. This area, once a bustling import/export hub, now breeds destitution and crime. The decline fueled a surge in supervillain activity, making Brockton Bay a top-ten city for capes.

Using my powers, I gather a swarm, keeping them hidden. I spot a group of Asian gang members, their red and green colors identifying them as the Azn Bad Boys (ABB). Among them is their leader, Lung, a formidable figure with dragon tattoos and a metal mask. He’s known for his escalating power in fights, growing stronger, tougher, and even sprouting armor and blades.

Lung’s giving orders, his voice commanding. I can’t make out the words, but the gang members are armed and attentive. I decide to find a better vantage point, circling to the back of the building and climbing a fire escape.

From the rooftop, I crawl to the edge, careful not to be seen. Lung’s accent is thick, but I finally catch his words: “…the children, just shoot. Doesn’t matter your aim, just shoot. You see one lying on the ground? Shoot the little bitch twice more to be sure. We give them no chances to be clever or lucky, understand?”

A murmur of assent follows. The gang members light cigarettes, revealing guns tucked into waistbands and holsters. They’re all armed.

They’re going to kill kids?




1.04

A chill ran through me. I should’ve gotten a burner phone. I had EpiPens, pepper spray, and chalk dust in a pouch on my armor, but no phone to call the real heroes. Lung was going to attack some kids, and I was the only one who knew. It was insane, unbelievable.

Lung barked orders in another language, grabbed a minion’s arm to check the time, then left with twenty or so gang members. I was out of time and options. I closed my eyes, focused, and took control of every bug in the area.

Attack.

The swarm was a cacophony of sensations, bites, and stings. I could “see” the gang members through the bugs, a writhing mass of bodies. I held back the venomous ones for now, not wanting to kill anyone. Then, fire. Lung was shooting flames from his hands, killing many of my bugs. Adrenaline surged. Was that all he had? I directed the swarm to converge, a living trap. He’d have to burn his own men to get to the bugs.

I sent in the venomous reserves: bees, wasps, spiders, fire ants. He was a big guy, he could take it. I’d read that healing powers negated poisons, so I needed to overwhelm him. His body was already starting to transform, metallic scales erupting from his skin. I directed the flying insects to his face, the crawlers to… more sensitive areas. I felt a pang of guilt, but pushed it down. He was a monster, a killer.

He exploded, a living bomb. Twice. His men fled. He emerged from the smoke, scaled, burning, clothes in rags. Damn. Was he fireproof? He roared, a human sound of rage. Lights flickered on in the neighborhood. Idiots. Didn’t they know to stay away?

I sent in more bugs, harmless ones. He burned them away. Each burst of flame was stronger, more dangerous. My earlier glee was gone, replaced by doubt. I was running out of bugs, out of options. I had to get creative, meaner.

A wasp to the eye. He blinked, catching it on his eyelid. Another explosion of fire. I tried again with a honeybee. It struck true, sinking into his eyeball, then again into the corner of his eye. It died, leaving its venom sac behind. He didn’t explode. He set himself on fire, head to toe. My heart sank. He was still burning, still fighting.

He turned, searching for me, hunching over. Was the venom working? Then his back split, metallic scales erupting along his spine. He grew taller, stronger. Still on fire. I was spooked. Time for an exit strategy. His men were scattered, his plans ruined. I’d done what I could.

Justifications aside, I wanted to run. If he grew wings, I was done for. I turned to leave, and he whirled around, staring right at me. Enhanced hearing. Damn it. A victorious roar, less human than before. I was caught.




1.05

Lung, a villain with superhuman strength and the ability to transform into a fire-wielding, dragon-like creature, was pursuing the protagonist up a building. She found herself trapped on the roof, with no viable escape route. Her internal inventory revealed an EpiPen, chalk dust, and a small canister of pepper spray - a gift from her father. She decided to use the pepper spray.

Lung scaled the building, his body resembling smoldering metal. The protagonist aimed for his eye but missed, hitting his shoulder, causing a brief fireball. She adjusted her aim and sprayed him in the face, causing him to scream and clutch his eye. Despite the spray, Lung continued his advance. The protagonist, realizing her bugs and other tools were useless, made a mental note to acquire a weapon in the future.

Lung, in a rage, unleashed a wave of flame that knocked her off balance. She managed to avoid being burned but knew she was in a precarious situation. Lung, temporarily blinded, challenged her to move, giving him something to aim at, but she remained still.

Just as Lung began to regain his sight, a large creature resembling a mix of lizard and tiger attacked him, knocking him off the roof. Two more similar creatures arrived, each with two riders. One of the riders, a tall male in a black motorcycle outfit and a skull-faced helmet, approached her. He introduced himself as Grue and explained that his group had planned to confront Lung that night. They were surprised to find Lung’s subordinate, Lee, without Lung. Grue assumed the protagonist was responsible for Lung’s absence.

Another rider, a girl in a skintight outfit named Tattletale, answered Grue’s question about what the protagonist did to Lung: “Pepper spray, wasp and bee stings, fire ants, and spider bites.” Grue introduced the rest of his team: Bitch, who controlled the dog-like monsters, and Regent, a guy in a renaissance faire outfit.

Tattletale deduced that the protagonist was shy and hadn’t chosen a cape name yet. She warned the protagonist that a hero from the Protectorate was on the way and advised her to leave. The team then departed on their monstrous dogs, leaving the protagonist alone on the roof.

The protagonist realized that the “children” she had saved were actually villains, and they had mistaken her for one of them. She felt a pang of despair at this revelation.




1.06

In this chapter, our protagonist encounters Armsmaster, the leader of the local Protectorate team, after a battle with Lung. Armsmaster, a prominent hero with his own action figures, arrives on the scene, finding our protagonist exhausted but unharmed.

Armsmaster, in his striking blue and silver armor, inquires if she intends to fight. She clarifies she’s a “good guy,” despite her edgy costume. He confirms her honesty, a statement that surprises her. She admits she’s new to the hero game, still struggling to find a suitable name. Armsmaster chuckles, offering a glimpse of his human side. He mentions the Wards, a program for young heroes, but she’s hesitant, having considered it but ultimately deciding against it due to the potential drama and oversight.

Armsmaster reveals he found Lung unconscious and restrained him. Our protagonist shares her account of the fight and her encounter with a group of young villains: Grue, Hellhound, Regent, and Tattletale. Armsmaster is intrigued, admitting they’ve been difficult to pin down. He suspects Tattletale might have a way of tracking them, explaining their success.

Our protagonist reveals she assumed they were on the same side due to the misunderstanding with her costume, and believes she couldn’t have taken them in a fight, especially Hellhound. Armsmaster, ever the optimist, suggests it was a good thing they got the wrong impression.

He then brings up the issue of credit for Lung’s capture. He outlines the potential consequences: Lung’s gang, particularly his two superpowered lieutenants, Oni Lee and the newly recruited Bakuda, a Tinker specializing in advanced bombs. Armsmaster advises caution, suggesting she either join the Wards for protection or keep a low profile and not take credit.

Overwhelmed and tired, she chooses the latter, asking Armsmaster to keep her involvement secret. He agrees, assuring her it’s a wise decision. He offers his help if she’s ever in trouble, implying he owes her one for letting him take the credit. As he departs, she’s left with the satisfaction of knowing she’s made a difference, even if she can’t openly acknowledge it. She heads home, comforted by the thought that things could have been worse.




1.x (Interlude; Danny)

In the predawn hours of a seemingly ordinary morning, Danny Hebert found himself in a state of distress. His daughter, Taylor, was not in her room. It was 3:15 AM, and his concern had been growing since a little past midnight when he’d heard the back door of the house close below his bedroom. Three hours of anxious waiting had ensued, his mind conjuring a multitude of worrisome scenarios.

Danny was no stranger to worry, especially when it came to Taylor. She wasn’t a typical teenager; she didn’t socialize much, and parties held no interest for her. The possibility that she had gone out for a run, seeking solace from the stress of school, was a concern, given the unsafe neighborhood they lived in. A skinny girl in her mid-teens was an easy target, and the thought of her being attacked, or worse, was enough to make him physically ill. 

Another ominous possibility loomed large in his mind: the bullies. Taylor had been hospitalized in January due to their actions, an incident she had never fully discussed with him. The school’s response had been inadequate, and his attempts to transfer her to another school had been thwarted by bureaucratic red tape. The thought of these bullies luring Taylor out in the middle of the night, armed with threats or empty promises, filled him with a sense of helplessness.

The slightest vibration in the house signaled Taylor’s return. Relief washed over Danny, mixed with a lingering fear. He hesitated to go downstairs, unsure of what he would find. The thought of seeing his daughter vulnerable and possibly hurt, after enduring humiliation at the hands of bullies, was almost unbearable.

He waited, listening for any clue as to her condition. The sounds of her making a late-night snack, toast with jam, provided a small measure of comfort. It seemed unlikely that she would be engaging in such a mundane activity if something terrible had happened.

Relief gave way to anger, directed at Taylor for causing him such worry, and at the city for its unsafe neighborhoods. But most of all, he was angry at himself for his inability to protect his daughter, to stop the bullies, to get answers.

Danny’s father had been a man of strong physique and an even stronger temper, a trait Danny had inherited but strived to control. He had made a vow to himself never to lose his temper with his family, a vow he had kept with Taylor. But she had witnessed his anger on other occasions, incidents that now filled him with shame and regret.

The memory of his last argument with his wife, Annette, four years ago, still haunted him. It was the last time he had seen her. And then there was the incident at the hospital after Taylor’s ordeal, where his rage had been so intense that a nurse had threatened to call the police. He feared that these outbursts might have contributed to Taylor’s reluctance to share her troubles with him.

As the anger subsided, exhaustion set in. He crawled into bed, leaving the right side empty, a habit he hadn’t broken since Annette’s departure. He decided to talk to Taylor in the morning, to finally get some answers.

His dreams were filled with the vast expanse of the ocean, a stark contrast to the turmoil of his waking hours.








2.01

In the early morning haze, a girl awakens, her body weary from a restless night. She forces herself out of bed, adhering to her routine despite the lingering fatigue. As she prepares for her day, her father, a man of routine and worry, enters the kitchen. He’s not conventionally attractive, marked by a constant look of bewildered defeat.

“Good morning, kiddo,” he says, kissing her head. He notices her weariness, and she admits to a sleepless night. He suggests she rest, hinting at his disapproval of her daily runs. “You could sleep in,” he offers, but she declines, citing the importance of routine.

Their conversation turns to local gossip. A man named Gerry, known to both of them, has apparently found work with the infamous duo Über and Leet, a pair of incompetent villains. They share a brief, quiet breakfast, interrupted by her father’s sudden observation. “I heard you come in late last night,” he says, causing her heart to race.

She fabricates a story about being unable to sleep, a tale not entirely untrue, but not the full story of her night’s adventure. Her father, ever the worrier, warns her about the dangers of wandering at night. She reassures him, though a knot of guilt forms in her stomach as she thinks of the previous night’s near-death experience.

He presses her about the cause of her sleeplessness. “School,” she says, “Friends, the lack thereof.” He delicately avoids mentioning the bullies, an unspoken issue between them.

He forbids her from going out at night again, and she apologizes, even though she knows she might repeat her actions. As she leaves for her run, her father notices her burnt hair. She dismisses it, attributing it to the stove, and rushes out, leaving her worried father behind.




2.02

Okay, here’s a 5x compressed summary, retaining the author’s style:

After a restless night and a close brush with death, I headed to school, feeling more than a little out of it. Homeroom was a tense affair, knowing I’d missed assignments, but computer class offered a small respite. No Emma, Sophia, or Madison, and I was ahead in the advanced group, which meant I usually finished early and had time to myself.

Naturally, I dove into researching the villains I’d encountered. Parahumans Online (P.H.O.) was the go-to for cape stuff. Tattletale’s wiki entry was a joke – basically a “help us out, hero” plea with one blurry picture. Grue had a bit more info: three years active, small-time stuff turned big, power listed as “darkness generation.”

Hellhound, or rather, Rachel Lindt, had a whole page. No secret identity, formerly homeless, joined up with Grue and the others about a year ago. Picture showed a tough-looking girl riding one of those monster dogs. Turns out, she got her powers at fourteen, trashed her foster home, and spent two years dodging heroes in Maine. No enhanced strength, but she could turn regular dogs into those nightmare creatures. Red warning box at the bottom: hostile, antisocial, violent – don’t approach.

Regent? Nothing. Not even a wiki stub. My mood, already sour, took another hit. I finished the busywork assignment – a simple calculator – and went back to the web.

I looked up Lung, info was mostly stuff I knew, though there was no mention of super hearing or him being fireproof. I didn’t add it, figuring it’d be deleted as unsupported speculation. His gang, the ABB, had a detailed page. Lots of Asian members, Lung absorbing gangs and recruiting anyone Asian, willing or not. Lieutenants were Oni Lee and Bakuda.

Oni Lee’s wiki had recent updates. Teleportation, but he leaves behind an active copy for a few seconds before it turns to ash. Also used as suicide bomber, guy’s a sociopath. Picture showed a ninja-looking dude with a demon mask. Definitely not someone you want to mess with.

Bakuda was new, added ten days ago. Picture was from the shoulders up, goggles, gas mask, no clear age or ethnicity. Held a university ransom with high-tech bombs. Link to a “Bomb Threat @ Cornell” video, which I saved for later.

Then, the “Defeats and Captures” section. Lung had apparently lost a few times but always got away, until last night. Armsmaster ambushed and took him down, weakened from a previous fight. He was being held until trial, probably headed for the Birdcage. I felt a weird mix of anger and excitement. Armsmaster took credit, but I was part of it.

I checked the message boards. Threats against Armsmaster, questions about the fight, worries about Bakuda using a big bomb to get Lung back. I pushed that thought away. It was a problem for the big-league heroes, not me.

Then, I searched for myself, using terms related to my powers. Two hits. One about a magic-using villain in the UK. The other, a message titled “Bug” in the Connections section.

Subject: Bug

Owe you one. Would like to repay the favor. Meet?

Send a message,

Tt.

Two pages of comments, some saying it was important, others calling them conspiracy theorists. But I knew. Tattletale was trying to reach me.




2.03

The bell rang, ending computer class. Heading to her next class, she noticed Madison and two friends giggling. Her usual seat near the door, chosen for quick escapes from bullies, had been targeted with a juice prank, a reminder of a past incident. She took another seat as Mr. Gladly, her least favorite teacher, entered.

Mr. Gladly, instructed the class to form groups of four to share homework and compete for a vending machine prize. Avoiding the awkwardness of being group-less, she approached Mr. Gladly to request a new textbook, lying that she’d lost hers. He agreed, reminding her of the $35 replacement fee.

Joining Sparky and Greg, she found herself in a familiar group of leftovers. Sparky, a spacey drummer, was oblivious, while Greg, though smart, had an unrestrained, rambling way of talking. Julia, one of Madison’s friends, arrived late and joined their group, much to everyone’s displeasure.

Madison’s group sat nearby, allowing Julia to chat with them. Greg, energized by the presence of popular girls, tried to join their conversation, only to be ignored. She handed Greg her homework, which he praised before Julia snatched it and passed it to Madison. A confrontation ensued, with Madison condescendingly dismissing her.

Unable to retrieve her work, she fumed as Greg tried to salvage the situation. Mr. Gladly chose Greg to present their group’s work, which he botched. Madison then presented, using her homework, though misinterpreting one point. Another group won, but Mr. Gladly acknowledged Madison’s effort.

Furious, she tuned out the lecture, her anger and her power making it hard to focus. After class, Mr. Gladly asked her to stay behind, stating he wasn’t oblivious to the bullying. He mentioned past incidents and suggested talking to the principal.

She questioned the outcome, knowing the bullies would likely face only a short suspension and seek revenge. Mr. Gladly insisted it was a start, but she disagreed, calling it self-sabotage. As she left, she found Emma, Madison, Sophia, and others waiting for her in the hall.




2.04

“Nobody likes her,” Julia stated, initiating another round of insults aimed at me, Taylor. I was cornered by Emma, Madison, Sophia, and six other girls, a daily ritual of torment I’d endured for a year and a half. Their words, a mix of contradictions and cruelties, were designed to break me down. Mr. Gladly, my supposed advocate, walked away, leaving me to their mercy.

If this were a fight between guys, I might have stood a chance. But girls fought dirty, and Emma, the ringleader, was untouchable. Any retaliation would only make things worse. They were running out of steam until Emma stepped forward. “What’s the matter, Taylor? You look upset,” she said, her words a calculated blow. “So upset you’re going to cry yourself to sleep for a straight week?”

Her words struck a nerve, dredging up the memory of my mother’s death. Emma, once my best friend, had weaponized my vulnerability. A tear escaped, and Madison mocked me. Sophia snatched my backpack, but I didn’t fight back. I shoved through the crowd and fled, leaving behind my soaked textbook and art midterm.

My primary concern was escaping. I wouldn’t break my promise not to use my powers on them. That was a line I refused to cross. The long-term ramifications weren’t worth it. Besides, I needed to keep my two worlds separate. What was the point of escapism if my superhero life was tainted by these bullies?

As I ran, I wondered how I’d fill my afternoon, the thought of returning to school a distant concern.




2.05

Downtown Brockton Bay, a stark contrast of affluence and poverty, served as a refuge for Taylor after a hasty retreat from school. Avoiding the painful reminders of the day’s events, she fixated on a message from Tattletale, a B-list villain who, along with her team, had recently confounded even the likes of Armsmaster. The message proposed a meeting, a chance to repay a perceived favor. Despite a nagging suspicion of a trap, Taylor couldn’t fathom a motive.

The villains were an enigma. Grue and Hellhound, once minor players from different cities, were now part of a team pulling off high-profile heists. Their sudden alliance and elevated success were baffling. Leadership seemed nonexistent, with Grue openly teasing Regent and the team struggling to agree on how to handle Lung. Information, Taylor realized, was key in the world of capes.

Hungry and penniless, Taylor found herself outside a busy library. A ridiculous thought popped into her head - she could ask the supervillains for lunch money. But the absurdity led to a more serious consideration: using the meeting to gather intel for Armsmaster. It was a betrayal, yes, but a calculated one.

Entering the library, Taylor waited for a computer. She crafted a message to Tattletale, requesting proof of identity before agreeing to meet. The reply came swiftly, filled with unsettlingly accurate details of their encounter, and the alarming revelation that Tattletale knew Taylor’s current location. Was it a threat? Or simply the unsettling power of a savvy cape?

Despite her fear, the offer to meet Tattletale and her team unmasked was too tempting. It was a high-stakes gamble, the potential rewards immense: a major victory for the heroes, recognition from Armsmaster, and valuable information. The risks were equally significant: a fight, a beating, or even death. But facing those dangers was part of being a hero.

The alternative was inaction, letting the opportunity slip away and wallowing in the misery of missed classes. The choice was clear. With a jolt, Taylor realized she was lost in thought, the computer’s screensaver a colorful blur. A woman was waiting. Taylor smiled, a surge of relief flooding her. “Give me thirty seconds,” she said, and sent her final message:

Subject: Re:Bug

See you at three.
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The protagonist, going by “Bug,” arrives at a prearranged meeting with the Undersiders, a group of young villains she encountered the previous night. She’s in costume, even though Tattletale, Grue, and Regent are not, having opted for the safety of her armor over social niceties. Using her power to control bugs, she scouts the area and confirms their identities, finding them unmasked and casually dressed, reinforcing Tattletale’s claim of a truce.

Tattletale, with her distinctive grin and green eyes, wins a bet with Regent regarding Bug’s arrival in costume. Regent, a pretty-faced young man, scowls as he hands over the winnings. Grue, the apparent leader, is a tall, muscular figure with a deep voice that belies his youthful appearance. He introduces himself as Brian and extends a hand in a gesture of trust.

Bug expresses her surprise at their willingness to reveal their identities, and Brian explains it as a “token show of trust.” Lisa (Tattletale) presents Bug with a lunchbox containing $2,000, an initial offer with two options: a thank-you for helping them against Lung, or the first installment of her monthly allowance as a member of the Undersiders.

Bug is taken aback by the offer. Brian clarifies that the $2,000 is just their base pay for staying active, and they make considerably more from their activities. They mention a “boss” who funds them, piquing Bug’s curiosity.

The team explains that they voted to recruit Bug, with Bitch (Rachel) being the sole dissenting vote due to concerns about splitting their earnings. They reveal their previous failed recruitment attempts, including Spitfire, who joined Faultline’s Crew, and Circus, who prefers to work solo.

Brian outlines the current power vacuum in Brockton Bay’s underworld following Lung’s incapacitation and the ABB’s decline. They anticipate a struggle for territory and influence among various factions, including themselves, Faultline’s Crew, the remaining ABB, Empire Eighty-Eight, solo villains, and potentially out-of-town groups. They want Bug’s firepower, admitting that despite their success, they’re bound to face a fight they can’t win eventually.

Bug questions why they want her, as her powers aren’t effective against high-level heroes. Lisa counters that Bug incapacitated Lung, a feat many teams have failed to achieve. Bug downplays her role, attributing their success to the Undersiders’ intervention. Lisa then reveals a startling truth: Bug’s insect venom, administered repeatedly in sensitive areas, caused severe tissue damage to Lung, nearly killing him and leaving him with lasting consequences.

Bug is horrified, realizing the unintended severity of her actions. Lisa assures her that Lung is recovering but will need months to regain his full capabilities. Alec morbidly jokes about Lung’s potential desire for revenge.

Bug asks how Lisa knows so much about Lung’s condition and other seemingly private information. Lisa remains cryptic, hinting that her powers and their mysterious boss are key factors in their success. She emphasizes their group’s track record, lack of a grand agenda, and the potential for fun and profit.

Bug, despite lingering questions, accepts the offer, intrigued by the opportunity and the resources at her disposal. She figures it’s not a binding commitment and that she stands to gain valuable experience and information.




2.07 (tofix)

Joining the Undersiders

Taylor, under the alias “Bug,” joins the Undersiders, a team of supervillains. As they discuss getting to know each other better, Taylor realizes she’ll have to reveal her identity, a natural progression she hadn’t foreseen. Feeling cornered, she impulsively decides to change out of her costume on the rooftop, hoping nobody will recognize her.

Anxiety and Introductions

After changing, Taylor feels a pang of regret about her choice of plain clothes, worrying about how the cool and confident Undersiders will perceive her. She reminds herself of her recent accomplishments and her undercover mission, trying to muster some confidence. She introduces herself with her real name, a gamble she hopes will pay off later. Lisa, one of the Undersiders, gives her a comforting hug, a gesture that surprises and touches Taylor.

Exploring the Docks

The group heads to their hideout in the Docks, a run-down area of the city. Taylor, despite living nearby, has never explored this part before. The area is a mix of desolation and unexpected life, with abandoned buildings, overgrown weeds, and a few surprising residents going about their lives.

Redmond Welding

Their destination is an old factory, Redmond Welding, with a rusted exterior and a dark, stripped-down interior. They ascend a spiral staircase to the second floor, a stark contrast to the desolate first floor.

The Loft

The second floor is a spacious loft, divided into three sections: a living room with a large TV and gaming consoles, a collection of cubicle-like rooms, and a kitchen area at the far end. The space is messy but lived-in, a statement of the team’s independence.

Taylor’s Room

Alec reveals that the loft is now Taylor’s space too. They plan to clear out a storage closet to give her a room. Taylor is surprised but grateful, realizing this will help Brian, another team member, who has been sleeping on the couch.

Team Dynamics and Compensation

Brian explains the team’s compensation: two thousand dollars a month just for being a member, plus a share of the ten to thirty-five thousand dollars they typically earn from each job. Taylor is taken aback by the amount of money involved.

Knowledge and Powers

Brian asks Taylor about her knowledge of the local cape scene. She admits she’s been researching but still has a lot to learn. Brian offers to share his knowledge and encourages her to ask questions. He expresses relief that she takes things seriously, unlike some other team members. Lisa claims to know everything, revealing that her power fills in gaps in her knowledge, allowing her to figure things out intuitively.

Lisa’s Power

Lisa explains that her power helped her know Taylor was at the library and that she can easily figure out passwords and access information, such as the PHQ’s surveillance footage. She admits it’s less reliable with reading people and can be overwhelming. Brian criticizes Lisa for her occasional recklessness despite her power.

Interrupted by Dogs

Before Brian and Alec can explain their powers, they are interrupted by the sound of barking. Three large, snarling dogs appear, backing Taylor against a wall.




2.08

“Call off your dogs!” Brian’s voice boomed across the room.

It was too late. The Rottweiler had my wrist, and the pain was excruciating. A German Shepherd and a hairless, one-eyed terrier joined in, snapping and clawing. The Rottweiler began to drag me, and I struggled to think of anything but curling into a ball.

A whistle cut through the chaos, and the dogs retreated. Shaking, I was helped up by Lisa and Alec, tears in my eyes and jaw clenched tight.

Across the room, Brian was rubbing his hand, his dogs sitting neatly beside a girl on the floor – Rachel Lindt, Hellhound, Bitch. Blood trickled from her nose.

“I fucking hate it,” Brian growled, “When you make me do that.”

Bitch, propped against the wall, sneered at me. Unattractive, butch, with a square face, thick eyebrows, and a twice-broken nose, she was solidly built, wearing boots, ripped jeans, and an army jacket.

“Why the fuck did you do that?” I asked, voice steady despite the tremor within.

She just licked her lip and smiled, a mean, smug sneer. She thought she’d won.

“God fucking dammit!” Brian shouted. I clenched my fist, then relaxed it, searching for a reason to back down, like I always did with bullies.

But there was no reason. I was across the room before I knew it, my bugs swarming in. Bitch raised her fingers to whistle, but I kicked for her face. She aborted, covering her head. My foot connected with her arm, and she recoiled.

I pressed the attack, landing a kick on her ear. Blood bloomed, but I couldn’t stop. A kick to her stomach, then between her legs, then three to her ribs.

The dogs, over their fear, circled. I backed off, facing them. They wouldn’t run while their master was hurt.

A shadow fell – Brian, standing between me and the dogs. “Enough,” he said.

Bitch whistled weakly, and the dogs retreated. I backed away, keeping Brian between me and the animals.

“No more fighting,” Brian said, calmer now. “You deserved whatever Taylor gave you, Rachel.”

She glared, then looked away.

“Taylor, come sit down. I promise we’ll-”

“No,” I interrupted, “Fuck this. Fuck you guys.”

“You said she wasn’t cool with me joining. You never said she was pissed off enough to try and kill me.”

Bitch snarled, “If I ordered them to kill you, Brutus would have torn out your throat… I gave them the hurt command.”

“That’s great,” I laughed, high-pitched, “She has her dogs trained to hurt people. Seriously? Fuck you guys.”

I headed for the stairs, but darkness blocked my way. Brian’s power – darkness generation. I found the railing and pushed through, feeling the oily blackness slither over my skin.

Hands on my shoulders. I wheeled around, shouting, “Back off!” My voice was swallowed by the darkness, which muffled sound as well as light.

Sensory deprivation. I used my bugs to orient myself, found the stairs, and descended.

“Taylor!” Brian called, alone.

“You’re going to use your power on me again?”

“No… I’m sorry. About using my power, about Bitch.”

“You don’t have to worry. I won’t tell anyone… Let me change my mind. After what your teammate just did, you owe me that much.”

“If it were up to me, I’d kick Bitch out and keep you.”

His words were a bucket of cold water. I’d been furious because I felt betrayed and disappointed, ironic given my reasons for being there.

“But you won’t?” I sighed.

“It’s complicated. We count on the boss… We’d lose all that if we kicked her out.”

“I became a cape to get away from… assholes like Bitch.”

“Come back inside, Taylor. Please… At least let us patch you up, get you in some new clothes.”

I looked at my arm, blood on my sleeve. My costume was still upstairs.

“Fine,” I sighed, “But just so you know, I’m only coming back because she doesn’t want me to. I quit, she wins, and I’m not fucking having that.”

Brian smiled, “I’ll take what I can get.”




2.09

Returning to the loft, I felt apprehensive facing Lisa and Alec after our argument. Bitch scowled at me, while Alec grinned. Lisa, smiling, asked Alec to fetch the first aid kit. Examining my injuries, I found mostly superficial scrapes and bruises, except for a deep puncture on my forearm. “That was awesome, you know,” Alec commented, surprising me.

Brian suggested cleaning and stitching the wound, using Lisa’s power to assess the necessity. Despite the tension, Bitch remained quiet during the process. Brian had us all take a first aid class, which I had already completed. He then left to dispose of the medical supplies.

Alone with Alec, I asked about his power, Regent. He demonstrated by causing Brian to trip on his return. Lisa explained that Alec could manipulate people’s nervous systems, causing them to stumble or lose balance.

I summarized everyone’s abilities: Bitch controlled monstrous dogs (Brutus, Judas, and Angelica), Brian generated disorienting darkness that also blocked radio signals and radiation, and Lisa had enhanced perception. Brian clarified that he intentionally misled the Parahumans wiki about his powers for an advantage. He demonstrated his darkness, filling the room before dissipating it.

Lisa informed me it was almost 5 PM, and Brian asked if I needed to be somewhere. I realized I should call my dad. Lisa suggested I stay and hang out, and Alec proposed ordering food. Despite my reservations about Bitch, I agreed, wanting to smooth things over and socialize.

Calling my dad, I assured him I was fine and had made friends. He was concerned, asking about my safety. I reassured him, my eyes landing on a stack of banded money and a handgun on their table. “They seem like good people,” I lied, barely catching his question about my new friends.




2.x (Interlude; Victoria)

Victoria Dallon, also known as Glory Girl, a superheroine who can fly and project an aura of awe or intimidation, was pursuing a skinhead involved in a racially motivated assault. After a dramatic landing, she chased and confronted him, using her powers to intimidate him into revealing information about the Empire Eighty-Eight, a white supremacist gang.

“The woman you attacked was named Andrea Young,” she stated, her voice laced with barely suppressed fury. The man, a member of the Empire, denied involvement, but Victoria pressed him, “Andrea Young! A black college student was beaten so badly she needed medical attention! Her teeth were knocked out!”

Despite her efforts, he remained defiant, even insulting her. Enraged, Victoria threw him a considerable distance and then kicked a dumpster into him, incapacitating him. “Screw you too,” she hissed, her anger boiling over.

Realizing the severity of his injuries, she contacted her adoptive sister Amy, also known as Panacea, a healer with the power to manipulate biological matter. Amy arrived, expressing her frustration with Victoria’s repeated recklessness. “This is the sixth – sixth! – time you’ve nearly killed someone. That I know about!” Amy exclaimed.

Victoria pleaded with Amy to heal the man, fearing legal repercussions and damage to their family’s reputation, as they were a public superhero team with no government affiliation. “This isn’t just a team, Ames,” Victoria argued, “We’re a family. We’re your family.”

Amy, bound by her principles and concerns about enabling Victoria’s behavior, initially hesitated but eventually relented. She healed the man’s major injuries, leaving him with lingering numbness as a reminder of his actions and a deterrent against future wrongdoing. “He’ll be numb from the waist down for another three hours,” Amy explained, “His left arm will be iffy for about that long, too… He’ll also have numb toes for a good month or so.”

During the healing process, Victoria questioned the skinhead further, learning about the Empire’s plans to expand into the Docks, a territory left vulnerable after the imprisonment of Lung, the leader of the Azn Bad Boys. He revealed a power struggle with Coil, a villain with a well-equipped private army, and mentioned other groups, such as Faultline’s crew, the Undersiders, and various independent villains, all vying for control of the Docks. “Everyone’s going to make a play,” the skinhead warned, “It’s not just the major gangs and teams… The Docks are ripe for the taking.”

After extracting the information, Victoria and Amy left the partially healed skinhead, reminding him of Amy’s potential to harm as well as heal. “Did you ever wonder what else she could do?” Victoria threatened, “Ever think, maybe, she could break you just as easily?”

Victoria then contacted emergency services to pick up the incapacitated criminal, emphasizing the importance of accountability and the precarious position of their independent superhero team. “We’re not government-sponsored,” Amy reminded her, “We’re not protected or organized or regulated in the same way. Everyone knows who we are under our masks. That means we have to be accountable.” The incident highlighted the complex dynamics between the sisters, their differing approaches to superhero work, and the challenges they faced as a public, non-governmental team operating in a city on the brink of a potential gang war. The encounter served as a stark reminder of the delicate balance between justice, power, and responsibility in their chosen path.








3.01

Early Tuesday morning, I went for my usual run, a routine I started to improve my stamina after a humiliating incident in February. This early, Brockton Bay felt like an abandoned town, a refreshing change from the usual hustle. My training regimen was focused on building endurance, and I’d noticed a significant improvement in my fitness over the past three and a half months. My route varied daily, but it often led me to either the Docks or the Boardwalk. I avoided the more dangerous parts of the Docks, sticking to the main roads leading to the Boardwalk.

Reaching the Boardwalk, I found Brian, one of the guys I’d met yesterday, waiting for me. He was dressed impeccably, a stark contrast to his casual appearance the previous day. He had brought donuts and coffee from a nearby cafe, an extravagant gesture considering their line of work. We chatted as we enjoyed our breakfast, overlooking the beach. He apologized for Rachel’s behavior the previous night and assured me that she was starting to accept me as a new member of the team. He explained Rachel’s troubled past, growing up in foster care, which had made her antisocial and difficult to deal with.

I showed him my power to control simple-minded creatures, using a nearby crab as an example. He seemed impressed, and we shared a moment of camaraderie. He invited me back to their place, but I had to decline, needing to get ready for school. He then surprised me with a key to their apartment, telling me I was welcome there anytime. I agreed to visit later that day and headed home, feeling a growing sense of dread about returning to school.

The previous day’s humiliation at the hands of Emma and Sophia was still fresh in my mind. I knew I had to face the consequences of missing two afternoons of school, including a missed art project. Going to Mr. Gladly’s class was especially daunting, knowing he had turned a blind eye to my bullying. I’d faced these feelings before, especially after returning from a week in psychiatric observation following a particularly brutal incident.

To cope, I made deals with myself, focusing on the small things I could look forward to, like a quiet lunch break or hanging out with Brian, Lisa, and Alec. As I got off the bus, I saw Sophia, fresh from track practice, talking and laughing with some girls. Even though I knew they likely weren’t talking about me, it still hurt. Sophia mocked me, and I couldn’t bring myself to face her or the others.

Instead, I turned around and walked away, catching the bus back to the docks. I knew it would be harder to go back tomorrow, but the relief of not having to face them was overwhelming. I’d been fighting against this for a long time, and it was just easier to give in, even knowing the consequences I’d face for missing more school.




3.02

Taylor takes the bus to the Undersiders’ loft, noticing the city’s undercurrents. Gang members, enforcers, and the ever-present threat of violence were simply facts of life in Brockton Bay.

Reaching the loft, she finds Brian and Alec sparring. Brian, older and more physically fit, easily outmaneuvers the less-than-enthusiastic Alec. Brian explains that Lisa is on the phone with their boss, and Rachel (Bitch) is in her room with her dogs.

Alec quickly loses interest in the training, opting for video games instead. Taylor, however, asks Brian for some pointers. He obliges, teaching her basic fighting techniques: proper stance, efficient punches, and the importance of staying aggressive. He mentions his own limited martial arts experience, emphasizing practical skills over formal training.

Taylor asks about getting a weapon, recalling her fight with Lung where she felt a need for something more than her fists. Brian suggests she talk to Lisa, who handles their gear requests.

Curious, Taylor inquires about their mysterious boss. Brian and Alec admit they don’t know his identity. Lisa might know, but she’s sworn to secrecy. The boss provides them with everything they need – money, contacts, gear – and asks for little in return, only occasional jobs.

Just then, Lisa joins them, announcing their next job: “We’re robbing a bank.”




3.03 (tofix)

Planning the Heist

“No,” Brian stated firmly, “Such a bad idea.”

Lisa, phone in hand, proposed the idea of a bank robbery as a “rite of passage” for their team of criminals. Bitch, with her unique style, stood beside her, a small, one-eyed terrier at her heels.

Brian, ever the pragmatist, argued, “Robbing a bank is moronic.” He explained that the average haul was a measly twenty thousand dollars, and considering the location in Brockton Bay, it would likely be even less. After splitting it five ways, they’d each get a paltry two or three thousand dollars.

Alec, more interested in the notoriety, chimed in, “I could do with an extra three thousand dollars.” But Brian countered, highlighting the significant risks involved. With three major superhero teams and numerous solo heroes in the city, a fight was almost guaranteed.

“We won because we picked our battles,” Brian argued. “We wouldn’t have that option if we were cooped up in the bank.” He emphasized the layers of security they’d face and the high probability of a cape showing up to stop them.

Alec, still swayed by the prospect of making headlines, said, “I kind of want to do it anyways.” Bitch agreed, but Brian retorted, “Not fucking up is better for our reputation in the long run.”

The protagonist, feeling uneasy about the whole idea, voiced her agreement with Brian, deeming it “reckless.”

Lisa, however, had a counterargument. “He does make good points, but I have better ones.” She revealed that their boss wanted them to do a job at a specific time and had offered a good deal. The bank robbery was her idea, and the boss liked it. The Protectorate would be busy with an event on Thursday, minimizing the chances of encountering them. They would target Bay Central, the biggest bank in Brockton Bay, conveniently located near Arcadia High, where most of the Wards attended school. Due to jurisdictions, New Wave wouldn’t intervene, leaving them to face the junior superhero team.

“Figure that’s happening in the middle of the school day,” Lisa continued, “and they won’t all be able to slip away without drawing attention.” She reasoned that they’d likely face a couple of the strongest Wards or one strong member with a group of less powerful ones, a fight they could win.

Brian conceded that they might do alright under those circumstances, but Lisa had another ace up her sleeve. “I also got the boss to agree to match us two for one on the haul.” Their boss would add double whatever they stole, or bring their total to twenty-five thousand, whichever was higher. They were guaranteed at least five thousand dollars each.

“That’s insane,” Brian exclaimed. “Why would he do that?”

“And,” Lisa grinned, “He’ll cover all our costs, just this once.”

The protagonist echoed Brian’s disbelief, unable to fathom such large sums of money.

“Because he’s sponsoring us,” Lisa explained, “and he doesn’t want to fund a team of nobodies. We manage this, we won’t be nobodies.”

The team fell silent, considering the deal. The protagonist, still apprehensive, tried to find flaws in the plan, worried about the potential consequences.

Brian broke the silence, “The risk to reward still isn’t great.”

Lisa countered, “It’ll be more than five grand for each of us, I guarantee you.” She explained that Bay Central was the hub of cash distribution for the entire county, with armored cars coming and going regularly. They would hit on a Thursday after noon, maximizing their potential take.

“Well, you got me,” Brian sighed, “It sounds good.”

Alec and Bitch were already on board. Everyone turned to the protagonist.

“What would I be doing?” she asked, stalling.

The Plan and the Enemy

Lisa outlined a general plan, with Brian making helpful suggestions. The protagonist, realizing the robbery was inevitable, offered suggestions to minimize the chance of disaster, hoping to get more information on the Undersiders and their boss while preventing anyone from getting hurt.

They discussed the bank’s layout, using a satellite image and a picture of the bank manager to map out the interior. Lisa’s power allowed her to deduce the locations of tellers, vaults, and other key areas.

Alec, restless during the planning, made lunch. They ate as they finalized the plan.

“Alright,” Brian said, “I think we have a general idea of what we’re doing.”

“So, the enemy,” the protagonist said, nervous about facing the good guys. She admitted her limited combat experience.

“Let’s talk strategy and weaknesses,” Brian said, “You know who the Wards are?”

“I’ve researched them,” she replied.

Brian went down the list:


	Aegis: Team leader, flies, seemingly invincible due to redundant biology. Best strategy: keep him occupied or trapped. * Clockblocker: Can freeze anything he touches in time for an unpredictable duration. Untouchable while frozen. Avoid contact. * Vista: Twelve years old, can reshape space but limited by the Manton effect, which prevents powers from directly affecting living beings. Take her down quickly. * Kid Win: Tinker, uses a flying skateboard, laser pistols, and high-tech visor. Mobile but not overly threatening. * Gallant: Wears armor, shoots blasts of light that cause physical and emotional effects. Avoid getting hit multiple times. * Shadow Stalker: Aggressive, has a vendetta against Brian. Can become intangible and nearly invisible but her crossbow bolts become solid after half a second. Avoid getting shot, take her down if possible.



“So that’s the plan, then?” the protagonist asked.

“That’s the way these things go,” Brian replied.

The protagonist admitted to having second, third, and fourth thoughts but resolved to go through with it.

“Good,” Brian said, “Then we’ve got the rest of today and tomorrow to prepare.” He assigned tasks: the protagonist would meet him for a run and receive a cell phone, Lisa would confirm the job with the boss.

“So unless there’s anything else,” Lisa said with a grin, “I think we just planned a bank robbery before noon.”

The protagonist couldn’t help but wonder if that was a good thing.




3.04 (tofix)

The chapter opens with the protagonist, a teenage girl, abruptly ending a phone call as her dad arrives home. She hides the disposable cell phone Brian gave her, aware of her dad’s negative feelings towards cell phones since her mom’s death. She’d skipped school to join Brian, Alec, and Lisa (Rachel was out) at their loft, finalizing plans for a bank robbery scheduled for Thursday. She selected a combat knife and a telescoping baton as her weapons.

They avoided discussing the robbery further, instead clearing out a storage closet to make space for her. Lisa suggested ways to personalize the room, but the protagonist felt content with the spartan setup, appreciating the acceptance it represented while acknowledging her temporary status. They then watched movies from Earth-Aleph, an alternate Earth accessible through a portal created by Professor Haywire.

The protagonist cooks dinner for her dad, mentioning she has plans with friends. Her dad expresses mild disappointment but agrees. She fabricates details about her new friends, using their real names (Brian, Lisa, Alec, Rachel) to avoid potential complications. She explains she met them downtown while taking a break from school. She describes Brian as “cool,” Lisa as “smart” (avoiding the fact that she’s a villain), Alec as a disengaged artist, and Rachel as someone she dislikes for her demanding and mean nature.

The protagonist confides in her dad about being bullied at school, mentioning a recent incident where her tormentors ganged up on her, taking turns insulting her. She reassures him it wasn’t as severe as the January incident, avoiding specifics about the emotional manipulation involving her mom’s death. Her dad respects her boundaries, offering her space and understanding.

Feeling guilty for her lies, she accepts ten dollars from her dad for coffee with Lisa, then heads out, carrying a gym bag with her costume. She jogs towards the Bay, intending to meet Armsmaster at the disused ferry station.

The ferry station, a symbol of the city’s past prosperity, is now a relic, maintained cosmetically but functionally abandoned. The protagonist changes into her costume in a restroom, then heads to an outdoor patio with a view of the Protectorate Headquarters (PHQ), a magnificent structure built on a retrofitted oil rig, protected by a forcefield.

Armsmaster arrives, his demeanor stern and imposing. He’s holding his halberd, his posture suggesting a shift from their previous encounter. The protagonist apologizes for abruptly ending the call with his receptionist, then states, “I need to call in a favor.”




3.05 (tofix)

The protagonist, a young cape, meets with Armsmaster, a hero, to offer her services as an informant within the villain group, the Undersiders. She explains that she joined them to gather intel, having realized Armsmaster has a form of lie detection.

Armsmaster is initially pleased, asking her to come to headquarters. However, she refuses, needing more time to uncover their boss’s identity without Tattletale, a precognitive Undersider, finding out. She raises the possibility of a spy within the Protectorate, which Armsmaster dismisses, but she clarifies it’s a metaphorical “spy”. He deduces it involves Tattletale’s powers.

The protagonist reveals the Undersiders are planning a big job and asks for Armsmaster’s protection if things go wrong. He refuses, demanding to know the plan. She won’t say, fearing Tattletale’s detection, but assures him no civilians will be harmed.

Armsmaster angrily rejects her request, calling her a foolish child playing a dangerous game. He criticizes her lack of a handler or backup, unlike real undercover cops. She insists this is the only way, but he remains unconvinced. He advises her to abandon her plan and reveal what she knows or join the Wards.

She brings up her role in Lung’s capture, but Armsmaster is furious, revealing he was reprimanded for her use of lethal force due to the tranquilizers affecting Lung’s healing. She argues it wasn’t intentional and maintains she didn’t have enough venom to kill him.

Armsmaster refuses to condone her actions and demands full disclosure next time. She begs him to keep their meeting secret, fearing the Undersiders’ retaliation. He coldly tells her to face the consequences. She angrily accuses him of being careless with her life. He finally agrees, dismissing her.

Furious and determined, she resolves to proceed with the Undersiders’ plan, prove Armsmaster wrong, and eventually deliver the information to Miss Militia instead. She’s going to rob that bank.




3.06

“Think of it as a game,” Lisa said, comparing their villainous activities to a high-stakes version of cops and robbers. Driving through a downpour, Lisa explained her theory to Taylor: most costumed individuals were just in it for the thrill, a minority were genuinely dangerous or unhinged, and a terrifying few were monstrous. She argued that the majority were like players in an elaborate game, and even the authorities implicitly accepted this, as the presence of “superheroes” brought benefits like tourism and media attention.

Lisa believed that the relatively harmless villains were allowed to operate because they provided “competition” for the heroes. They were rarely sent to the maximum-security prison, the Birdcage, despite the ‘three strikes’ rule, because authorities wanted to maintain plausible deniability. Evidence of this “game” mentality was the harsh reaction from the cape community when someone broke the unwritten rules, like targeting a cape’s family or committing sexual assault.

Taylor, feeling uneasy, was reminded of the unspoken truce among capes when facing world-ending threats like the Endbringers. She was struggling with an argument she’d had, feeling shaken and out of place among the Undersiders. She worried that Lisa might discover her true identity and intentions. The revelation that two of her teammates were murderers further tainted her perception of them.

Lisa, sensing Taylor’s mood, tried to reassure her. She praised Taylor’s bravery against Lung, urging her to disregard the person who had upset her. Taylor, amused by the irony, was momentarily lifted from her “doldrums.”

Lisa then directed Taylor’s attention to their target: the Brockton Bay Central Bank, a fortress-like building. She envisioned their imminent success, but Taylor struggled to share her optimism. They parked near the bank, donned their masks, and prepared for the heist. Despite her doubts, Taylor echoed Lisa’s words, “Let’s go rob a bank.”




3.07

Grue, shrouded in living darkness, ordered Tattletale to handle the bank’s back door and me to assist with the van. Inside, a massive swarm of insects I’d collected spilled out, a mix of fast fliers, durable crawlers, and venomous stingers, chosen specifically for this job. Tattletale, looking drastically different in her costume, explained how she bypassed the alarm system using a secret code known only to capes and SWAT teams. Regent, in his deceptive costume, kept watch. Bitch and her monstrous dogs, now significantly larger and more grotesque due to her power, joined us as we entered the bank.

The plan was time-sensitive: we had five to ten minutes before the Wards arrived. Grue, Regent, and I checked each office, Grue using his darkness to subdue a bank employee, and Regent tripping another who tried to raise the alarm. As we moved deeper, I felt a growing sense of unease, praying each room would be empty, not wanting to take more hostages than necessary.

Reaching the lobby, Bitch’s dogs charged in, growing even larger in a horrifying display as Grue plunged the room into darkness. My swarm flooded the space, covering everyone inside. I made sure each person had several bugs on them, even the two employees we’d brought from the back. Grue dispersed the darkness, revealing a room full of terrified people.

I addressed them, my voice trembling slightly, promising we’d be gone in fifteen minutes and warning them against any heroics. I held up a black widow spider, emphasizing the danger of disobeying me, the hundred others I had brought into the room were also poisonous. As I saw the fear in their eyes, the justification I’d used for taking hostages – preventing anyone from getting hurt – felt hollow. I knew this was wrong, but I had convinced myself it was necessary. My actions weighed heavily on me, the image of the tearful man, the angry teenager, and the shaking bank employee burned into my mind. I felt like I was condemning myself, all for the sake of a plan I wasn’t even sure I believed in anymore.




3.08

The Undersiders, a team of supervillains, found themselves in the middle of a bank heist, executing a plan they’d rehearsed meticulously. Tattletale, spinning the vault’s wheel, finally cracked it open. Inside, Grue, Bitch, and Skitter secured harnesses on one of Bitch’s monstrous dogs, Brutus, while Tattletale monitored the situation from a bank computer.

The vault was filled with stacks of cash and drawers containing important documents. As Bitch and Skitter stuffed cash into bags, Grue used a crowbar to force open the drawers, revealing deeds, liens, and other valuable paperwork their employer desired. They worked quickly, loading bags onto Brutus. A staggering amount of money was being collected, along with sensitive documents.

Bitch displayed a disturbing, toothy grin, unsettling Skitter. They loaded three bags onto Brutus, who then moved to the front of the bank. Angelica, another of Bitch’s dogs, joined them, and Skitter learned she was a rescue with a troubled past. A tense exchange between Bitch and Skitter followed, with Bitch accusing Skitter of being a coward. Grue intervened, restoring order.

Tattletale reported that the “white hats”—the heroes—had arrived and the situation was unfavorable. Outside, the Wards were lined up: Aegis, Vista, Clockblocker, Kid Win, Gallant, and a new member, Browbeat, a close-range telekinetic with enhanced strength and healing. There was also a seventh hero on the roof, possibly from the Protectorate.

The situation was more dire than anticipated. Grue, furious, confronted Tattletale about the inaccurate information. Bitch suggested fighting, but Grue insisted on sticking to the plan: grab the money and run. Tattletale pointed out that the heroes were positioned to intercept them, no matter which exit they chose, especially with Vista’s ability to distort space.

Staying put wasn’t an option either, as it would force a confrontation inside the bank and risk the arrival of the Protectorate. Using hostages was suggested by Bitch, but Skitter worried about the implications, especially since she had tipped off Armsmaster about a potential incident.

Skitter proposed a change of strategy: instead of running, they should fight face-to-face, catching the heroes off guard. As masters of the getaway, a direct confrontation was the last thing the heroes would expect.




3.09

The bank’s doors slammed open, revealing darkness. Hostages stumbled out, and the Wards, young heroes, were caught off guard. Aegis, their leader, ordered the fleeing hostages to the ground as darkness, a power wielded by the villain Grue, flooded the street.

Inside, Grue and his team, the Undersiders, discussed their plan. Tattletale, a thinker, sensed something amiss in Aegis’s earlier hesitation and deduced a costume swap: Aegis and Clockblocker had switched outfits. This realization was crucial; Bitch, a monstrous dog-controlling villainess, was redirected to attack the real Aegis.

Vista, a young Ward, warped the street, creating a disorienting funhouse effect. The narrator, Skitter, a bug-controlling villain, sent her swarm through the darkness and distorted space, identifying her teammates and tracking Bitch’s progress.

Bitch, riding her monstrous dog Judas, charged Aegis. Despite his flight, Judas’s prehensile tail snared him, and Bitch slammed him to the ground. Aegis fought back, but Bitch retreated into the darkness, flipping him off.

Clockblocker, who could freeze objects in time, battled Skitter’s swarm. Skitter aimed to trap him in a prison of frozen bugs, but he cleverly froze only the bugs behind him, creating a barrier as he advanced.

Meanwhile, Bitch had unleashed two more dogs on Aegis. He fended them off, his costume torn, his helm shattered. Brutus, one of the dogs, misjudged his attack due to Vista’s distortion, allowing Aegis to counter and take flight. Angelica, another dog, pursued, leaping from a building to catch Aegis in mid-air.

Clockblocker, hampered by Skitter’s swarm, tried to reach the dogs. Skitter used the opportunity to inflict bites and stings, causing him to stumble. She then directed her bugs into his costume, exploiting the gaps in his borrowed armor.

Despite the relentless assault, Clockblocker struggled towards the dogs. Skitter, with a pang of remorse, ordered her bugs to his nose and mouth. He inhaled, choked, and fell. In a desperate move, he froze every bug touching him, effectively pinning himself.

Skitter, victorious but conflicted, withdrew her remaining bugs. She had defeated a hero in a brutal, unsettling way, but the fight wasn’t over. There were still more Wards to face.




3.10

Chaos reigned as the battle continued. Clockblocker was frozen, Aegis was caught in a tug-of-war between Angelica and Brutus, and Vista distorted the environment, even making rain fall sideways.

Bitch, riding Judas, charged out of the darkness, dodging laser fire from Kid Win and Gallant. Vista tripped Judas with a wall of earth, but Bitch, enraged by one of Gallant’s emotion-inducing blasts, focused on Vista. The young heroine warped space to keep Bitch at bay, giving the protagonist a throbbing headache - a side effect of someone’s power, perhaps?

Bitch called Judas back from a downed Gallant. Kid Win, despite being at an excessive distance, managed to hit Bitch with a laser barrage, leaving her incapacitated. Judas protected her. Browbeat emerged from the darkness, feigning injury from bugs, then ambushed Vista, revealing himself as Grue.

The protagonist, realizing most of the Wards were down, informed Tattletale, who, to her dismay, rushed off to complete one last task. Kid Win, now airborne on his hoverboard, began assembling a massive cannon. He blasted Judas and Aegis, sending them flying. Aegis recovered quickly, taking flight to survey the scene.

Kid Win decimated the protagonist’s swarm with his cannon, then aimed it at the bank where she was hiding. The protagonist ordered her remaining bugs to attack, including those near the now-unfrozen Clockblocker, but a debilitating headache and sluggish bug response hindered her.

Aegis dove towards the bank but was thrown off course, likely by Regent. Kid Win, distracted by Grue’s darkness and the protagonist’s bugs, left Aegis to a recovered Angelica. Aegis, instead of fleeing, used a flashbang to disorient the dog, then dropped two more that were neutralized by Grue’s darkness.

Regent approached Kid Win, using his power to make the young hero lose control of his hoverboard and cannon. Kid Win fell, unable to use his laser pistol due to Regent’s interference. Regent then used his taser on the incapacitated Kid Win.

The protagonist, relieved, laughed as Regent took control of the cannon. A hostage, unnoticed until now, attacked her from behind, knocking her out.




3.11

The protagonist, still reeling from a surprise attack by Panacea, is disoriented and in pain. Her power, which allows her to control bugs, is malfunctioning, causing intense feedback and a near-migraine level headache. Panacea, revealing her identity, has used a fire extinguisher as a weapon and disrupted the protagonist’s powers.

A confrontation ensues. The protagonist takes out an extendable baton, but Panacea manages to block it with the fire extinguisher. After destroying Panacea’s phone, the protagonist demands answers. Panacea reveals she managed to send a text for help just as Glory Girl, her sister, dramatically arrives, crashing through a bank window.

Glory Girl’s arrival is terrifying, as her power literally induces fear. The protagonist, now aware of Panacea’s identity and her healing abilities, realizes the extent of the danger. Despite the dire situation, she takes Panacea hostage, using a knife to create a stalemate.

Glory Girl reveals that reinforcements are on the way, including the Protectorate and possibly members of New Wave, their own superhero team. She warns the protagonist of the overwhelming force she’ll soon face. The situation intensifies as the protagonist’s powers continue to fail, leaving her vulnerable.

Tattletale, a teammate of the protagonist, arrives and casually joins the tense scene. She taunts Glory Girl, who’s unable to act due to the hostage situation. Tattletale then focuses on helping the protagonist, whose powers are still compromised.

Tattletale identifies the source of the problem: the spiders the protagonist had placed on Panacea. She guides the protagonist using a laser pointer, revealing that Panacea has altered the spiders to create a feedback loop, disrupting the protagonist’s powers. The protagonist carefully removes and destroys each spider, gradually relieving the pain and restoring her control.

The conversation shifts to Tattletale’s supposed psychic abilities, which Glory Girl dismisses. Tattletale maintains the ruse, using it to explain how she identified the altered spiders. She then subtly insults Glory Girl, referencing New Wave’s “no secrets” policy.

Tattletale concludes by stating that her true power lies in information, hinting at a deeper strategy at play. The chapter ends with the protagonist regaining control of her powers, but facing a daunting and uncertain future, surrounded by powerful enemies.




3.12

Tattletale dangles Panacea’s deepest secret like a lure, a whispered truth about her parentage that could shatter her world. “It’s not the man,” she explains, her voice laced with knowing cruelty, “It’s the knowing.” The constant, gnawing doubt, the fear of an inherited darkness, a lifetime spent measuring herself against a ghost.

Glory Girl, ever the shield for her sister, refuses the bait. A vault for silence, a tempting trade, but she calls Tattletale’s bluff. Yet, the threat is aimed not at her, but at Panacea, the promise of “humiliation, shame, heartbreak.”

Panacea, breaking free, sparks a brutal brawl. Glory Girl slams Tattletale into a wall, a desperate move to silence the truth-teller. A baton strike brings Panacea down, but Glory Girl unleashes her full, terrifying power. A threat of the Birdcage, a prison for the worst of the worst, hangs heavy in the air.

“Bugs,” Tattletale gasps, a desperate plea. A swarm is unleashed, but Glory Girl’s invincibility is a frustrating barrier. Tattletale, injured but defiant, reveals the chink in the armor: a forcefield, not true invincibility, that flickers under impact. A gunshot pierces the room, a deafening roar, and Glory Girl falls, the swarm finally finding purchase.

A hasty retreat ensues, a dislocated shoulder a painful souvenir. Outside, the battle rages on, Aegis the last Ward standing against the monstrous dogs and Regent’s makeshift weaponry. Grue’s darkness cloaks their escape, a terrifying, disorienting flight atop the monstrous Angelica.

Despite the chaos, a strange elation surges. They’ve done it, escaped relatively unscathed, the only real casualties being the Wards and their own adversaries, Panacea and Glory Girl, whose injuries will undoubtedly be healed. Property damage is minimal, enemies made, perhaps, but unavoidable.

Grue’s darkness becomes a strategic maze, Aegis’s aerial view rendered useless. A planned switch to civilian clothes, a tense wait in the suffocating darkness, and then a return to a rain-soaked city, the sounds of sirens a distant symphony.

Two girls, arm in arm, their dog trotting beside them, melt into the crowd, the picture of innocence amidst the chaos they’ve orchestrated. A good day, a very good day, where victory is measured not just in escape, but in the delicate dance of controlled chaos, a secret held, and a family, however fractured, preserved.




3.x (Interlude; Wards)

The Parahuman Response Team (PRT) building in Brockton Bay mirrored the overcast sky, marked by a shield logo. Inside, the lobby presented a stark contrast: serious PRT officers in tactical gear stood alongside a gift shop full of youthful merchandise, reflecting the duality of their mission. A tour guide waited, ready to educate visitors on the city’s hero management efforts, and for a price, offer a glimpse of the Wards’ headquarters.

A team of battered young heroes, the Wards, entered the lobby, led wordlessly by a stern woman to a meeting room. Aegis, their leader, was severely injured, his costume shredded and soaked in blood, with a punctured lung. Director Piggot, head of the PRT, greeted them with concern, followed by sharp criticism for the destruction caused during their recent mission, particularly by the uninvited Glory Girl. Gallant, accepting responsibility for inviting his girlfriend, offered to pay the damages from his trust fund. Piggot rejected this, stating that all Wards would share the costs by having their pay docked, emphasizing the need for real consequences.

Piggot then questioned Kid Win about his “Alternator Cannon,” an uncleared weapon he used during the mission. Kid Win admitted it wasn’t officially approved, but argued it was necessary. Piggot, prioritizing public perception and funding, ordered the cannon dismantled. Kid Win pleaded to keep it for Class A threats, leading Piggot to compromise: he could keep it, but she would hold the power source, releasing it only for dire emergencies. The cannon would also undergo a standard review, potentially leading to fines or jail time for Kid Win.

After sending Kid Win for a disciplinary review, Piggot dismissed the others, urging them to clean up for the impending tour and media. The Wards retreated to their secure, Tinker-designed headquarters, accessed via an advanced elevator and retina scan. Clockblocker, injured, expressed his unease about the fight, particularly Skitter, the bug-controlling villain. Aegis, heading to shower and tend to his wounds, assigned Gallant or Clockblocker to lead the debriefing.

Vista fetched whiteboards, while Browbeat, the newest member, voiced his confusion about the fight’s events. Gallant took charge, framing the mission as a win despite the losses, emphasizing the intelligence gathered on the Undersiders. They began brainstorming, filling the whiteboards with details about each villain: Grue’s sound-dampening darkness, Hellhound’s trained mutant dogs, and Skitter’s fine control over her insects, including sensory perception.

Carlos (Aegis) returned, patched up but still visibly wounded, adding his limited input. Armsmaster and Miss Militia arrived with Panacea, a healer, to tend to the Wards’ injuries. Miss Militia, displaying her versatile weapon-shifting ability, explained Panacea’s presence as both a thank you for rescuing her and Glory Girl and a necessity to hide their injuries from the public.

Panacea, revealing her emotional distress, confessed that Tattletale had found a way to hurt Glory Girl despite her invincibility. Armsmaster pressed for details on Tattletale, but Miss Militia intervened, suggesting Panacea focus on healing the Wards first. Gallant, feigning a more severe injury, spoke with Panacea alone, using his emotion-sensing ability to understand her turmoil.

Panacea confided in him about the overwhelming pressure of her healing powers, the impossible task of helping everyone, and the resentment she felt towards a child she saved, a moment she feared marked the beginning of her becoming like her villainous father. Gallant acknowledged the risk but urged her to take a break. She then revealed Tattletale’s psychic abilities and the threats the villain made, leveraging personal information to manipulate and potentially destroy Panacea’s relationship with her sister, Victoria (Glory Girl).

Gallant, aware of Panacea’s strong feelings towards him, offered his support, emphasizing his availability despite her likely reluctance to confide in him. Panacea healed him and, before leaving, asked him to take care of her sister. Rejoining the group, a grim-faced Panacea filled in Tattletale’s section on the whiteboard, armed with newfound knowledge of the manipulative villain.








4.01

“You actually showed up,” Emma sneered, interrupting my self-study. It was just like her to kick me while I was down, reminding me of our cringy past friendship. I retorted, questioning her supposed maturity, and she fired back, criticizing my lack of achievements. I laughed, thinking of the twenty-five thousand dollars I now had, then told her, “Fuck you, Emma,” and walked out, knowing I’d pay for standing up to her.

Despite the looming threat of Emma’s revenge, I felt better than I had in a long time. I’d actually gone to school, breaking my pattern of skipping, and Brian had treated me to coffee and muffins on the beach. Our robbery hadn’t made the front page, with the bank downplaying the losses, and the news focused on the property damage caused by the heroes.

I met Brian, Lisa, and Alec at the Lord Street Market. We couldn’t bring Rachel, as she was too recognizable and had a tendency to go ballistic over mistreated dogs. Lisa mentioned that Rachel had a history of violence related to her powers and a dead dog, suggesting she was wanted for serial murder. One of them is a murderer.

Alec got a Kid Win shirt, and we discussed our next steps. We’d hand the money to our boss, who’d launder it and pay us. I questioned trusting him with so much, but Brian reassured me, citing precedent and the boss’s investment in us.

Lisa dragged me off to go shopping, separating from the guys. Her enthusiasm was contagious, and I found myself smiling, even as I reminded myself that one of my companions was a murderer. We were to meet up for dinner at Fugly Bob’s, and Brian warned us not to spend conspicuously.

The market was a mix of everything, from cheap crafts to discounted designer goods. It was a place where you could find anything, and where the north end of Brockton Bay came to shop. I was feeling conflicted about taking it easy after the robbery, but also relieved at the break. It had been an intense week, and a little downtime sounded good. But I also wanted to learn more about our boss. I’d just have to hope I could find something out tonight.




4.02

After leaving the boys, Lisa informs Taylor that they’re updating her wardrobe, which she deems too “cautious” and “observant.” Lisa believes Taylor’s muted, conservative fashion choices reflect her tendency to overthink and play it safe. She suspects Taylor is capable of surprising everyone, including herself, if she lets go and improvises more.

Lisa explains that she and the others have been speculating about the “suckish” part of Taylor’s life. Initially suspecting abuse from her father, they quickly ruled him out based on how Taylor spoke of him. They concluded that school must be the source of her troubles. Taylor is displeased by their prying but understands their curiosity. She insists on keeping her two lives separate and warns Lisa not to interfere with her personal problems.

Lisa agrees but encourages Taylor to embrace bolder fashion choices and show some cleavage. Taylor laments her flat chest, and Lisa expresses condolences about Taylor’s late mother, unaware of her passing. They negotiate on a pair of jeans, with Taylor agreeing to wear them if Lisa finds a larger size. They continue shopping, avoiding the earlier topic.

After shopping, Lisa buys Taylor’s silence regarding a slip-up about Panacea being a hostage during their previous encounter. Taylor agrees, though she would have kept quiet regardless. Lisa offers to interfere in Taylor’s personal life if she ever wants her to, but Taylor declines.

They join Brian and Alec at Fugly Bob’s, a greasy fast-food joint. Brian cautions against excessive spending after a caper, but Lisa reassures him that her regular spending habits won’t raise flags. Taylor suggests something “less intense” for their next illicit activity, wanting to better understand her powers before facing dangerous opponents.

They order their food and share sides. Taylor suggests they share their origin stories, which unexpectedly kills the conversation. Everyone reacts strangely, leaving Taylor confused about what she said wrong.




4.03

Alec breaks the silence, asking about my trigger event—the day I got my powers. Turns out, it’s pretty common for powers to manifest during one’s worst moments. Lisa explains the concept of “trigger events,” theorizing that many people have the potential for powers but need a severe push—a “fight or flight” response taken to the extreme—to unlock them. Alec notes this might explain the villain-to-hero disparity and the high density of powered individuals in third-world countries. Second-generation capes, like Glory Girl, get off easier, requiring less intense events to trigger their powers.

I brought up our origins, partly wanting to clear up any misconceptions they had about me, but I hesitated to share my own story, not wanting to ruin the mood further. Brian reassures me, and I set a condition: no revenge on the people involved in my story. I explain that I feel taking revenge myself or them taking revenge for me wouldn’t give me closure.

I then dive into the story of the three girls who’ve made my life hell. For a year and a half, they tormented me relentlessly, each trying to outdo the other in cruelty. It seemed to stop last November. One of the girls who sometimes joined in even apologized and befriended me, making me think the bullying was over. But after winter break, I found my locker filled with used sanitary products. The smell was rancid. Someone shoved me into the locker and locked it. I panicked, and my mind connected with the bugs around me. It was overwhelming—a new sense I couldn’t understand, filled with distorted sounds and images, thousands of them.

When I was finally let out, I lashed out, fighting and screaming. After figuring out my powers at the hospital, I was able to control the sensory input to some degree. My dad got some money from the school, but a lawsuit against the bullies was unlikely due to lack of evidence.

Alec is shocked that the bullying is still happening and suggests I use my powers to retaliate, even subtly. I refuse, not wanting to escalate things or get caught. I admit I’ve considered it but fear losing control. Alec suggests getting one of them to take revenge for me or going to someone for help, but I dismiss both options. I don’t trust the system, and I don’t want things to get out of hand.

Lisa jokingly suggests kidnapping their leader and dropping her off in the woods, but I point out the risks involved. Alec is frustrated that they assaulted me, and I’m not seeking an “eye for an eye.” He then questions why I’m even a supervillain.

“Escape,” I blurt out, surprising even myself. I explain that being a supervillain lets me leave my real-life problems behind, kick ass, make a name for myself, and have fun with friends. Brian appreciates that I trusted them enough to share my story, but he presses Lisa and Alec to share theirs. Alec refuses, and Lisa says she needs a few drinks before she can share hers. Brian volunteers to share his story, despite my protests.




4.04

Brian, Lisa, and Taylor left Fugly Bob’s, a crowded bar, and walked through the emptying Market. Brian shared a personal story, revealing his parents’ separation and his strained relationship with his younger sister, Aisha. One night, Aisha texted him for help, leading Brian to rush to his mother’s place. He found Aisha upset and encountered his mother’s new boyfriend. Suspecting abuse, fueled by a gut feeling and Aisha’s reaction, Brian, trained in boxing by his father, beat the man severely.

This incident triggered Brian’s powers. While cleaning his bloodied hands, he noticed a dark, smoky substance emanating from his wounds, but felt no emotion. Aisha backed Brian’s actions, leading to the boyfriend’s imprisonment and Brian’s community service.

Brian revealed his motivation for joining the group: to gain custody of Aisha. He planned to terminate his parents’ rights and become her guardian, needing financial stability to achieve this. His current employment provided a legitimate source of income, supported by their boss’s recommendation.

They discussed Brian’s costume, and Taylor revealed she made her own from spider silk. Brian asked Taylor to make him one for two thousand dollars. Lisa suggested using the area under the loft to house the spiders needed for the silk, resolving the issue of space and spider management. Alec expressed concern about having thousands of black widow spiders nearby, but Taylor assured him they could be contained.

They arrived at the Loft, and Taylor discovered a gift from Brian: a large piece of amber with a dragonfly inside. Touched, she quickly got ready and thanked him. The mood shifted when Brian couldn’t reach Rachel, and they decided to check on the money, sensing something was wrong. The compression of the chapter is as follows:


	Departure and Brian’s Story: Brian, Lisa, and Taylor leave the bar and walk through the Market. Brian shares his story about his parents’ split, his distant relationship with his sister Aisha, and the night she texted him for help. 2. Confrontation and Trigger Event: Brian rushes to his mother’s, finds Aisha distressed, and confronts his mother’s boyfriend. Suspecting abuse, he beats the man, triggering his powers. 3. Aftermath and Motivation: Aisha supports Brian’s actions. Brian reveals his goal: to gain custody of Aisha, requiring financial stability. 4. Costume Discussion and Agreement: They discuss costumes, and Taylor reveals she made hers from spider silk. Brian asks Taylor to make him one for $2,000. Lisa suggests using the area under the loft for the spiders. Alec expresses concern about the spiders, but Taylor reassures him. 5. Gift and Unease: Taylor finds a gift from Brian, a piece of amber with a dragonfly. They realize Rachel is unreachable and decide to check on the money, sensing trouble. 6. Character Development: The conversation reveals Brian’s protective nature towards his sister and his determination to provide a stable environment for her. Taylor’s resourcefulness and skill in creating her costume are highlighted, as well as her willingness to help her teammates. Alec’s fear of spiders adds a touch of humor and humanizes him. 7. Plot Advancement: The chapter advances the plot by introducing Brian’s backstory and motivation, setting up a potential conflict with his parents over Aisha’s custody. The agreement to create costumes using the loft’s space further integrates Taylor into the group’s activities. The chapter ends on a cliffhanger, with the team sensing danger and rushing to check on their money.



The chapter is primarily focused on developing Brian’s character and his relationship with his teammates. It also sets up future plot points, including the custody battle and the creation of new costumes. The ending creates suspense and anticipation for the next chapter.




4.05

After a heavy rain, the Undersiders—Grue, Tattletale, Regent, Bitch, and the narrator, Skitter—find themselves in a somber mood as they head towards a storage facility in the Trainyard, a desolate part of the Docks. This area, once filled with makeshift homes in storage lockers, had become notorious for drug dens and gang activity, leading to a city crackdown and its eventual abandonment.

They arrive at locker thirteen-oh-six, where they had stashed their money, only to find it empty. Regent suspects Bitch, but Tattletale refutes this, deducing that a cape who could pick locks took it. Suddenly, they hear sarcastic clapping and see two figures on the roof: Über and Leet, villains known for their video game-themed crimes and streaming their activities online.

Über’s dramatic voice, enhanced by his power, announces their presence. Skitter, noticing their recording drone, sends flies to disrupt it, much to Leet’s annoyance. Regent provokes them further, and when Über attempts to confront them, Regent uses his power to make Über trip and fall off the roof.

Leet reveals that they found the money through Bitch. Grue, realizing the threat to their reputation, decides on a no-holds-barred approach, instructing the team to leave Leet in a state for interrogation while dealing with Über, whose powers make him difficult to contain. Skitter, excited by the prospect of a real fight against villains, prepares her bugs.

The chapter captures the tense atmosphere and the Undersiders’ determination to retrieve their money and maintain their reputation, setting the stage for a confrontation with Über and Leet in this desolate, ghost town-like setting. With dramatic shifts from the weather to character attitudes and motivations, the author paints a picture of a team pushed to their limits, ready to confront the villains who have wronged them. The narrative style reflects a blend of introspection and action, characteristic of the gritty, superhero-infused world of Brockton Bay.




4.06

Über and Leet, those costumed clowns, were the next problem. Über, with his jack-of-all-trades power, charged. I wanted distance, but Grue? He stepped right up, disappearing into a cloud of his freaky darkness. Über stumbled out, all clumsy one second, pulling off some fancy kick the next. Weird as hell.

My bugs were trickling in. A few useful wasps from a nearby nest, but mostly just pathetic stragglers. I held them back, forming a small swarm. Couldn’t risk going bug-less if Leet pulled some crazy invention.

Speaking of, Leet pulled out an old-school bomb, but it looked… off. Fake. Regent, with his weird body-jacking power, made him drop it. Boom went the bomb, but it was a baby explosion. Über went flying, though.

Tattletale, always one to get under people’s skin, started in on them. Mocking their failures, their pathetic web show, everything. Leet, bless his heart, claimed their mission was “worth it”. Spreading the word about video games, or some nonsense. Tattletale, not one to hold back, told him straight up that people watched them to laugh at them, not with them.

Über tried to calm Leet down, but Tattletale was on a roll. Called them out for being useless, a guy who’s good at everything but still manages to fail, and a Tinker whose inventions only work once and then blow up in his face.

“I could demonstrate,” Leet threatened.

“Please don’t,” Tattletale quipped, “Geek ash is hell to get out of a costume.”

More banter. Regent chimed in, calling them clowns. Leet, finally fed up, got blasted by Grue’s darkness. Tattletale kept at it, claiming even Über was laughing at him. Über, loyal idiot, said Leet was his friend.

Leet, voice cracking, threw another fake bomb. We scattered. My bugs attacked, but they weren’t doing much. He pulled out two more bombs, but Regent tripped him up. He slammed into a door, hard.

He pulled out a sword. A damn video game sword. Regent and Tattletale mocked him some more, because why not? He lunged, tripped, and the sword vanished.

I took my chance, snapping out my baton. Hit him in the hand, then the leg. He went down. I pressed the baton to his throat. Grue showed me the right way to do it, blocking the artery instead of the windpipe.

Leet struggled, making awful noises, but eventually went limp. I searched him, took his weird backpack, his antenna, his belt. The others brought over a tied-up Über.

“Now to find Bitch and the money,” Tattletale said.

Then, a voice. Mechanical, hissing. A woman in a similar costume, but with a gas mask and red goggles. Bakuda. Former ABB, now apparently working with these two?

She bowed, then dropped to her knees, gripping the roof’s edge. Said she learned from their mistakes. Turns out, she was still ABB. In charge, even. And she’d hired these two losers cheap.

Storage locker doors opened. Dozens of them. ABB goons poured out, armed to the teeth.

“Get them!” Bakuda screamed, pointing at us.

We were so screwed.




4.07

Grue shrouded the area in darkness, a desperate measure against the overwhelming numbers of the ABB gang. He lifted me onto the roof, and I helped pull up Regent and Tattletale. Grue joined us, and we descended into another alley, encountering more gang members. Tattletale realized it was a trap, and we narrowly avoided a devastating explosion set by Bakuda, the ABB’s bomb-making cape.

Amidst the chaos of the blast’s aftermath, Bakuda appeared, her voice distorted by her mask. Grue unleashed his darkness, and we fled, only to be confronted by a strange force pulling us back – a miniature black hole, another of Bakuda’s creations. I managed to anchor myself to a locker with my knife, barely holding on until the effect ceased.

We found ourselves trapped, with another of Bakuda’s bombs landing amongst us. Grue swiftly kicked it into a nearby locker before it detonated, but we were still caught in its time-distorting field. We struggled against the slowing effect, barely escaping its grasp as Bakuda launched another wave of projectiles.

We scaled the lockers, encountering more ABB members, but they were different – ordinary people forced into service. An old man with a rifle hesitated to shoot, and a thug urged him on. We escaped, realizing Bakuda was using civilians as soldiers, threatening them and their families.

Another explosion rocked the area, and we saw Bakuda on a modified jeep, herding us into a trap. We had no choice but to backtrack, heading towards the facility’s center. We climbed over another row of lockers, finding ourselves back where we’d escaped the mob.

Before us, a group of armed ABB gang members stood, with more of Bakuda’s civilian recruits in front. Bakuda, standing atop her jeep, declared “Checkmate.” Her voice echoed through the air, laden with grim satisfaction. We were trapped, surrounded by enemies, both willing and unwilling, with no clear path to escape. Bakuda’s arsenal of bombs and her strategic use of civilians as shields had cornered us, leaving us with seemingly no way out.




4.08

Bakuda, the bomb-obsessed villain, confronted the Undersiders, revealing she’d been toying with them. She silenced Tattletale, the team’s strategist, suspecting her power involved subtle manipulation. Bakuda explained her philosophy of leadership, learned from Lung: effective leadership was based on fear. She needed to make an example of the Undersiders, something so terrifying it would make Lung’s enemies flee at the sight of her.

She then chose a random civilian, Park Jihoo, for a demonstration. She handed him a gun, ordering him to shoot one of the Undersiders, even offering to let him aim for a non-lethal spot. When the terrified boy refused and dropped the gun, Bakuda kicked him to the ground. Without warning, Jihoo dissolved into a puddle. Bakuda, laughing hysterically, revealed she’d implanted a vibration bomb in him, modeled after Tesla’s work. She boasted about implanting similar bombs in all her followers, a tedious but necessary process to ensure their loyalty.

Regent, surprisingly calm, expressed a morbid fascination with the display, but Bakuda became paranoid, accusing him of trying something. She then had one of her men film the aftermath, planning to distribute the video as a message.

Bakuda pointed out another civilian, asking if she would shoot if ordered. The girl, terrified, admitted she probably would. Bakuda explained that true fear was a blend of certainty and unpredictability. Her people knew that if they crossed her, or if she died, their bombs would detonate. The unpredictability came from her varied arsenal and her whims.

Suddenly, an explosion ripped through Bakuda’s group. Lisa reacted instantly, pulling the team away. Regent created further chaos by tripping up Bakuda’s men, gunfire erupted, and Regent may have been shot. Amid the chaos, Bakuda remained seated on her jeep, either laughing or shouting, seemingly unconcerned that her plan was falling apart. As darkness fell, Grue covered their escape, the Undersiders fleeing into the night.




4.09

The Undersiders dashed down the alley, escaping the explosive onslaught of the new ABB leader, Bakuda. Regent clutched his shoulder, admitting his power had backfired, leaving his arm useless. Tattletale revealed a crucial lie: Bakuda wasn’t the true leader of the ABB, merely a figurehead.

As they ran, a rocket propelled a freezing bomb, creating a towering ice sculpture that shielded them from the blast. Tattletale continued, exposing Bakuda’s method of detonating the bombs in her people’s heads - toe rings. She described Bakuda’s narcissistic personality, suggesting that even a small victory would trigger a disproportionate reaction, her ego a “glass jaw.”

Grue, slowed by an injured ankle, decided to buy them time. He confronted Bakuda’s approaching Jeep head-on, seemingly sacrificing himself as the vehicle slammed into him. However, Tattletale and the narrator realized there was no damage to the car. A cloud of darkness enveloped the Jeep, and when it emerged, the passenger was gone.

Regent, despite his pain, used his power to force the Jeep driver to swerve, causing the vehicle to crash and spill Bakuda and her explosives onto the road. Regent collapsed, his powers spent. Grue emerged from the darkness, revealing he had used a shadowy feint to fool Bakuda.

Relieved, the narrator rushed to hug Grue, expressing her fear and relief. Grue suggested they restrain Bakuda to interrogate her about Bitch and the missing money. But before she could complete her thought, a searing agony engulfed her, signaling that their luck, after a series of close calls, had finally run out. The chapter ends with the chilling realization that all it took was one good shot to bring them down, leaving the reader in suspense about the source and nature of this devastating blow.




4.10

Bakuda’s voice hissed, a terrifying sound, “Getting the upper hand on me? You should be fucking terrified.”

Blinded and in agony, I realized I was bleeding, crimson ribbons pooling on the ground. Bakuda’s taunts echoed, “Leaving me with a grenade launcher? You were begging to be shot.”

Thoughts muddled, disjointed, I struggled to connect them. School, Bakuda, fighting back… the ideas wouldn’t coalesce.

“Bad day?” Bakuda’s pink boots appeared, her voice dripping with venom. She revealed she knew I was responsible for Lung’s imprisonment. “You get special treatment. Watch what I do to your friends.”

“Bakuda, school,” I mumbled, my voice weak.

She hauled me up, pain sharpening my focus. “School. Bakuda failed,” I forced out, “Second place?”

She recoiled as if burned. Grue’s distorted voice echoed, then Bakuda kicked me, dragging me across the pavement. The pain was a nine-point-five out of ten. I saw Grue, bound by golden ribbons.

“Let’s see how smart you are after I give him his treat,” Bakuda threatened, pulling out a metal capsule. “Two-twenty-seven. If you use your power, I’ll use it on the bug brat.”

She removed Grue’s mask, his face a shadowy blur, and inserted the capsule into his nostril. “A space distortion effect that only works on living material. It won’t kill you, but you’ll wish you were dead.”

I had to act. My utility belt. Pepper spray? No. Baton? No strength. Epipens? Useless.

The knife sheath.

A faint click as Bakuda removed the tool from Grue’s nose. “This should be a show,” she gloated.

Darkness crept in. I straightened my legs, trying to fight it off, but failed.

Toe rings.

I drove the knife down onto her foot. A scream. Nausea. My mask was spattered with blood. I’d hit pavement, not armor. Two severed toes lay amidst the gore.

I tried to pull the knife free, gasping. Each breath was agony. Grue was shouting something. “Live knee vuh yife?” Knife. He needed the knife.

I fell forward, face down, my hand clutching the knife. The ground gave, the knife came free. I looked up, saw Grue struggling, then darkness claimed me.




4.11

I woke up warm, comfortable, feeling like a kid again, safe in my parents’ bed. Voices around me, familiar and not. Brian and Lisa, and an old man, arguing about my condition. Too bright, too dry, my eyes struggled to open. I was weak, arms heavy, unable to move.

Brian’s voice, soothing, like Dad used to be. The arguing continued – a concussion, blood loss, nervous system damage, the girl insisted. The old man, worried about complications, reputation. They needed me awake, to stop the bugs. My power, active even in sleep, drawing insects to me.

“Good as done,” I mumbled, sending the bugs away. A distraction – music. Outside. Latin? English? Japanese? “You’re babbling, Taylor,” Brian said. But Lisa confirmed, a guy on the steps, listening to music.

Jostled awake again, in a car. Brian’s voice, a comforting rumble against my side. Lisa, nearby. We arrived at my house, my dad, worried, apologizing. He had made up the sofa bed. This was surreal, my dad, Brian, and Lisa, in my house.

They talked in the kitchen. My dad, concerned. Lisa, reassuring. Concussion, stitches, but okay. Codeine for the pain. The cost of care – Lisa brushed it off. Her “papa” wouldn’t hear of it. Guilt, for letting it happen. They hadn’t called sooner, waiting for me to give them Dad’s number.

Rachel and Alec, okay. Brian and Lisa, scraped and bruised. A bomb, they explained. The news, explosions across the city. Bakuda. Wrong place, wrong time. I was tying my shoes, behind them, when it happened.

Dad, his face in his hands. My fault, for being there. But Lisa deflected, saying it was her idea to cut through the Docks. My dad, unable to believe it was a bomb, thought it was the bullies. Lisa knew about them. I’d told her. He was glad I had someone to talk to, disappointed it wasn’t him. A shiv of guilt in my heart.

Cookies, tea, coffee. Lisa checked on me. “Does the story pass muster?” she asked. I didn’t like lying, but what else could we do? “You like to keep different parts of your life separate,” she said. It was true.

Concussion, she warned. Brutal honesty, mood swings, memory issues. Try not to let anything slip around Dad. Brian joined us, said Dad reminded him of me. We talked about what really happened.

Bakuda, playing possum. She shot me. My costume saved me from the burn, but not the concussion, the nervous system jolt. Brian and Lisa, downed, but not as bad. Gluey string. I’d stabbed Bakuda’s foot, cut off some toes. Brian used the knife to free us.

But Bakuda got away. Brian had prioritized our safety. Lisa called their boss, got us to a discreet doctor. Money collected, mostly. Then, the bad news. A newspaper clipping, torn. “Escaped.”

Bombs all over the city. A distraction. To free Lung from the PHQ. The city, a warzone. ABB, bigger, Bakuda on a rampage. Targeting other gangs. Manic phase, Lisa said. She’d burn out. But Lung would capitalize.

Dad came in with refreshments. I couldn’t be up and about for a week. School – a perfect excuse, Lisa said. But I’d wanted to go, not skip more. They stayed, watched a movie. I dozed, woke, my head on Brian’s arm.

My dad, watching from the kitchen. I waved. He smiled, a real smile. Maybe the first in a long time. School could wait. I’d live in the present, for now.




4.x (Apology Interlude; Purity)

Kayden, also known as the hero Purity, watches over her baby, Aster, finding solace in her innocence amidst a world she deems chaotic and evil. She struggles to leave Aster’s side but eventually does, feeling a pang of guilt for neglecting Theo, her fifteen-year-old babysitter. Kayden apologizes for not feeding him and arranges for him to order food or buy something from the convenience store. She asks Theo to stay the night, offering to pay him for a full night’s babysitting, which he happily accepts. Kayden leaves the apartment, takes the stairs to the roof, removes her bathrobe, and jumps off the building.

As she falls, Kayden thinks of Aster, a ritual she performs every time before activating her powers. The sky lights up, and she flies over Brockton Bay, a white trail of light following her. Purity’s appearance changes when her powers are active: her hair and eyes glow white, and her costume radiates a soft light.

Tonight, Purity is frustrated. She had been targeting the Azn Bad Boys (ABB) gang, conducting surgical strikes against their operations and gathering information. She had even confronted their leaders, Lung and Oni Lee, on multiple occasions, successfully forcing them to retreat. However, she’d also faced setbacks, including a severe injury from a trap set by Lung and a growing sense of futility in her efforts to make a difference.

Recently, Lung’s apprehension had presented an opportunity to dismantle the ABB while they were leaderless. Purity had taken vacation days to focus on this goal, but five days had passed with no progress. The ABB was more organized than ever, and her interrogations of captured members yielded nothing.

Purity’s attempts to seek help from old allies and informants had also been fruitless. Many of them were former members of Empire Eighty-Eight, a team led by her ex-husband, Max, also known as Kaiser. Max’s manipulative tactics had left many of them broken and unwilling to join her cause, fearing his disapproval or doubting their ability to succeed.

Desperate, Purity decides to seek Max’s help. She finds him in his office, still working late. He’s as handsome as ever, despite being five years older than her. He waits for her to ask to come inside, a power play she recognizes. She knocks, and he opens the window, letting her in. The lights in the office adjust, recharging her powers.

Max greets her, subtly criticizing her for not visiting sooner. He mentions Aster and Theo, making it clear he’s aware of their plans and reminding her of his power over her. Kayden explains her desire to dismantle the ABB and asks for his help in reuniting their old team. Max refuses, stating he sees no benefit in it.

Purity argues that only a word from him would bring several capable individuals to her side. Max asks what he would gain from this. Kayden offers the elimination of the ABB, but Max claims they’ll fall eventually. He then makes a counteroffer: he wants her back on his team as his second-in-command, leading a subgroup of their old members.

Purity refuses, citing her disapproval of his methods. Max laughs, pointing out that they are already associated in the public eye. He argues that they share the same goal of cleaning up the world, despite their differing approaches. Purity criticizes his methods of putting drugs on the street, stealing, and extorting, but Max defends them as necessary evils that give him leverage to effect real change.

Max changes tactics, asking if she’d rather fail on her own or succeed under him. He then accuses her of targeting minority criminals, a subtle implication of racism she can’t deny. Max offers a final deal: join his team for one year, and if she’s not satisfied, Empire Eighty-Eight becomes hers to do with as she pleases.

Purity is intrigued but cautious. She questions if the business is failing, but Max assures her it’s thriving. He explains she’d be his enforcer, making examples when needed, but with a larger and more effective organization. Purity hesitates, knowing it means more bloodshed. She recognizes Max’s manipulative tactics but also sees the effectiveness of their partnership.

She transforms into Purity, her powers activating. In response, Max creates a suit of armor from a letter opener, finishing with a crown of blades. He extends a gauntlet, offering her a choice. Purity thinks of Aster, believing she’s doing this for her daughter’s future.




4.x (Interlude; Brutus) (tofix)

A whistle pierces the air, jolting Brutus awake. Two whistles – the signal for walkies, his favorite activity! Scrambling off the bed, he races with the other dogs, Judas and Angelica, towards their Master, eager to be the first to reach her. He’s the top dog, after all.

Master, though, is different today. She moves slower, making soft sounds of discomfort, and carries the scent of dried blood and stress. Despite her injuries, she still manages to give Brutus the deep, rough scratches he loves, sending him into a state of pure bliss.

“Angelica, Judas, stay,” Master says, her voice tinged with apology. Brutus doesn’t understand, but his tail stops wagging. Is he not going for walkies?

But then, she picks up the leash, and his tail resumes its frantic wagging. She asks if he’s ready for an errand, a word that always promises excitement. He eagerly steps forward, remembering to be a good boy and not pull on the leash. She gives treats to Judas and Angelica, but tells Brutus “later” for his treat, a word whose meaning eludes him, filling him with disappointment.

The scentless man, Master’s alpha, appears, questioning her decision to go out in her condition. Their conversation is laced with tension and unspoken emotions, revealing that Master had been hurt in a recent encounter. Brutus, sensing her anger, is ready to growl in support, but a gentle tug on the leash keeps him quiet.

Adventures Outside and a Lesson in Restraint

Finally, they’re out the door, and the world explodes with smells. Each scent tells a story – a female dog in heat, a hungry dog with a likely hungry owner, a human’s uninteresting pee. Master whistles, reminding Brutus to keep up.

“Brutus, sit, stay,” she commands. He obeys, earning a scratch. A small human approaches, poking and pulling at him. Brutus endures, looking to Master for guidance. The girl’s mother arrives, and Master’s anger flares. She tells the woman to “watch your fucking child,” using that special word that signifies her displeasure. Brutus understands this is his cue to growl, and the fear scent from the humans is satisfying.

Master issues a new command, “Brutus, guard,” and he positions himself between the child and her mother, growling. Then, “Brutus, mouth,” and he gently takes the child’s arm in his mouth, holding it firmly but without hurting her. Master explains to the terrified mother about Brutus’ past abuse and the potential danger the child had put herself in.

A Trip to a Place of Blood and Fear

Their walk takes them to a place reeking of blood, fear, rage, and animal waste. Master knocks, and a man smelling of blood answers. They talk, and Brutus waits patiently, distracted by the unsettling smells and sounds of distressed dogs inside.

The man examines Brutus, touching him in a way that’s different from Master’s scratches. They enter the noisy building, filled with excited, sweaty people. The man instructs Master to put Brutus in a fear-and-rage-scented kennel. He announces Brutus’ name and the word “kill,” a command Brutus knows all too well.

Unleashed Power and a Desperate Escape

The kennel opens, and Brutus finds himself facing a large, blood-soaked dog. Then, he feels it – Master making him stronger. It’s a good hurt, like a satisfying stretch, only it doesn’t stop. He grows larger and more powerful, bigger than Master, as big as a car.

Master whistles twice, the “come” signal, but there’s no path to her. She whistles again, and he bursts through the obstacles separating them. “Brutus, guard!” she shouts, and he blocks the door, flinging a person aside to clear the way.

“Brutus! Attack!” he obeys, using his size and strength to subdue the fleeing people. He’s careful not to shake or chew them, focusing on bites and body slams. It’s a long, tiring process, but eventually, everyone is still.

Aftermath and a Well-Deserved Treat

Master shouts “No more!”, another set of words that confuse Brutus, but he trusts her. She retrieves caged, angry dogs and secures them to the car, then disappears back inside for a long time.

Brutus finds her kneeling by cages of unmoving dogs. He lies down beside her, and she hugs him tightly. The sound of sirens approaches, and Master barks a warning. They get in the car and drive away. She gives him a treat and rolls down the window, letting him enjoy the wind in his fur. His tail wags, knowing he was a good boy.








5.01

A dilapidated pub named ‘Somer’s Rock’, a fittingly grim setting for a clandestine meeting of Brockton Bay’s most notorious villains. Inside, the Undersiders—Skitter, Tattletale, Grue, Regent, and Bitch, all in costume—awaited the arrival of their counterparts. Skitter, still recovering from a recent encounter with the villain Bakuda, reflected on her new moniker, given to her by the PHQ and now spreading through the city after Lung’s escape.

The first to arrive was Kaiser, leader of the Empire Eighty-Eight, accompanied by the towering twins Fenja and Menja, and followed by Purity, a luminous figure capable of unleashing devastating energy blasts. Other Empire members—Krieg, Night, Fog, and Hookwolf—also joined, a surprising reunion considering their past splintering. Kaiser, known for recruiting white supremacists from across the country, commanded the largest parahuman force in the city.

Coil, a skeletal figure in a snake-adorned costume, entered next, alone but radiating an aura of strategic control. Tattletale whispered to Skitter about Coil’s reputation as a chessmaster, commanding a vast network of highly trained ex-military personnel.

Faultline, a mercenary leader, arrived with her unusual team: Newter, a neon orange mutant with a prehensile tail; Gregor the Snail, a hairless, translucent-skinned man with shell-like growths; Labyrinth, in a green robe and mask; and Spitfire, in a gasmask and red and black costume. Faultline’s crew, known for their effectiveness despite their oddities, had a minor feud with Tattletale over the recruitment of Spitfire.

The arrival of the Merchants—Skidmark, Moist, and Squealer—brought a wave of distaste over the room. Addicts and dealers with powers, they were considered the dregs of the villain scene. Skidmark attempted to join the table but was rebuffed by Kaiser and Grue, highlighting the hierarchy among the gathered villains.

Trickster, in a black costume and red top hat, announced his arrival with a flourish, followed by his team, the Travelers, all in matching red and black attire. They included a girl with a sun motif, a heavily armored man, and a massive, gorilla-like creature. Despite their nomadic nature, they had come to Brockton Bay to witness the unfolding events.

Coil initiated the discussion, focusing on the chaos caused by the ABB, led by Lung but driven by Bakuda’s bomb-based recruitment and violent tactics. The ABB’s actions were drawing unwanted attention from authorities and heroes, disrupting the operations of all the villain groups.

Grue revealed that the Undersiders had a recording of Bakuda’s ambush, offering it as a show of strength and a source of information about her capabilities. Despite their recent injuries, the Undersiders needed to project an image of being unscathed.

Coil proposed a truce among all groups, including a temporary cessation of hostilities with law enforcement, to focus on eliminating the ABB threat. Faultline clarified that her team would only engage if paid, while Kaiser, Grue, and Trickster agreed to the truce terms.

As the villains shook hands, Tattletale commented on the underlying scheming among them. Skitter, observing the gathered power in the room, realized the complexity and potential danger of the situation.




5.02

Coil, the leader of a group of supervillains, concluded their meeting. Hookwolf, a member of the Nazi-affiliated Empire 88, voiced a complaint directed at Bitch, one of the Undersiders. Hookwolf, a brutal villain known for escaping imprisonment, accused Bitch of attacking his dogfighting operation.

Bitch, unapologetic, confirmed her actions, stating she would continue to target such operations. This sparked tension, as Kaiser, the leader of Empire 88, considered it a potential declaration of war, despite a recent truce. Grue, representing the Undersiders, clarified they weren’t seeking war but wouldn’t restrain Bitch’s actions, comparing it to Kaiser’s inability to control his subordinates’ prejudices.

Kaiser, despite preferring peace, demanded restitution for the insult, suggesting either money or blood. Grue proposed postponing the issue until after dealing with another gang, the ABB. Coil and Faultline agreed, and Kaiser conceded to discuss it further at their next meeting.

After the meeting, Grue confronted Bitch about the incident, expressing his frustration not with her actions but with her lack of communication. He physically restrained her, emphasizing how her failure to inform them made the team look weak. Tattletale intervened, explaining to Bitch that her recent mistakes stemmed from poor communication and urged her to be more open with the team.

The group walked back in an uneasy silence. The protagonist, Skitter, felt the group’s dynamic souring and sympathized with Bitch’s isolation. She initiated a brief conversation with Bitch, who confirmed she had attacked Hookwolf’s operation, making the participants “bleed.” Skitter simply replied, “Good.” The rest of their journey was silent. They were thinking about the upcoming betray of the Undersiders to the Protectorate.




5.03

A city-wide curfew announcement interrupts a shopping trip between Taylor and her father, Danny. They decide to leave early to avoid the rush but find a crowd gathered at the exit. Soldiers and two heroines, Battery and Shadow Stalker, are managing the crowd, creating a bottleneck as people gawk.

Taylor observes Battery and Shadow Stalker, noting their youth and the contrast between their public personas and their real selves. She feels a personal dislike for Shadow Stalker, knowing her history as a ruthless vigilante and her rivalry with Grue.

As they wait in line, they encounter Alan Barnes and his daughter, Emma, Taylor’s former best friend turned bully. An awkward exchange ensues, with Alan suggesting a future barbecue together. The conversation turns to the ongoing chaos caused by Bakuda’s bombings, with both Alan and Danny sharing stories of people they know who have been affected.

While their fathers talk, Taylor and Emma stare at each other. Emma gives Taylor a familiar malicious smile, triggering a surge of anger in Taylor. In a shocking moment, Taylor slaps Emma across the face.

Shadow Stalker intervenes, restraining Taylor with plastic wrist-ties. Danny explains that Taylor is still recovering from a concussion that has affected her mood, but Shadow Stalker insists that Taylor’s actions are dangerous and unacceptable in the current tense situation. She lectures Danny and orders Taylor to go home.

As they leave, Danny apologizes to Alan, who is sympathetic but suggests that Taylor should stay home from school longer. Emma, despite the red mark on her face, smiles triumphantly as she receives attention from Shadow Stalker.

In the car, Danny reassures Taylor that he’s not mad. He attributes her outburst to the concussion and her history with Emma. Taylor finally breaks down and confesses that Emma has been bullying her since they started high school, and that Emma was involved since the very beginning of the bullying. Tears stream down her face, which she blames on the concussion, but Danny suggests it’s more than that. He pulls over and holds her as she sobs, telling her it’s okay and that they have time.




5.04

Taylor and her dad find themselves cooling their heels in the principal’s office, a tactic, her dad suggests, to assert dominance. They’re not alone; Emma, accompanied by her imposing father, Alan, arrives looking unfazed. Madison and her parents follow, the picture of concern, and lastly, Sophia, scowling and accompanied by a woman who’s definitely not her mom.

The meeting finally convenes in a room with an egg-shaped table, the trio and their guardians on one end, Taylor and her dad on the other. The principal, a severe-looking woman, opens the discussion, addressing Taylor as the “victimized” student and Emma, Madison, and Sophia as the accused. The conversation quickly reveals a power imbalance. Taylor is expected to present her case without preparation, while Alan, a lawyer, expertly steers the narrative.

Taylor, undeterred, produces a meticulously documented record of the bullying, starting from the previous semester. Each incident, from vicious emails to physical harassment, is laid out, painting a grim picture of her daily life at Winslow High. However, the focus shifts from the sheer volume of incidents to the lack of concrete evidence. The emails, mostly from anonymous accounts, are deemed unverifiable.

Taylor highlights an incident witnessed by Mr. Gladly, her teacher, but his testimony is watered down. He recalls seeing Taylor with the other girls but frames it as if Taylor had chosen to handle things independently. Taylor refutes this, stating she’d predicted the meeting would be a farce. Her dad questions if the faculty is accusing Taylor of fabrication, to which the principal clarifies that victims might embellish events. She emphasizes ensuring fair treatment for the accused girls.

The conversation takes a turn when Alan asks what would satisfy Taylor and her dad. Taylor’s request is simple: transfer to Arcadia High, a better school with no gangs, no drugs, and a responsive faculty. She also proposes a two-month in-school suspension for the trio, denying them privileges and participation in school activities. She’s adamant about not wanting expulsion or out-of-school suspension, as it would either reward them or give them the opportunity to retaliate at Arcadia.

The proposal is met with resistance. Sophia’s guardian argues against disrupting her track and field involvement, while Madison’s dad deems the suspension excessive. The principal, citing the need for resources and the risk of academic failure, suggests a two-week suspension instead. Taylor vehemently opposes this, stating it’s the last thing she wants. She wants to transfer to Arcadia High.

The principal claims she can’t make promises about the transfer, which prompts Taylor to stand up, frustrated. She accuses the principal of dehumanizing her and using manipulative tactics. She argues with her father that they’re not the enemy but the principal retorts that it feels like it’s them versus Taylor and her dad. Taylor, emotional, suggests bringing a weapon to school to force an expulsion, further escalating the tension.

Her dad intervenes, urging her to stop, then threatens to go to the media with the evidence. Alan counters with the threat of pressing charges against Taylor for assaulting Emma, citing surveillance footage and a statement from Shadow Stalker. He reminds Taylor’s dad that most cases are decided by who runs out of money first. This is blackmail, plain and simple, and it’s happening right in front of the teachers, who remain passive observers.

Taylor, defeated, storms out. Her dad apologizes, assuring her it’s not over. Taylor, however, is done. She contacts Lisa, seeking an outlet for her anger. Lisa offers her a spot in an upcoming raid on the ABB, specifically to accompany Bitch and members from other groups. Taylor accepts, ready to channel her frustration into action.




5.05

Tattletale, always thinking ahead, was in Skitter’s room while she changed, laying out the game plan. Coil’s idea: mix and match the teams, a hostage situation to keep everyone in line. She’d programmed Skitter’s phone with an alarm - check in with Grue every hour, and everyone else every fifteen minutes. A two-part password system: first letter of a teammate’s name, answered with the last, then a color code - green for okay, yellow for caution, red for trouble.

Tattletale’s group? Faultline, Trickster, the shapeshifter, some Empire Eighty-Eight, and Coil’s soldiers. A chance to study the shapeshifter, maybe push Faultline’s buttons. Grue was leading another team. Three teams, three targets, hit hard and fast, repeat over the next few days.

Brian knocked - was she really up for this? Not entirely, she admitted, but anger was a powerful motivator. Dealing with Bitch? She’d manage. No showing weakness, he warned.

Outside, a van, Bitch and Regent waiting. He called her “dork,” she just ignored him, too focused on Bitch’s glare. Inside the van, the choice: sit next to Regent and face Bitch, or sit next to her and the dogs? She chose Regent.

Tattletale gave the drop-off instructions. A bit of a walk, time for Bitch to power up her dogs, and for Skitter to gather her bugs. Her range was extending, almost three and a half blocks instead of two. Why? Tattletale was too busy to guess.

Watching Bitch transform her dogs was… visceral. Skin splitting, bone erupting, muscle twisting into scales, the van suddenly feeling too small. Where did the mass come from? And where did Skitter’s power get its energy? Disconcerting.

Their stop: a bridge the ABB had destroyed. A lighthouse-like tourist shop, the Merchants’ old haunt, was the meeting point. Bitch sensed Skitter’s anger. A brief exchange - a shared understanding, maybe. Skitter gathered her bugs, ready for a fight.

Silence, then the lighthouse. Kaiser, in new armor, Fenja and Menja at his sides. The Travelers’ sun-girl, Newter and Labyrinth, two of Coil’s soldiers. Time check - four-forty, attack in five minutes.

Bitch transformed Brutus, a bloody spectacle that startled everyone but Skitter, Bitch, and Labyrinth. Even Kaiser flinched. A power move, intentional or not, setting the tone. Bitch mounted Brutus, leading the way, a silent declaration. Skitter followed, ready for whatever came next.




5.06

Skitter, adopting her new name chosen by the media, attempts to ease tensions within the group by engaging Sundancer of the Travelers in conversation. Sundancer reveals her life as a Traveler is intense, violent, and surprisingly lonely due to constant relocation and internal drama. As they converse, Newter suddenly pushes Skitter aside, signaling danger. An ABB patrol passes, armed and alert, near a warehouse marked with ABB tags, confirming it as their target.

Kaiser, defying the agreed-upon strategy, decides to attack from a different direction with Fenja and Menja. Despite Skitter’s objections, Newter prioritizes the mission over internal conflict, instructing Bitch to inform Grue and Tattletale of Kaiser’s deviation.

Newter gathers the remaining team, tasking Skitter with reconnaissance using her bugs. Skitter discovers the warehouse is trapped, with motion-activated bombs hidden inside. She uses her bugs to trigger the traps, clearing a path for the others. Inside, she finds numerous half-naked, unarmed individuals, suggesting human trafficking or forced prostitution.

Newter, with his speed and hallucinogenic touch, quickly incapacitates the unarmed occupants and heads upstairs to confront the armed guards. Skitter guides her bugs to assist, distracting the guards while Newter moves in. She discovers a barrier of blades, likely set by Kaiser, blocking Bitch’s path.

Tracking Newter’s progress becomes challenging as her bugs are affected by his powers, but she follows the trail of stunned bugs and air currents. She witnesses Newter’s swift takedown of the guards, leaving only one standing. Suddenly, she realizes another figure is present, unnoticed until now. The first disappears, revealing the hidden threat: Oni Lee.

Skitter frantically calls Bitch, warning her of Oni Lee’s presence and Newter’s injury. Sundancer and Labyrinth show concern, and as Skitter urges Bitch to answer, she finally picks up, delivering a grim revelation: “Lung’s here too.”




5.07

The protagonist, Skitter, confronts the villain Oni Lee, a teleporting assassin, in a chaotic battle. She directs her allies, Sundancer and Bitch, prioritizing the rescue of their teammate, Newter. Bitch, riding her monstrous dog Brutus, charges out of a warehouse, while Judas, another of her dogs, traps Oni Lee.

Oni Lee, in his demonic mask and black bodysuit, teleports, leaving behind a short-lived clone. Skitter realizes he’s targeting Bitch and screams a warning, but a sniper from the villainous Coil’s team shoots the clone. The clone explodes into ash, a sign that Oni Lee has teleported away.

Skitter joins Bitch, who narrowly avoided Oni Lee’s blade. They witness Oni Lee falling from the warehouse roof, shot by the sniper team, only for him to explode into ash again. Realizing the snipers are vulnerable, Skitter watches as Oni Lee attacks them, causing them to lose their rifle and fall.

Oni Lee ambushes Skitter and Bitch, using his teleportation to confuse them. Skitter manages to counter one attack, but Oni Lee grabs her from behind. She kicks him, and Brutus attacks, forcing both clones to dissolve into ash. Brutus is injured in the process.

Skitter uses her swarm of bugs to anticipate Oni Lee’s attacks. He throws a knife, embedding it in her mask, but she tracks his movements by the bugs he inadvertently teleports with him. She guides Bitch, using the dogs to counter Oni Lee’s teleportation.

Labyrinth, another ally, warps reality around them, creating a surreal landscape of arches, pillars, and checkerboard patterns. Skitter realizes these are not hallucinations but actual manipulations of the environment. Labyrinth undoes the changes, revealing Oni Lee stumbling, disoriented by the altered reality.

Skitter uses this to her advantage, directing Bitch’s dogs to attack the struggling Oni Lee. Coil’s sniper, despite being severely injured, manages to shoot Oni Lee repeatedly. Skitter acts as a spotter, guiding the sniper’s fire.

Oni Lee, heavily wounded, teleports out of Skitter’s range, ending the immediate threat. Sundancer reveals a shoulder wound, while Coil’s sniper is barely holding on. Skitter directs Labyrinth to watch over the sniper and instructs Sundancer and Bitch to help her rescue Newter.




5.08

Taylor, Bitch, and Sundancer, astride Brutus, head back towards the warehouse to aid Newter, despite Bitch’s reluctance. Bitch argues they should be fighting Lung instead, but Taylor insists, reminding her that Faultline might retaliate if Newter dies. They arrive at the warehouse, discovering it’s a drug processing facility.

Taylor, hindered by the fear of Newter’s toxic blood, instructs Bitch to find gloves or a first aid kit. The building rumbled with impacts, reminding her of their priorities. She checks the office for supplies, finding stained bed sheets and a plastic sheet, while her bugs gather money from the safe. Drugs, she thought, had always scared her, and seeing this operation made her anxious.

Bitch returns with gloves and a near-empty first aid kit. Taylor and Sundancer, now wearing plastic gloves over their own, move Newter onto the plastic sheet. Bitch is sent to find purses among the discarded clothes of the drug workers. Taylor explains to Sundancer that they’ll use sanitary pads from the purses as makeshift bandages.

After bandaging the wound as best as they can, they carry Newter downstairs and place him on Brutus. Suddenly, a massive crash signals the arrival of Lung, who is now enormous and heavily scaled, along with several ABB members. Kaiser, Fenja, and Menja also enter through the hole in the wall.

Taylor urges Bitch to leave with Newter and seek medical help, emphasizing the importance of preventing Faultline from retaliating. Bitch hesitates but eventually complies. Lung, now monstrous and barely human, confronts Taylor. Kaiser calmly intervenes, creating a blade of steel to deter Lung.

As Fenja and Menja join the standoff, Bitch departs with Newter. Judas and Angelica stay behind, tense and ready to defend Taylor and Sundancer against the assembled villains. The chapter ends with the groups facing off, the tension thick in the air.




5.09

Skitter, Judas, and Angelica, the giant dogs, confront Lung, a formidable villain who grows stronger as he fights. Kaiser, leader of the Empire Eighty-Eight, and his powerful associates, including the giantesses Fenja and Menja, are also present. A tense standoff ensues, with Kaiser asserting his dominance and Lung displaying his monstrous transformation.

Skitter proposes an alliance with Sundancer, whose power creates a miniature sun, to help contain Lung. Despite initial reluctance, Sundancer agrees. Lung attacks, easily tossing aside Judas and Angelica. Kaiser intervenes, using his power to create metal constructs to impede Lung. He traps Lung in a cage of blades and drops a massive sword from the ceiling, but Lung escapes by melting the metal with his pyrokinesis.

Lung is eventually impaled on a metal spear, but he’s not defeated. Kaiser begins to pin Lung’s subordinates to the ground with blades. Skitter objects, but Kaiser dismisses her concerns, claiming that morals are irrelevant in war. Lung breaks free, briefly using his fire to fend off one of the giantesses and her shield.

Skitter urges Sundancer to use her power, and she creates a small, intensely hot orb of light. Skitter and Angelica retreat as Sundancer directs the orb toward Lung. The orb melts the asphalt floor and damages a nearby table, demonstrating its destructive potential.

Kaiser pushes Lung toward the orb, and the intense heat weakens him. However, Sundancer’s orb disappears, and Kaiser impales Lung through the heart with a spear. To everyone’s shock, Lung survives, revealing his dragon-like wings and pulling the spear from his chest.

Lung attacks Kaiser, slamming him repeatedly against a wall. He then severely injures Menja, one of the giantesses. Lung turns his attention to Sundancer and Skitter, negating Sundancer’s attempts to create her sun. He engulfs her in flames, but she is unharmed, being immune to fire. He then throws her aside.

Skitter confronts Lung alone, ordering Angelica to stay back. Bitch arrives, riding Brutus, another of the giant dogs, and crashes into Lung. Lung grabs Bitch and Brutus, tossing the dog aside. Skitter tries to distract Lung, claiming he wants her, not Bitch.

Lung lifts Skitter, squeezing her in his claws. Skitter sends a bug into Lung’s eye, causing him to drop Bitch and deal with the insect. He examines the bug and loosens his grip on Skitter, allowing her to escape.

Lung collapses, and Bitch asks what happened. Skitter explains that she used a roach to deliver a powerful toxin, acquired from Newter, into Lung’s eye, hoping it would affect his brain.

Skitter contacts Tattletale, confirming that Lung can regenerate from almost any injury. Skitter then retrieves her knife. She gouges out Lung’s eyes, preventing his regeneration.

Skitter checks on Sundancer and the dogs, then tells Fenja to take her injured sister and Kaiser to a doctor. She suggests that Kaiser might reconsider his stance on the dogfighting issue, given their assistance in defeating Lung. Fenja nods and departs.

Skitter offers to help Sundancer up but retracts her hand when she realizes it’s covered in blood. Sundancer flinches away. Skitter suggests they leave.




5.10

The protagonist, Skitter, makes an emergency call reporting multiple injuries at a warehouse, caused during a fight against the ABB gang. She informs the dispatcher that Lung, the gang leader, is temporarily incapacitated but will soon recover. She also mentions another parahuman, Oni Lee, who fled after being injured.

Skitter and her teammates, Sundancer and Bitch, retreat to their rendezvous point where they meet up with Newter, another parahuman they had rescued earlier, and one of Coil’s soldiers who is a trained medic. Newter, despite his injuries, is surprisingly well, thanks to his unique biology. He reveals that Skitter’s swarm of roaches had moved a stash of the ABB’s money, which she offers to her companions as a bonus.

They discuss their escape routes. Newter and Labyrinth, a parahuman with reality-warping powers, decide to use the sewer system, while Coil’s men have their own transport. Labyrinth demonstrates her powers by transforming a section of the road into a white marble staircase leading into the sewer.

Bitch offers Skitter a ride on her mutated dog, Brutus. As they ride, Skitter reflects on the fight and enjoys the sensation of the wind in her hair. They stop at a deserted beach, where Bitch orders her dogs to return home through a storm drain. Skitter realizes she needs to change out of her costume but has no spare clothes. Bitch points out bruises on Skitter’s body from Lung’s attack. Bitch lends Skitter her jacket, and they walk back to their hideout in an awkward silence.

Back at the loft, Skitter tries to understand Bitch’s behavior. She offers Bitch all the money they recovered in exchange for an honest answer about whether Skitter had sounded sarcastic earlier. Bitch accepts, but only replies “Dunno”. Skitter retreats to her room, reflecting on her conversation with Newter about Labyrinth’s mental state.

The rest of their team returns, and Skitter learns more about Bitch from Lisa (Tattletale). Lisa reveals that Bitch’s powers have altered her brain, making her exceptionally good at reading body language, especially canine, but severely hindering her ability to understand human social cues. This explains Bitch’s often hostile and erratic behavior. She’s not a sociopath, but her brain struggles to interpret basic human interactions. Her reliance on canine behavior is a coping mechanism.

Lisa makes it clear that Bitch must never learn this truth, as it could devastate her. Bitch believes her difficult upbringing is the sole cause of her social issues. Discovering that the same power that connects her to her dogs is also the source of her social struggles would be too much for her to handle. Skitter agrees to keep the secret, realizing that Bitch’s social difficulties far surpass her own. She ponders the similarities between Bitch and an illiterate student who masked his disability with disruptive behavior. The chapter ends with Skitter grappling with this new understanding of her teammate.




5.x (Interlude; Gregor the Snail)

Gregor the Snail, a monstrous figure with translucent skin and hard, shell-like growths on his body, pays a teenager for running errands. He explains his unusual appearance prevents him from shopping, and offers the teen a job as his runner, warning him of potential dangers from his enemies. The teen accepts, drawn by the generous pay.

Gregor’s appearance, which makes people perceive him as either frightening or morbidly obese, has made him an outcast. Despite this, he finds a unique place at a club called Palanquin. He bypasses the line and is welcomed inside, revealing a connection to the club’s owner. He navigates the bustling club to reach an upper balcony where he finds Newter, a fellow parahuman, entertaining two young women, Laura and Mary. Newter is telling the girls about their past exploits, specifically a confrontation with powerful heroes in Philadelphia, Chevalier and Myrddin. Newter’s tale, backed by Gregor, leads to the girls paying a bet, and Newter offers them a taste of his power - a psychedelic, non-addictive drug secreted from his skin.

Laura, intrigued by Gregor, gives him her number, but he discards it, suspecting her interest stems from his monstrous appearance rather than genuine attraction. He believes she’s a “devotee,” someone attracted to individuals with disabilities due to a perceived power imbalance. Gregor shares his thoughts with Newter, who dismisses his concerns, but Gregor remains unconvinced. He then delivers food to two other parahumans residing in the club. Emily, nicknamed Spitfire, is a freckled, bookish girl, while Elle, also known as Labyrinth, is a withdrawn blonde with a powerful, distance-based ability. Elle is having a particularly difficult day, her power stronger due to her emotional state.

Gregor’s final stop is Faultline’s office, the owner of Palanquin and the leader of their mercenary group. She’s experimenting, attempting to overcome the Manton effect, a limitation preventing her power from affecting living tissue. Her efforts involve a device with rods of various materials, including living wood, hoping to trick her brain into bypassing the mental block. Gregor, understanding her frustration, offers a drastic solution: triggering a potential second trigger event, a life-or-death situation that could enhance her powers. He strangles her to the brink of unconsciousness, hoping the near-death experience will unlock her potential. The attempt fails, but Faultline appreciates his willingness to help, even at his own expense.

She then reveals the results of an investigation Gregor funded. He had agreed to share his earnings if Faultline used them to uncover information about his origins. She presents a file containing information about parahumans across North America, all sharing common traits: retrograde amnesia, a distinctive ‘u’ tattoo, and being found in urban areas. Initially, most were monstrous like Gregor, but over time, the physical changes became less pronounced. Faultline highlights two key individuals: Shamrock, an attractive redhead with probability manipulation powers and the same ‘u’ tattoo, and the Dealer, a rumored figure in Tallahassee who could grant powers through special vials. The Dealer’s vials were marked with the same symbol as the tattoo.

Faultline theorizes that someone is experimenting with granting powers, with early attempts resulting in monstrous transformations. The Dealer may have been a salesman or someone who stole their work. She plans to track down Shamrock, hoping to gain information or recruit her. Gregor agrees, accepting their current path in unraveling the mystery of his and the other parahumans’ origins.








6.01

In a dilapidated tenement, the base of operations for the ABB gang, a battle ensued. I squared off against a thin Japanese man, wielding a katana and a knife. My wasps swarmed him, causing him to drop his weapons in agony. I struck him with my baton, knocking him to the ground. Securing the katana, I surveyed the battlefield.

The tenement was overcrowded, housing multiple families in cramped conditions. The ABB had turned it into barracks for their soldiers, some of whom were unwilling recruits with bombs in their heads. Despite being outnumbered, our side had the advantage, with no powered individuals among the ABB’s defense.

Fires lit the area, casting a hellish glow on the ongoing fight. I approached a young man, clearly one of the forced recruits. He brandished a baseball bat, defiant despite his fear. I urged him to surrender, but he refused, charging at me. Grue intervened, knocking him out with a punch.

As the remaining ABB members were subdued, Spitfire and Gregor the Snail worked together to burn down the building while ensuring the fire didn’t spread. We disarmed and cuffed the injured and unconscious enemies, moving them away from the burning structure.

Grue asked if I had plans for the next day, mentioning a group meeting for his online class and his sister’s caseworker visit. He needed help assembling furniture and invited me over. I accepted.

Tattletale joined us, and we made our way to a hidden car. We discussed the ABB’s impending downfall, a result of the combined efforts of the police, military, and various villain groups. Tattletale shared her insights on the Travelers, a group of powerful capes who had joined our side. Their leader, Trickster, was a teleporter with a mass-based restriction, and Genesis controlled remote projections.

I removed my mask, revealing a bruise on my neck. Tattletale offered her place for me to stay, and I agreed, planning to call my dad to reassure him.

We reached a military barricade and pulled over. I called my dad, lying about going to school to avoid worrying him. After the call, we descended into the tunnels beneath the barricade, emerging into the darkness.




6.02

In the early morning, I revel in the freedom of living without adult supervision. I maintain my running routine and enjoy the peaceful solitude before the others wake up. Browsing the news, I see a picture of our recent battle, captioned ‘VILLAINS STEP IN’. The tone of the article makes me uncomfortable, hinting at the heroes’ plan to clean up after our dirty work. I also see an image of Lung, apparently blinded and being led by his men.

Lisa comes in, and we chat about the news. My phone buzzes with a text from Brian, asking if I want to come over at 11 am to help him move. I quickly calculate the bus route and decide I can make it. After a freezing shower, I rush to get ready. Lisa teases me about my attraction to Brian, and I admit that I find him good-looking. She shares her reasons for not dating, citing her power as a hindrance to forming genuine connections.

Lisa picks out an outfit for me, encouraging me to wear something practical but also flattering. I’m self-conscious about the crop top she chooses, but I agree to wear it. She offers insights into Brian’s preferences, suggesting that he appreciates practicality. I rush out, leaving the sweatshirt open as a compromise.

I contemplate the impracticality of a relationship with Brian, considering my plan to eventually betray the Undersiders. I push these thoughts aside, not wanting Lisa to pick up on my internal conflict. After a hurried bus ride, I arrive at Brian’s apartment building. He’s relaxing outside, enjoying the sun. He explains that he’s waiting for me to help him move some furniture.

He’s rented a car for the move, and we discuss the impracticality of him owning a car due to his villainous activities. As he retrieves the boxes from the trunk, I notice his physique, appreciating the way he looks. I catch myself staring and quickly offer to help with the doors, feeling flustered by my own thoughts.




6.03

Taylor assists Brian in moving furniture into his new, uncluttered apartment. The sterile atmosphere and lack of small talk make Taylor uncomfortable, her mind occupied by Brian’s appearance. Brian’s apartment surprises her with its cozy and mellow ambiance, contrasting with her expectations of a typical bachelor’s pad. As they assemble furniture, Taylor grapples with awkwardness and a growing attraction to Brian. His touch sends shivers down her spine, and she struggles to maintain composure, resorting to silence as a defense mechanism.

Brian, oblivious to her inner turmoil, casually asks if she’s okay, leading to a clumsy explanation from Taylor about holding her breath around people. Brian playfully leans in, assuring her she smells nice, intensifying her blush. They are interrupted by the arrival of Aisha, Brian’s sister, a beautiful but trashily dressed teenager, followed by Mrs. Henderson, Aisha’s caseworker.

Mrs. Henderson had unexpectedly arrived early due to a miscommunication with Aisha, who wanted to see a movie. Despite the ongoing furniture assembly, Brian agrees to proceed with the inspection, hoping to secure custody of Aisha. Taylor stays, offering a ride back later. During the inspection, Aisha confronts Taylor, deducing that she’s the “bug girl” on Brian’s team, the Undersiders. Taylor denies it, but Aisha remains unconvinced.

Mrs. Henderson expresses concerns about the apartment being too personalized to Brian, suggesting he involve Aisha in decorating to make it feel like her home too. Brian agrees to make changes, and Mrs. Henderson offers to take Aisha for the afternoon. Before leaving, Aisha’s parting shot to Taylor was about Undersiders, which made her quite uncomfortable.

After they leave, Taylor informs Brian that Aisha knows about the Undersiders. Brian apologizes, admitting he should have warned her. Taylor assures him she didn’t reveal anything, but Brian worries about Aisha’s indiscretion. Lisa texts Taylor, saying there’s trouble and they need to return quickly. Brian laments the interruption, and they agree to finish the furniture another time. As Brian helps Taylor up, his hand lingers, leaving her flustered and questioning her feelings. She resolves to report the Undersiders to the Protectorate within a week, unsure if she can trust herself any longer.
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In a news bulletin, it’s announced that the ABB has fallen, thanks to the efforts of the Wards and Protectorate teams. Bakuda’s superbomb, capable of immense destruction, was thankfully stopped by Clockblocker and Vista, preventing a potential tragedy. However, the city’s turmoil continues, with the Travelers, Coil, Empire Eighty-Eight, and the Merchants causing chaos in the wake of the ABB’s defeat.

Lisa informs the Undersiders of a new job from their boss: to embarrass the heroes at a fundraiser-slash-celebration event organized by the mayor. This event is meant to highlight the heroes’ role in the recent crisis and boost morale. The Undersiders are hesitant, recognizing the high risk and potential consequences of such a mission. Brian, Bitch, and Alec express their reservations, questioning the point of the job and the danger involved.

Lisa reveals that their boss is offering a substantial payment: two hundred and fifty thousand dollars each, totaling one million, two hundred and fifty thousand dollars for the team. She explains that this is a test of their capabilities and loyalty, and success could lead to greater rewards and influence within their employer’s organization. Alec, swayed by the significant sum, changes his vote in favor of the job.

The protagonist grapples with the decision, torn between loyalty to her friends and her original plan to eventually turn them in. She reflects on her past actions and the possibility of seeking redemption through a probationary role with the Wards. Ultimately, she decides to change her vote, provisionally, based on the condition that they devise a plan with a reasonable chance of escape. Her primary motivation is to uncover the identity of their employer, concerned about the potential implications of their association.

Bitch, not wanting to back down if the protagonist is going through with it, also changes her vote. With four votes in favor and one against, the team decides to undertake the mission. Despite Brian’s reservations, he accepts the majority decision. The protagonist apologizes to him, and he reassures her that it’s okay. They begin planning their approach to the high-stakes operation, aware of the limited time they have to prepare.




6.05

My legs gripped Judas as he moved, and I got a glimpse of the city below. Tattletale clutched me tighter from behind. Bitch’s whistle signaled our cue, and a moment later, Brutus, carrying Bitch and Grue, jumped off the roof. Judas followed. Falling, the wind stole my voice. My hands clung to Judas’ neck.

Three stories down, Judas kicked against the wall, pushing away from the building. He gripped a patio’s edge, then leaped out, away from the building. The wind whipped through my hair as we soared towards the Forsberg Gallery, twenty-six stories tall, resembling a Jenga game made of tempered glass and steel, illuminated in pink and orange.

Brutus crashed into the glass roof, and Grue nearly fell off but grabbed Brutus’ tail. Judas, Tattletale, and I followed, smashing through the glass. We landed on the Gallery’s top floor, amidst people in fancy attire and heroes. Regent and Angelica joined us, Angelica carrying boxes.

The Protectorate—Armsmaster, Miss Militia, Assault, Battery, Velocity, and Triumph—stood by the stage. The Wards—Clockblocker, Vista, Gallant, and Shadow Stalker—mingled with guests, including Glory Girl. A PRT squad, armed with nonlethal flamethrowers, guarded the entrance.

Among the guests were the mayor, a possible actor, and Emma, my former friend, with her family. Tattletale laughed nervously as Grue darkened the room, leaving only our area and the room’s edges visible.

“Bitch, Regent, go!” Grue shouted, pulling me off Judas. Tattletale followed as we ran to the front, while Bitch and the dogs headed to the back. Regent released the boxes, and my bugs swarmed out, heading towards the crowd, including Emma.

Bitch and Regent would delay anyone venturing into the darkness, while Grue, Tattletale, and I handled the rest. My bugs reached the front first, giving me a sense of the layout. I drew my knife as Grue revealed part of the PRT squad. I slashed a hose, and a PRT member elbowed me. My mask absorbed the blow, but it still hurt.

Foam began to fill the doorway. Grue kicked one squad member into it and incapacitated another. Tattletale and I wrestled a weapon from another, and she blasted him with foam. Grue revealed the last member, and Tattletale foamed him.

The PRT’s containment foam expanded rapidly, flexible and porous enough to breathe through but resistant to impacts and tearing. We took the tanks from the incapacitated PRT members.

Grue pointed, and we aimed at the Wards and Glory Girl. Tattletale taunted Glory Girl before we fired, Grue targeting Clockblocker, and I, Shadow Stalker. She dodged, but Tattletale and I combined our fire, trapping her.

“Next!” Grue yelled. We targeted Battery, Assault, and Triumph. Battery, already charged, kicked Assault towards us, using his kinetic manipulation to propel himself. Grue’s foam slowed him, but he still hit Grue.

Tattletale and I focused on Battery. She was too fast, but she stumbled into a table, then threw it at us. I pushed Tattletale away, and the table knocked the weapon from her hands.

I drew bugs to Battery as I recovered, spraying her with foam. A shockwave hit me—Triumph’s sonic shout. Grue tried to foam him, but Triumph used a table as a shield and blasted me again.

Brutus charged through the darkness, slamming into Triumph. Shadow Stalker began to free herself, but I buried her under more foam.

“Skitter! Move!” Grue shouted. I dived as Armsmaster appeared, leveling his halberd at me. He used an EMP, disabling my weapon. He quickly incapacitated Grue and Tattletale.

“Call off your mutant,” Armsmaster ordered. Bitch whistled, and Brutus retreated.

“You were moving like you could see in my darkness,” Grue noted.

“I’ve studied your powers,” Armsmaster replied, tapping his weapon, killing all bugs nearby. “This was over from the moment you stepped into the room.”

Miss Militia emerged with Regent as her hostage.

Fuck.
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Armsmaster demanded the Undersiders’ surrender, highlighting their disadvantageous position. Grue countered, pointing out their numerical superiority. Armsmaster dismissed their efforts, asserting that their powers were nullified, including Regent’s attempt to influence him, claiming to have psychic shielding.

Tattletale, however, revealed her awareness of Armsmaster’s technological capabilities, taunting him about his specialized technology integrated into his halberd. She mentioned his ability to detect vibrations and use the floor’s brass to transmit electricity. Despite Armsmaster’s denial, Tattletale provoked him, leading to her being attacked and knocked to the ground.

A skirmish ensued between Regent and Miss Militia, with Miss Militia gaining the upper hand, holding Regent at bay with a machete. Armsmaster instructed Grue to dispel his darkness, threatening Regent’s safety if there were witnesses to any harm inflicted by Miss Militia. Grue complied, revealing the aftermath of their battle and the onlookers, including Skitter’s past tormentor, Emma, and her family.

Skitter, despite her reluctance, withdrew her bugs from the crowd, focusing on assisting Tattletale. Amidst the tension, she provoked Armsmaster, leveraging his concern for his reputation to create an opportunity. Regent joined in, further agitating Armsmaster, while Grue subtly criticized Armsmaster’s ruthless tactics. A distraction allowed Regent to attack Miss Militia, leading to a chaotic fight where Skitter used her insulated spider silk to disrupt Armsmaster’s electrical attacks.

In the ensuing battle, Velocity confronted Skitter, using his speed to overwhelm her. Grue intervened, using his darkness to slow Velocity down, allowing Skitter to use pepper spray and her bugs to incapacitate him. Skitter then used Velocity’s restraints to further restrict him, effectively taking him out of the fight.

While Regent and Tattletale managed Miss Militia, Grue, Bitch, and her dogs faced Armsmaster. Despite their efforts, Armsmaster maintained control, utilizing his advanced technology and combat skills to disable Brutus and Grue, then swiftly dealt with Angelica. He threatened Bitch, revealing his thorough understanding of her and her dogs’ fighting patterns, asserting his dominance.

Bitch, however, hinted at Skitter’s underestimated abilities. Skitter, seizing an opportunity, directed Grue to create darkness around her and Armsmaster. She then fled to an outdoor patio, with Armsmaster in pursuit. He used his grappling hook to capture her, but Skitter, determined not to be defeated, especially in front of Emma, used the patio railing to anchor herself.

Armsmaster, after a brief consideration, decided to approach Skitter directly. She attempted to negotiate, leveraging his desire for a positive public image by suggesting he let her escape to gather information on the Undersiders’ backers. Armsmaster refused, leading to a final confrontation where Skitter unleashed a swarm of hornets on him while grappling with his halberd.

Bitch arrived with an unconscious Tattletale and Brutus, aiding Skitter. In the chaos, Skitter managed to disarm Armsmaster and throw his halberd away. The Undersiders, including Skitter, Grue, Judas, Angelica, and Regent, escaped, leaving behind a message formed by Skitter’s bugs. The chapter concluded with Skitter reflecting on the likelihood that this was her last mission with the Undersiders.
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The Undersiders, atop their monstrous canine steeds, find rooftop traversal far less glamorous than depicted in fiction. Bitch, supporting an unconscious Tattletale, calls for assistance. Grue dismounts, helping to lower Tattletale to the ground, while Skitter laments her armor’s impediment to their earlier, intimate escape, clinging to Grue as they fled.

In a deserted alley, they assess their situation, checking for pursuers. Skitter retrieves smelling salts from her kit, reviving Tattletale, who complains of a battered stomach and arm. As they help her up, Regent summarizes the recent events: Tattletale’s incapacitation and their subsequent escape.

Suddenly, Armsmaster appears, bearing welts and bloody marks from Skitter’s hornet assault. Dauntless, the rising star of the Protectorate, blocks their other escape route. Dauntless, known for imbuing his gear with power daily, sports his Arclance, energy shield, and boots.

Skitter reveals she discarded Armsmaster’s Halberd, but he retrieves it instantly, revealing a teleportation mechanism. He demands their surrender. Tattletale, stalling for time, reveals they’re near their getaway vehicle.

Grue engulfs the area in darkness, only for Dauntless to dispel it with a forcefield bubble. Tattletale attempts to sow discord, exposing Armsmaster’s resentment towards Dauntless, but Dauntless is wearing earbuds, taking orders from Armsmaster.

Regent intervenes, causing Dauntless to stumble and drop his forcefield. Grue leads their escape, leaping over Dauntless and kicking him down. They flee the alley, the dogs blocking traffic.

Dauntless fires his Arclance, hitting Brutus and Angelica, but with minimal effect. Regent disrupts Dauntless’s aim, causing a rain of glass as they enter the parking garage. Armsmaster grapples to the entrance, but Bitch commands Judas to intercept, tearing the grappling hook and bar.

Armsmaster switches to his halberd, injuring Judas, then uses a flail to take down the dog. He boasts about the garage’s locked exits, but is suddenly replaced by a concrete pillar.

A steam-powered giant with massive hands and a smoke-spewing spout, along with Ballistic and Circus, join the fray. Dauntless is intercepted by Sundancer. The steam-powered giant, Trainwreck, pummels Armsmaster with the help of a sea creature, Genesis.

Circus attacks Dauntless, her minor powers and enhanced coordination making her a formidable opponent. Ballistic launches cars at Dauntless’s forcefield, breaking it. Circus delivers a final blow with a sledgehammer, ending the fight.

Trainwreck and Genesis subdue Armsmaster and Dauntless. A voice breaks the silence: Coil appears, flanked by soldiers. He had orchestrated the Travelers, Circus, and Trainwreck to assist the Undersiders.

Tattletale confirms no more pursuers are nearby. Coil, satisfied, invites the Undersiders and Trickster to join him, stating they have much to discuss.
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Coil, the enigmatic benefactor of the Undersiders, had orchestrated a series of events that left the major players in Brockton Bay’s underworld reeling. Now, in the confines of an armored limousine, he made his move, revealing the full scope of his ambition and offering the Undersiders a pivotal role in his grand design.

He began with a demonstration of his power, flipping coins that landed on heads for each member, Skitter included. “Probability manipulation?” she’d asked, to which he replied, “Just the opposite. I control destinies.” Tattletale, bound by a contractual agreement, confirmed his claim, albeit vaguely. Coil explained that he’d hired Tattletale to keep potential enemies in the dark, a strategy he extended to the Undersiders as a whole. Their formation was a gambit, their survival a test. “If you failed,” he admitted, “there would simply be fewer parahumans in this city for me to be concerned about.”

The Travelers, a group with an established track record, had already heard his proposal. Trickster, their representative, confirmed their participation, provided Coil delivered on his promise of a “fix” to their ongoing problem. The nature of this problem remained shrouded in mystery, hinted at only by a teammate’s comment about their insatiable need for money.

Coil then unveiled his grand vision: to seize control of Brockton Bay, not just the criminal underworld, but the entire city - government, law enforcement, business, everything. “Desiring to take over the world is not only cliche but unrealistic,” he’d said. “I will, for the time being, content myself with seizing this city.” The ABB was wiped out, Empire Eighty-Eight was on the ropes, and the Protectorate was weakened and under scrutiny. New Wave was too controversial, the Merchants too weak, and Faultline’s group could be bought. Coil had also been quietly acquiring properties and had even sponsored two mayoral candidates. “The dominoes have been set up,” he declared, “and the first of them are already falling.”

The Undersiders’ role in this? To control the Docks and the surrounding area, guarding against parahuman trespassers and quashing any gangs that didn’t submit to his command. “Wealth and power go without saying,” Coil said. “Beyond that, I leave it to you to name your terms.”

He addressed each member individually. To Bitch, he offered resources to care for her rescued dogs and assistants to work under her. To Regent, he promised status and notoriety to surpass his estranged father. Grue was relying on Coil for a personal matter, the details of which remained undisclosed. But Skitter posed a challenge. “You, and you alone, Skitter, have me wondering what you desire,” he’d said.

Skitter, careful to avoid alerting Tattletale to her true motives, voiced a desire for the city’s improvement. “Fix up the Docks,” she’d said. “Give people work. Clean up the drug trade. Straighten out the asinine bureaucracy.” Coil countered that he already intended to do much of that. “I would consider it a catastrophic failure on my part if this city did not thrive under my rule,” he’d stated. However, he made it clear that crime and drugs couldn’t be eradicated, only tamed. He promised to reduce the distribution of the most harmful drugs and maintain order through appointed territories. “If you were to accept my offer,” he told Skitter, “I would fully expect you to contact me and speak up at any time you felt I was not following through.”

Coil concluded by giving the Undersiders a week to decide. He released Tattletale from her contractual obligations and provided each member with an account from a supervillain banker. As they departed the limousine, Grue shook Coil’s hand, expressing a hope to continue their working relationship. The Undersiders, each grappling with their own thoughts and dilemmas, made their way back to their loft in silence. Skitter, however, had a secret agenda, one that hinged on this very offer. The question was, how did she truly feel about it?
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Skitter grapples with the difficult task of writing a letter to Miss Militia, revealing her true intentions and the reasons behind her joining the Undersiders. She admits she isn’t a villain, despite her actions, and that her initial goal was to assist the Protectorate and the city. However, loneliness and an unexpected fondness for the Undersiders complicated matters. She’s torn between her desire to do good and her loyalty to her new friends.

Coil’s proposal to help the city adds another layer of complexity. Skitter questions his honesty, given his snake motif and Tattletale’s past deceptions. She’s unsure if her decision to betray the Undersiders is truly for the greater good or driven by other factors.

A memory of her mother surfaces, reminding Skitter of a lesson about gradual change and the importance of perspective. She wonders if she’s slowly slipped into a bad situation without realizing it. The realization that she needs to organize her thoughts before taking action prompts her to return home.

Upon arriving, Skitter finds her dad, looking older and tired, waiting for her. He’s discovered her truancy and lies, leading to a confrontation. Her dad locks the doors, insisting on a heart-to-heart talk. He reveals he’s contacted her grandmother, admitting he’s failed as a parent by prioritizing being her ally over being a parent.

Skitter’s anger and frustration surface as she feels trapped, reminiscent of her experiences with bullies at school. She lashes out, damaging objects in the kitchen, but her dad remains patient, allowing her to vent.

After calming down, Skitter attempts to write a letter to her dad, explaining her actions. She reveals she’s a supervillain and joined the Undersiders with the intention of betraying them. However, she realizes she genuinely likes her teammates and has been holding herself back from truly connecting with them.

The fear of making enemies of the Undersiders and the desire for genuine friendship with them leads Skitter to burn the letter. She realizes her reasons for betraying them are fading, and she’s unsure about Coil’s plan.

Unable to lie to her dad, Skitter hugs him, apologizing. She reveals she has a cell phone to stay in touch with her friends, which upsets her dad due to the negative association with her mother’s death.

Skitter admits she doesn’t like who she was before and is considering dropping out of school. She sees the bullying as an unavoidable force of nature and wants to focus on living her life and making up for lost time.

Lisa arrives, having found a hidden key, and offers Skitter a place to stay. Skitter decides to leave with Lisa, promising to stay in touch with her dad. She expresses her need for a breather to figure things out, feeling that her home is no longer a safe and secure place. Her dad pleads with her to stay, but she leaves, unable to look back.




6.x (Interlude; Canary)

Paige’s jaw ached, a constant reminder of the muzzle that kept her silent. Restraints bound her, heavy chains and metal strips, a cruel irony given her lack of enhanced strength or escape artistry. She was trussed up, not for safety, but as a performance of guilt. Unable to speak, she couldn’t even tidy her vibrant yellow hair, a symbol of her powers, now a marker of her supposed derangement.

The courtroom was a suffocating theater. “All rise,” the bailiff droned, and Paige stumbled to her feet, her lawyer’s hand on her chains the only thing keeping her upright.

“Not guilty,” the jury declared on the count of attempted murder. A sliver of relief.

“Guilty,” on aggravated assault with a parahuman ability.

“Guilty,” on sexual assault with a parahuman ability.

Sexual assault. The words were a cold brand, twisting the truth into something ugly and unrecognizable.

Judge Regan’s voice cut through the haze. Paige, at twenty-three, was a first-time offender, a “rogue” in the PRT’s classification—neither hero nor villain, but a parahuman using their abilities for personal gain. This, he noted, was in her favor. But the nature of her crime, committed with a power, demanded a harsh response. The legal system, still grappling with parahuman criminality, had to adapt, to be “proactive and inventive.”

Standard detention was deemed impractical, the risk of escape or a repeat offense too high. And so, the sentence: indefinite incarceration in the Baumann Parahuman Containment Center.

The Birdcage.

The courtroom erupted, a cacophony of cheers and jeers, but Paige was frozen, the word echoing in her mind—a life sentence among monsters, some literally so. She would have screamed, fought, but the restraints held her fast. Two guards hauled her away, a third preparing a tranquilizer. Panic seized her, spiraling into a chaotic haze as the syringe plunged into her neck.

■

Paige awoke to a few precious seconds of oblivion before the horrifying reality crashed back. She was drenched, immobilized by containment foam, the world a blur of harsh light and dampness. The room lurched—a truck, she realized, heading towards her inescapable fate. She had to get free, or the confinement would drive her mad.

“The little bird’s awake,” a voice commented, tinged with a Boston accent.

Two others were in the truck with her: an Asian girl around her age, similarly trapped in foam, and a towering Asian man encased in even more foam and a metal cage.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” the girl said, her pale blue eyes piercing. She instructed Paige to lean, to create leverage. A desperate plan, a gamble against a terrifying unknown. Paige, fearing the consequences of refusal, obeyed.

With a jolt, the girl used her teeth to grip the strap of Paige’s mask. It took several agonizing attempts, but finally, the mask came free, leaving Paige gasping, drool trailing from her mouth.

“Two qweshionsh,” the girl mumbled, the mask still in her teeth. “Youh poweh?”

“I sing,” Paige replied, her voice rusty. “It makes people feel good, susceptible to instructions.”

“Teh collah?”

“Tranquilizers if I sing or raise my voice.”

The girl, Bakuda, instructed Paige to take the mask. “Drop that and I’ll turn you inside out,” she threatened. Then, addressing the man, “Lung. Wake up. I need your power. Heat the metal.”

Lung, a convicted villain, grumbled but complied. Paige winced at the heat radiating from the mask, the smell of burning metal filling the air. Bakuda, with manic determination, used her teeth to pry the hot metal strips from the mask, then impaled them in her shoulder, a gruesome self-modification.

“What did you do to get sent here?” Paige asked.

“Body count was almost at fifty,” Bakuda grinned, a horrifying sight with her damaged lips. She spoke of a bomb, not just powerful, but capable of crippling the nation’s infrastructure. “Lung told me to do it,” she added. “Man in charge.”

Paige confessed her own crime: telling her ex to “go fuck himself,” a command made potent by her lingering power, leading to his self-inflicted injury and her subsequent arrest.

Bakuda, cackling, began to work on Paige’s collar, using the metal strips as makeshift tools. Lung, when asked, confirmed their destination: the Birdcage.

Bakuda, a self-proclaimed bomb expert, explained her plan: a small bomb to disorient the guards, allowing Paige to use her power. A futile hope, as a giant metal claw reached into the truck, dragging Lung out first, then Paige.

■

They were in a vast underground bunker, the Birdcage’s entrance. A CGI face appeared on a monitor—Dragon, the world’s best tinker, the prison’s designer. Her voice, filtered but still carrying a Newfoundland accent, detailed each prisoner’s designation and escape probability.

Lung: Brute 4-9, Blaster 2-6, fire and heat. Escape chance: .000041%.

Bakuda: Tinker 6, bomb specialty. Escape chance: .000126%.

Canary (Paige): Master 8. Escape chance: .000025%.

“I followed your trial,” Dragon said to Paige. “You don’t deserve to be here. I even wrote a letter… I’m sorry it wasn’t enough.”

The sympathy was a punch to the gut. But Dragon had a job to do. She assigned Paige to cell block E, under the protection of Lustrum, a radical feminist. “Play along,” Dragon advised, “and she’ll keep you safest.”

Dragon explained the prison’s design: a hollowed-out mountain, lined with ceramic and dormant containment foam, suspended in a vacuum, patrolled by anti-grav drones. Escape was virtually impossible. “The elevators go one way,” she stressed. “Down.”

Paige was deposited into an elevator, descending into the abyss.

■

Lung, in cell block W, sought out Bakuda in cell block C, navigating the prison’s internal politics. He paid the guards with cigarettes, a tribute to the cell block leaders.

Bakuda was ecstatic, marveling at the prison’s design. “It’s like being inside the fucking Mona Lisa of architecture,” she raved.

Lung, however, was not interested in architecture. He recounted his past prison experience, the four paths to survival: join a gang, be someone’s bitch, kill, or be seen as mad. He chose the latter two.

“You insulted me,” he growled at Bakuda. “You failed me.”

Bakuda, realizing the danger, threatened to breach the cell, a suicidal act that would seal them both in. But Lung was too fast. He was going to kill her.








7.01

Taylor grapples with the aftermath of a heated argument with her dad, seeking solace in training with Brian. They spar, and she finds herself pinned beneath him, her mind momentarily blanking at the intimacy of the position. Lisa’s teasing breaks the tension, but the awkwardness lingers. Taylor explains her current living situation to Brian, admitting the pain of the rift with her father. Brian attempts to offer advice for the fight, but he also gets distracted. He steps closer, feints a high kick, and tries to sweep her legs out from under her. She manages to avoid it by hopping, but he recovers and knocks her onto her backside with a shoulder check. She follows his earlier advice, scrambling back to create distance, but he pursues, stopping a knee just short of her face.

Alec interrupts, bearing coffee and breakfast, sparking a brief exchange with Brian about their living arrangements. The team gathers, and Brian initiates a crucial discussion about Coil’s proposition, emphasizing the need for unanimous agreement before proceeding. He also raises concerns about Alec’s past, specifically his connection to his father, the infamous Heartbreaker.

Alec reluctantly reveals his history as Heartbreaker’s son, describing a childhood devoid of genuine affection, filled instead with manipulation and brutal testing. He recounts his time working for his father, using the alias Hijack, until a forced kill order pushed him to flee. The revelation leaves Taylor disturbed, questioning the morality of a twelve-year-old forced into such a situation. He’d been made to do it, he’d been in messed up circumstances with no real moral compass to go by, still a kid. The way he described it, though, it didn’t sit well with her. Cold blooded murder.

The conversation shifts back to Coil’s deal. Alec expresses his support, envisioning a future of effortless control and wealth. Taylor voices concerns about the potential risks, the possibility of failure, and the difficulty of escaping Coil’s grasp should things go south. Brian echoes her apprehension, recalling their near-death experience against Bakuda, highlighting the dangers of being on the defensive. Lisa, ever the strategist, suggests countermeasures, including pre-emptive strikes and recruitment of other parahumans.

Brian admits his reservations but believes it’s better to be involved than sidelined. Taylor agrees, acknowledging that the potential rewards outweigh the risks. A vote is taken, and all but Bitch raise their hands in favor. Bitch, distrustful of Coil due to his verbosity, refuses to agree, citing her gut feeling and satisfaction with the current status quo. She says “He talks too much. Only reason people talk like he does is if they’re covering something up.”

Lisa proposes they wait, giving Bitch time to process. Taylor, determined to connect with Bitch, impulsively offers to accompany her on her “work,” which involves caring for rescued dogs. Bitch, perceiving it as a manipulative attempt to change her mind, lashes out. Taylor, understanding Bitch’s unique communication style, refrains from typical social gestures and instead proposes a deal: she’ll help with the dogs and avoid discussing Coil unless Bitch initiates it. In return, if Taylor fails, Bitch gets a “free shot” at her.

Bitch, after initial rejection, agrees to the bizarre arrangement, lured by the prospect of a free punch if Taylor proves irritating. Alec calls Taylor crazy. Maybe. Probably. But she can’t think of a better way to reach out to Bitch. As Taylor prepares to leave with Bitch, a sense of unease settles in. She hopes she won’t regret this.
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Bitch led the way through the Docks, her dogs, Brutus, Judas, and Angelica, trotting beside her. She seemed more at ease here, away from people and social complexities. Her usual tension eased, revealing a comfort in her element. I was intruding, a fact made clear by the irritation in her eyes.

Angelica, excited by the barking of other dogs, strained at her leash. Bitch, with practiced ease, commanded her to lie down, repeating the process until Angelica obeyed. “How long have you had her?” I asked. “Five months,” she replied, adding that dogs learn from their pack.

We reached a partially constructed building, a haven for a dozen or more dogs of various breeds. The building itself was incomplete, with three walls, a partial second floor, and an open exterior. Bitch fed the dogs, and a fight erupted between a new black lab, Sirius, and a smaller dog. I remembered the time Bitch set her dogs on me, and felt a surge of unease.

“Let me know if he draws blood,” she instructed, as I focused on my power, seeing the dogs against the backdrop of the neighborhood. I felt a mass of bugs, not fleas or ticks, but a denser, unsettling presence, moving inside Sirius.

“Worms,” I explained, describing their location in his chest and arteries. “Heartworm,” Bitch identified, blaming the shelter’s negligence. She decided we would help Sirius, using her power to heal him.

I grabbed a heavy chain, looping it around the base of a crane as Bitch prepared to use her power on Sirius. He grew, muscles rippling, and yelped in fear and rage, restrained by the chains. “Couldn’t we maybe get him tranquilized, first?” I asked. “No,” she said, “My power would burn away the drugs.”

Judas and Angelica intervened as Sirius lunged, holding him down. I focused on the worms within him, feeling them churn and dissolve. “Almost gone,” I reported.

Bitch explained that heartworms release bacteria when they die. Her power would kill both the worms and the disease, leaving Sirius healthy by the next day.

She had used her power to keep her dogs healthy, but Sirius was the first she’d made this large since her core trio and another dog, Rollo, who I suspected was her first and the one with a body count.

“I don’t need you here,” she said, suggesting I pick up dog shit. “Fuck you,” I retorted, surprising myself. I came to help, not be a slave. I’d help clean if she worked beside me. She threatened me, reminding me I’d given her permission to hit me if I pissed her off. “Yeah, but if you do it here, for this reason, I’m hitting back,” I countered, maintaining eye contact, important in dog dynamics.

Sirius whined, and Bitch turned away. I asked if she wanted me to get lunch while she stayed with Sirius. “…Fine,” she conceded. I asked her to tell me where a Greek food stand was, crossing my fingers she wouldn’t see it as an order. Preoccupied, she gave me directions. “Anything with meat,” she requested.

I left, shaking hands in my pockets, heading to get our lunch, leaving Bitch to tend to the monster in chains.
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Taylor, feeling uneasy about the potential for trouble, returns to Bitch’s territory with lunch. The atmosphere is surprisingly calm, with numerous dogs playing around. Taylor shares her lunch with Bitch, and they engage in a brief, awkward conversation about dog ownership. Bitch criticizes people who choose dogs based on looks without understanding their needs, while Taylor defends her own cautious nature, stating she would never pick a dog without research.

They enjoy a peaceful moment playing fetch with the dogs using a special throwing stick Bitch provides. Bitch shares the tragic backstories of some of her dogs, explaining how they ended up in her care after being abandoned or mistreated. Taylor feels sympathy for the animals, and the two share a comfortable silence, appreciating the simple activity.

Their peace is shattered by the sound of breaking bottles and shouts. Bitch identifies the source as a group of Empire Eighty-Eight members, who have been harassing her to leave the area. A confrontation ensues, with the skinheads throwing bottles and threatening to poison the dogs with antifreeze-soaked hot dogs. Bitch remains surprisingly calm, suggesting they’re either bluffing or under orders from Kaiser not to escalate.

The situation turns violent when one of the skinheads, Tom, pulls out a gun, intending to kill Bitch to earn his place in the Empire. Taylor, unable to use her powers without revealing her identity, creates a makeshift disguise by covering herself in a thick layer of bugs from the surrounding area. She sends a text to Grue, Tattletale, and Regent for backup. Grue replies that he’s on his way.

As Tom aims at Bitch, Taylor acts, stabbing him in the thigh and disarming him. She then stabs his hand and cuts his forehead to make him appear more injured and deter others from joining the fight. Bitch orders the remaining skinheads to leave, threatening them with her now-enlarged dogs. The skinheads retreat, with the leader warning that Kaiser will hear about this.

Taylor apologizes for intervening, but Bitch reassures her it was fine, as Tom was about to shoot. Taylor expresses concern about the skinheads returning, but Bitch is adamant about staying. Taylor decides to stay and help, both out of a sense of obligation and to brief Grue on the situation when he arrives. Despite the tension, Bitch seems slightly less hostile towards Taylor.




7.04

Brian, in his Grue costume, arrived as Bitch and Taylor were cleaning up after the earlier incident. He noted the bullet holes in the door, expressing disbelief that they were still there. Bitch asserted it was her call, leading to an argument about the safety of her dogs. Taylor pointed out the threat of poisoning, and that even a direct attack with overwhelming numbers or the duo Night and Fog could be too much for Bitch alone.

Taylor suggested relying on the team, not hiding and letting “those fuckers have the power.” Brian emphasized the importance of taking the dogs somewhere safe, but Bitch refused, not wanting to concede defeat. Taylor reminded her their priority was safety, with dealing with threats coming after.

Bitch challenged them to confirm they would deal with the threat, and Brian affirmed, citing the need to maintain their reputation. Bitch agreed to leave with the dogs. Brian planned to meet them at the front door and call Coil.

Taylor awkwardly waved goodbye to Brian, then found herself in an unexpected conversation with Bitch, who revealed that she sensed Taylor’s feelings for Brian. Taylor confessed, and an uncomfortable moment followed as she asked if Bitch felt the same.

Bitch, to Taylor’s relief, didn’t reciprocate the feelings and abruptly offered blunt dating advice, suggesting Taylor offer to sleep with Brian. Taylor, though appreciative of the gesture of goodwill, found the advice misdirected.

Inside, Brian couldn’t reach Coil, and Taylor mentioned she couldn’t reach Lisa or Alec either. Brian decided to check on the others, but Bitch refused to be left behind, asserting she could handle herself with her dogs. Taylor pointed out the risk of her dogs being held hostage, prompting Bitch to concede that she’d run and seek revenge later. Brian agreed to let Taylor accompany him, emphasizing the need to check on Lisa and Alec.

Out of earshot, Brian removed his helmet and asked Taylor about the events. Taylor recounted the incident with the Empire thugs, leading Brian to muse about Kaiser’s lack of control over his people. Taylor defended Kaiser, not wanting to underestimate him. Brian, however, was willing to demand restitution, noting that both events involved Bitch.

Brian acknowledged Bitch’s usefulness but also the problems she brought. Taylor shared her insights into Bitch’s psychology, suggesting that Bitch tested authority figures, especially when insecure. She proposed that Brian take an official leadership role to make handling Bitch easier.

They arrived at the loft, finding Lisa on a call and Alec on the couch. Lisa, using a disposable phone, was discussing an email with Coil that had been sent to various news outlets. The email contained comprehensive data on Empire Eighty Eight members, including civilian identities, addresses, and incriminating evidence linking them to criminal activities.

The email detailed Kaiser’s identity as Max Anders, CEO of Medhall, and included evidence of his family and connections to other Empire members like Purity and Krieg. The list was extensive, connecting even minor members to Medhall and revealing a long history of criminal activity. The email had been sent less than an hour ago.

Lisa confirmed Coil’s involvement, though she disagreed with his methods, calling it a line-crossing move that would cause collateral damage. Alec hadn’t answered his phone, earning Brian’s anger. Taylor explained the gravity of the situation: Coil’s anonymous attack on the Empire coincided with their fight with Empire members, making them likely suspects in the eyes of Kaiser and his vengeful followers, especially given Lisa’s known information-gathering abilities.




7.05

Brian, aka Grue, announced it was too dangerous to stay put. Empire Eighty Eight was outed, and even if they didn’t know who did it, they might retaliate, especially after recent scuffles. A tactical retreat was in order. He’d already convinced Rachel (Bitch), who was packing up her dog shelter. He tasked Lisa (Tattletale) with calling Coil for transport and to get him to take responsibility for the email leak, thus deflecting heat from them. If Coil refused, Brian wouldn’t sign any deal.

Lisa, Alec (Regent), and Rachel would find a safe house, possibly one of Rachel’s shelters or a Coil-provided spot. Brian and Taylor (Skitter) would lay low at his apartment, avoiding going out in costume. Alec grumbled about being sent to a dog-filled hideout while Brian relaxed at home, but Brian snapped back, furious that Alec hadn’t answered his phone during a critical moment, potentially endangering their teammates. Lisa was also at fault for not having a ready phone, but Alec bore the brunt of Brian’s anger.

Taylor, trying to avoid awkwardness about staying at Brian’s, suggested they all stick together. Lisa and Brian shot that down; a group of five, especially with dogs, would draw attention. Two teams meant backup and distraction if one was compromised. Everyone was to keep their phones on, checking in every half hour.

Taylor asked for a quick shower. The water was stubbornly cold, but she endured it, quickly cleaning up and changing. She devised a way to wear the bottom half of her costume under her clothes, folding the top half around her waist like a belt, hidden under a sweatshirt. She packed essentials, including her costume, weapons, money, and, of course, bugs.

Brian, deep in thought, joined her. They headed to the bus stop. He wondered aloud if he was being paranoid. Taylor, ever cautious around capes, especially the powerful Empire, didn’t think so.

Brian realized he hadn’t actually asked if Taylor wanted to stay over. She assured him she did, keeping her true feelings close. He admitted he often took charge, a habit his sister and teammates had pointed out. Taylor didn’t mind, finding it fitting given the circumstances. She even offered to have him decorate her future apartment. He chuckled, offering to do so if she made him the costume they’d discussed. Taylor, now with more free time and considering her Undersiders alliance, agreed.

On the bus, Taylor spotted Sophia Hess, aka Shadow Stalker, one of her main tormentors. Sophia, oblivious, was engrossed in a phone call. Taylor tensed, ready for a confrontation, her mind racing through possible scenarios. Sophia finally looked up, her eyes lingering on Brian. Taylor, seeing an opportunity, had Brian sit beside her.

As Sophia moved closer, Taylor whispered to Brian, asking him to play along. She then kissed him, a move that surprisingly calmed her. All her worries faded, replaced by the simple pleasure of the contact. She broke the kiss, silently asking Brian not to question it. He put his arm around her.

Sophia, now at the back of the bus, stared at Taylor. Taylor met her gaze briefly, a small, satisfied smile on her face, before turning away. She’d improvised, let Brian know she was interested, but now faced a night of awkwardness with him, on top of the Empire threat.




7.06

Brian and the protagonist contemplate discussing the “favor” but decide to postpone it due to the lack of privacy. They disembark at an unfamiliar mall, where Brian intends to buy bus tickets and breakfast supplies, while the protagonist needs a toothbrush, toothpaste, and a book. They encounter a crowd gathered around an electronics store, observing news coverage about the recent exposure of Empire Eighty-Eight members’ identities. Brian suggests they inform Lisa about the news update.

The protagonist reflects on the boss’s strategy of controlled chaos, acknowledging its effectiveness despite crossing a line. They part ways with Brian, heading to a disorganized used bookstore. The protagonist finds a book on dog psychology, hoping to gain insights into interacting with Bitch, and another on tailoring. She is suddenly attacked by Sophia, who violently grabs her ear and slams her face against a pile of books.

Sophia reveals her motive: she hates losing, especially to someone like the protagonist, who she sees as beneath her. Sophia also resents the protagonist for getting her suspended from the track team. The protagonist defends herself, arguing that she reported Sophia’s bullying because it was the right thing to do. She also reveals that it was Emma’s father, not her, who initiated the meeting at school.

Despite the pain, the protagonist feels a sense of control, having dealt with more serious fights before. Brian intervenes, and Sophia accuses the protagonist of cheating and theft, prompting a confrontation with the bookstore owner. After Sophia escapes, Brian and the protagonist leave the mall. The protagonist asks about the severity of her injuries, and Brian confirms she needs stitches for her ear. She declines to press charges.

The protagonist reveals that she kissed Brian partly for Sophia’s benefit and partly because she likes him. She lists the reasons for her attraction: his looks, personality, intelligence, and confidence. Brian apologizes for giving the wrong impression, explaining his inexperience with relationships. He clarifies that he sees her as a friend, akin to a sister, and any perceived signals were unintentional.

The protagonist, heartbroken, asks Brian to stop. They walk back to his apartment in awkward silence, with the TV providing background noise. A news update on the Empire Eighty-Eight situation catches their attention, indicating the group’s response to the email. The protagonist realizes that Kaiser’s people are making their move. The chapter ends with the protagonist processing the events and the news update.




7.07

Purity, a luminous cape, wreaked havoc on the Docks, leveling buildings with powerful energy beams. The Undersiders, watching from their hideout, saw her destroy Bitch’s makeshift dog shelter.

“Were there people in there?” Skitter asked, horrified.

Brian, from behind the couch, replied, “There might have been, and there might be.”

Skitter, spurred by a sense of urgency, began to change into her costume, but Brian stopped her. “Not your job,” he said, arguing that the destruction was Coil’s fault, not theirs, and that the Protectorate should handle it.

Purity, through a commandeered news camera, declared her intent to dismantle the city until her kidnapped daughter was returned. She introduced her subordinates, Night and Fog, who demonstrated their lethal abilities by killing the cameraman in a gruesome display.

“We are not the ABB,” Purity stated, “We are stronger, both in powers and in numbers… I will have my daughter back, and we will have our restitution.”

Skitter, upset by the violence and the threat to innocents, confronted Brian, “If you’re not going to go after them to save people… Maybe you’ll do it for our rep…?”

Brian, however, remained cautious, “I’m just being practical.”

They contacted Lisa (Tattletale), who revealed that Coil had admitted responsibility for the emails that led to the kidnapping to Kaiser, leader of Empire Eighty-Eight, but Kaiser was keeping it secret.

“He lets his people believe we’re responsible,” Brian explained, “…When we’re dealt with, or when it’s convenient, he tells them the truth, turns that bloodthirst against Coil.”

Lisa confirmed that Coil wouldn’t publicly admit fault, as he preferred to stay out of the spotlight. Despite Brian’s initial reluctance, Lisa’s report of Purity’s continued rampage and the threat posed by Night, Fog, Alabaster, and Crusader convinced him to act.

“Fine,” Brian conceded, “We go. But no direct confrontation until we have a game plan…”

They arranged to meet with Lisa and Bitch at the Trainyard, and Brian contacted Coil for a vehicle and to confirm his conversation with Kaiser. While Brian tended to Skitter’s injured ear, Lisa warned them about the danger they were facing.

Later, while traveling in a modified ambulance provided by Coil, Skitter and Brian discussed her anger and his perceived inaction. Their conversation was interrupted when the ambulance was attacked by Hookwolf, Stormtiger, and Cricket, members of Empire Eighty-Eight.

Hookwolf, a parahuman with the ability to transform into a mass of blades, was a former cage fighter with a brutal history. Stormtiger and Cricket, also former fighters, were equally dangerous. The villains had their backs turned, walking towards a police blockade.

“We have guns,” the driver suggested, “We shoot them from behind.”

“No,” Brian said, “It won’t hurt Hookwolf… We retreat.”

Using Grue’s darkness to cover their escape, they fled the ambulance. Stormtiger, however, pursued them, using his aerokinetic abilities to create powerful gusts of wind.

“Don’t need to see you, sweetie,” Stormtiger growled, his voice amplified by his powers, as he closed in on Skitter.




7.08

The chapter continues the intense conflict with the Empire Eighty-Eight, as Skitter, Grue, and the Undersiders confront a trio of formidable opponents: Hookwolf, Stormtiger, and Cricket.

The encounter begins with Hookwolf’s taunting, revealing the Empire’s strategic shift to avoid being cornered like the ABB. Skitter tries to de-escalate, stating they’re not looking for a fight, but Hookwolf is dismissive, ordering Stormtiger to find the rest of her team. Stormtiger reports he can only smell Skitter and the two individuals near the ambulance, confirming that Grue is nearby but somehow undetectable to Stormtiger’s senses.

Hookwolf, a ferrokinetic shapeshifter, confronts Skitter, demanding information about Bitch’s whereabouts. Skitter reveals they split up earlier after receiving news of the email leak, a decision made to avoid potential danger. Hookwolf remains skeptical, and the situation intensifies when a disguised paramedic, identified as one of Coil’s operatives, attempts to shoot Stormtiger and Hookwolf. While Hookwolf is impervious to the bullets, Stormtiger deflects them with his aerokinesis. Cricket, a scarred woman with scythe-like weapons, is tasked with handling the operative.

Cricket and the operative vanish into Grue’s darkness, leaving Skitter and Hookwolf in a tense standoff. Hookwolf, unfazed by the bullets, threatens Skitter with interrogation, revealing Stormtiger’s ability to create compressed air claws that can be explosively released. Skitter, aware of her limited combat options against these powerful foes, anxiously awaits Grue’s next move. She finds him by the ambulance with the driver, hoping he’s preparing a plan.

Cricket returns, having subdued Coil’s operative, and Hookwolf suggests using Stormtiger’s brutal methods for interrogation. Grue finally acts, retrieving an oxygen tank from the ambulance and using it to create a diversionary explosion. He throws the tank, using his darkness to conceal it, and then shoots it, causing a blast that severely injures Hookwolf and temporarily incapacitates Stormtiger.

Grue advances, shooting Stormtiger to prevent him from retaliating, but Cricket threatens Coil’s operative, forcing Grue to cover them with darkness rather than negotiate. Hookwolf, heavily wounded, regenerates his damaged body with his power, transforming into a monstrous, blade-covered form. He lunges at Skitter, who flees into Grue’s darkness.

Inside the darkness, Hookwolf blindly attacks, hitting a mailbox and a fire hydrant, while Skitter evades him. Cricket abandons her hostage to engage Grue in close combat. Despite Grue’s gunfire, Cricket’s exceptional agility and reflexes allow her to dodge and inflict severe wounds on him. Grue uses his darkness to create a chaotic battleground, but Cricket’s echolocation, a subsonic drone that disorients Skitter’s bugs and possibly Grue, gives her an advantage.

Skitter realizes Cricket’s power is a form of echolocation that can be maintained continuously to disrupt her bugs and cause disorientation. She decides to attack Cricket, hoping to exploit this weakness, but Cricket’s radar detects her, and Skitter is struck by the handle of a scythe, then stabbed in the side. Grue intervenes, but Cricket wounds him further.

Skitter, despite her injury, manages to stab Cricket in the thigh, taking advantage of her inability to dodge attacks she can’t see. She twists the knife, inflicting a severe wound that finally incapacitates Cricket. Grue clears the darkness around them, revealing his own injuries, and they decide to retreat, helping the injured operative to the ambulance. They gather first aid supplies and flee before Hookwolf can recover and attack again.

Reaching a safe location, an old church, they find Regent, Tattletale, and Bitch waiting. Grue explains the encounter, and Tattletale assesses the situation, emphasizing the need to end the conflict quickly due to Purity’s ongoing rampage and Grue’s injuries. They discuss strategy, with Grue suggesting guerrilla tactics, but Tattletale argues for a direct confrontation with Purity as the most viable option.

Despite Grue’s reluctance, Tattletale insists, outlining a risky plan that requires immediate action. Skitter begins stitching Grue’s wounds, while Tattletale prepares to explain the plan, acknowledging the danger but emphasizing its necessity. The chapter ends with the Undersiders preparing for a high-stakes confrontation with Purity, driven by the urgency of the situation and the need to protect their territory.




7.09

The Undersiders, a team of young supervillains, arrive at a chaotic battle between the hero team New Wave and the villain Purity, flanked by members of the Empire Eighty-Eight. Grue, despite recent injuries, leads the charge, riding atop Bitch’s monstrous dogs alongside his teammates.

Tattletale guides them towards the fight, using her power to sense Purity’s location. They find New Wave and the Empire engaged in a destructive clash, with flying heroes and villains exchanging energy blasts and manipulating debris. To avoid the main conflict, they navigate through side streets, witnessing the raw power of both sides firsthand.

Their plan is to distract Purity, who is too high up to directly engage. Regent uses his power to disrupt Rune, a young Empire telekinetic, causing her to lose control of the massive chunks of building she’s wielding. They evade the falling debris, but Rune retaliates, forcing them to take precarious leaps between rooftops.

In a desperate maneuver, Skitter convinces Angelica to leap onto a floating piece of debris, using it as a platform to reach safety. They land hard, discovering Grue has reopened his wounds. Before they can regroup, they’re confronted by Night and Fog, two Empire villains with formidable powers.

Fog’s misty form disables Skitter’s bugs, while Night, incredibly strong and fast when unobserved, inflicts grievous wounds on Brutus with a single strike. Tattletale theorizes that Night’s power might be linked to a psychological block, preventing her from transforming when seen.

Skitter prepares to use her bugs to attack Night, but Night pulls out a flashbang grenade. Grue collapses from blood loss just as Night throws the grenade into the air, leaving the Undersiders in a precarious situation.




7.10 (tofix)


	The chapter opens with Skitter in a desperate battle against Night, a villain with the power to transform into a monstrous form. Skitter, caught in the aftermath of a flashbang grenade, relies on her bugs to track Night, who proves difficult to pin down due to her speed and slick skin.


	Night attacks Judas, one of Skitter’s monstrous dog allies, inflicting severe injuries. Skitter struggles to focus her vision, seeing double, as Judas is thrown aside. Fog, another enemy, blocks their escape route with his mist, while Grue, weakened, tries to hold him back with his darkness.


	Skitter attempts to subdue Night, who pulls out another grenade. Regent, using his power to manipulate bodies, causes Night to drop the grenade and pull the pin, creating a smokescreen. Skitter charges Night, disarming her and engaging in close combat.


	Night strikes Skitter from behind, revealing she’s not entirely human, and Skitter realizes she’s made a mistake. She throws the smoke grenade away and prepares for another attack.


	Night uses her cloak to disorient Skitter, then tackles and lifts her. Skitter discovers the cloak is lined with hooks, hindering her movements.


	Tattletale attempts to distract and taunt Night, revealing personal details about her and suggesting a connection to Purity, another villain. Night, momentarily distracted, turns her attention back to Skitter, threatening her with a knife.


	Tattletale shoots Night, incapacitating her. Purity arrives, her light and Fog’s mist blinding Skitter’s team, creating a combination attack. Purity and Night stand unharmed, while Skitter’s teammates are down.


	Tattletale tries to negotiate with Purity, revealing that her daughter, Aster, is at a PRT safehouse. She claims they didn’t leak the information and that their goal was to help Purity get her daughter back.


	Purity is skeptical, but Tattletale argues that Kaiser manipulated her and asks who she’ll trust regarding Aster’s safety. Crusader, another enemy, holds a spear to Skitter’s chest, preventing her from intervening.


	Purity agrees to take Tattletale with her, on the condition that her team is allowed to leave and the destruction stops. Tattletale accepts, and they depart.


	Night, having recovered, holds a knife to Regent’s throat but ultimately leaves with Fog and Crusader. Skitter, relieved, focuses on Grue and Angelica, who are severely injured.


	Skitter contacts Coil, requesting medical assistance. She helps load Grue and the dogs into ambulances. Grue’s condition is critical, and Angelica has been affected by Fog’s mist.


	Skitter waits at the doctor’s office, worried about Grue and Tattletale, who hasn’t responded to her texts. Dr. Q, a cranky old doctor, tends to Grue’s wounds and checks Skitter’s injuries.


	Skitter receives a text from Tattletale, indicating that Purity got what she needed and that Tattletale is on her way. The chapter ends with a sense of uncertainty and lingering danger.







7.11

The Undersiders, a team of young supervillains, arrive at one of Coil’s secret bases. The base, hidden beneath a construction site, is a hub of activity, filled with armed soldiers in uniform.

They meet Coil, their employer, who is in a discussion with four other individuals. Coil dismisses them and turns his attention to the Undersiders.

Tattletale, the team’s strategist, voices their concerns about the increasing danger of their missions. They’ve had several close calls, including a confrontation with Lung and Oni Lee, followed by a clash with the Protectorate, Wards, and Empire Eighty-Eight. They feel they’re not strong enough to handle these constant high-stakes situations, even with Coil’s assistance.

Bitch, initially resistant to Coil’s offer of a long-term deal, has reconsidered, seeing potential benefits for her and her dogs. However, the rest of the team has developed reservations, particularly regarding Coil’s methods and the risks they entail.

Coil acknowledges their concerns and apologizes for his recent maneuver against Empire Eighty-Eight, which involved outing the secret identities of its members, putting them and their families at risk. He admits it was a heavy-handed move, one he planned before even meeting the Undersiders. He explains his long-term goal of uncovering the civilian identities of his enemies, a project that has been ongoing for four years and has only recently borne fruit, thanks in part to Tattletale’s contributions.

Coil promises that if they accept his deal, he will consult them, the Travelers, and other independent villains working for him before undertaking any major plans in the future. He hopes this will allow them to identify potential flaws and unintended consequences in his schemes.

The Undersiders remain skeptical. They express a lack of trust in Coil, and Tattletale admits that even her powers can’t guarantee he won’t try to circumvent their agreement. Coil concedes that he can only earn their trust through consistent, trustworthy actions.

Coil then addresses their concerns about safety. He introduces them to Dinah Alcott, a young girl with precognitive abilities. Dinah can calculate the probability of various outcomes, making her an invaluable asset to Coil. He asks her to predict the Undersiders’ chances of success in a hypothetical mission against Kaiser, without his help. Dinah gives them a 46.62354% chance of all returning, and a 33.77901% chance of only some returning.

Coil then asks for predictions if the Travelers were sent instead, to which Dinah gives a 60.21009% chance of all returning, but a 44.1743% chance of someone getting hurt or killed.

When Coil asks Dinah to calculate the chances for both teams if he were to assist them, the numbers unexpectedly drop. Dinah claims the Undersiders would have a 32.00583% chance of returning unharmed, and the Travelers a 41% chance. Coil is confused and distressed, as these numbers are lower than without his help.

Dinah becomes agitated, insisting the numbers are correct and accusing Coil of trying to cheat her out of candy. Coil tries to calm her down, promising her candy after one more question. He asks again for the Undersiders’ chances of returning intact from the mission against Kaiser, without his help. Dinah gives a 12.3133% chance.

Coil abruptly ends the demonstration and sends Dinah away with a soldier. He mutters about an anomaly affecting the numbers, and dismisses the Undersiders, saying he needs to focus on this new problem.

As they leave, Regent comments on the surreal encounter, but the others are disturbed. Skitter reveals that Dinah is the missing child from the Amber Alert that overshadowed news of their bank robbery. The bank robbery was a distraction orchestrated by Coil to allow him to kidnap Dinah. The Undersiders, unknowingly, played a part in her abduction.




7.12

Grue, my team leader, argues that we couldn’t have known the true extent of Coil’s, our employer’s, plans, but I point out our complacency directly led to Dinah’s, a young precognitive, kidnapping. Tattletale, our team’s thinker, admits she suspected something was off when Dinah disappeared the same day we robbed a bank for Coil, but she assumed it was a less severe situation, possibly related to Dinah’s uncle, a mayoral candidate. She believed it might’ve been a ransom or a political maneuver, not a serious kidnapping. She acknowledges she was wrong and that Coil has been subtly manipulating her. Bitch suggests telling Coil off, but I explain we can’t just abandon Dinah, and Grue reveals some members rely on Coil, especially him for his sister, Aisha’s, sake.

Grue argues he prioritizes his family and team, a stance that shocks me. I argue that this situation is different from ignoring distant suffering, as we’re directly involved. Regent, having grown up with a mind-controlling father, shrugs it off, claiming Coil’s situation is different because he’s not being forced to be someone he’s not. Tattletale, our last hope for support, looks unhappy but ultimately sides with the others, suggesting Coil is testing our loyalty. She states that we need to discuss this as a team, but I express my disgust, stating that even considering staying with Coil is wrong. Feeling betrayed and angry, I decide to leave.

As I walk away, Grue tries to stop me, but my anger explodes. I use my bugs to create a barrier between us, ready for a potential fight. I consider his weaknesses, but Bitch’s dogs are also present, making the situation more dangerous. Grue tells the others to let me go, and I flee. Back at our loft, I find only Angelica, one of Bitch’s dogs, weakened by a recent attack. The atmosphere is heavy, and I’m overwhelmed by a sense of being lost. I pack a bag, taking essentials and a piece of amber Grue gave me. Tattletale finds me, asking where I’m going. I’m cold, accusing them of potentially coming after me. She denies it, but the conversation is strained. I express my inability to pretend things are normal, even if we were to work together to save Dinah.

Tattletale says Grue is also freaked out, but I shrug it off, stating that this situation simply revealed his true character. I refuse to say a proper goodbye, leaving the possibility of future contact open. As I descend the stairs, a loud siren wails, signaling an emergency. Tattletale confirms my worst fear: it’s an Endbringer. I panic, thinking about my dad, but Tattletale reminds me he’ll evacuate. She mentions the team’s previous agreement to help in Endbringer attacks and clarifies that, given the current tension, I’m not obligated to join. Without hesitation, I agree to go, unable to walk away from such a crisis.




7.x (Interlude; Hannah)

<Walk!> the soldier barked, jabbing his gun between Hana’s shoulder blades. She stumbled forward, into the trees and thorny shrubs. Seven years of relative peace in their secluded village had ended in screams and gunfire. Now, alongside nine other children, she was forced into the woods, a pathfinder for the enemy soldiers.

The village’s traps, meant for defense, were now a deadly maze. Kovan, a boy she knew, had already fallen victim to a stake-filled pit. Another, Ashti, had triggered an explosive. Hana pressed on, hyperaware of every rustle and twig, tears blurring her vision.

She stopped, a sense of dread washing over her. <Walk!> the soldier demanded again. But her feet were rooted, a certainty of death with each step.

Then, she saw it. Something vast, beyond comprehension. A living entity, extending into countless echoes of itself, dying, flaking apart as it moved through an unfathomable void. A fragment, like a falling moon, loomed in her mind, then vanished.

The memory faded, leaving only a trace. But it broke her paralysis. She lifted her foot to step - and stopped. A shimmering blur of black and green hung in the air. She touched it, and a weight settled in her palm. A gun, familiar from the guerrilla fighters.

I can’t use this, she thought. But it morphed into a silenced version. An impossible chance.

<Walk!>

She turned, aimed, and fired.



Hannah woke with a gasp. This is why I don’t sleep.

She was still in her costume, the American flag-themed Miss Militia. She was the only one who remembered the entity. Others forgot, if they ever saw it. Her power, she suspected, had taken parts of her psyche and given them form. Her knife was her dreams and sleep. When she did sleep, she remembered, replaying events in perfect detail.

She’d killed the soldiers, saved seven of the ten children. They swore to keep her gift a secret. Evacuated by the guerrillas, they were sent to the UK, then split up. When she was sent to America, her weapon was discovered. Interrogated, then rescued by an American soldier, she was placed with a family. When the first Wards teams were established, she joined. She learned English, became Hannah, took a new last name.

She washed her face, the perfect teeth a reminder of how different this life was. Bright lights, conveniences, complaints about trivial matters. She’d learned to nod and sympathize. She’d grown to love this country, its freedoms and ideals, despite its flaws. She would never speak of what she’d seen. Others would judge, offer different interpretations. She clung to her faith, the idea of a benign entity, not wanting to consider darker possibilities.

It was 6:30 AM. She donned her scarf, her weapon morphing into an assault rifle. She found Armsmaster in his workshop, having worked through the night. Dragon’s voice came from the computer.

“Trouble sleeping?” Dragon asked.

“I don’t sleep,” Hannah confessed. “Not since I got my powers.”

“Me either,” Dragon replied.

Armsmaster showed off a new weapon enhancement, a vibrating blade that could cut through steel. They discussed the impending restructuring of the Protectorate and Wards. Aegis was being transferred, Weld was coming in, and two others had to go. They settled on a plan: propose Shadow Stalker and Kid Win, with Browbeat and Clockblocker as backups.

Then, a folder. “Congratulations,” Armsmaster said, handing it to her. She was being promoted, taking command of the team. Armsmaster was being demoted, sent to Chicago, while Myrddin stayed. The politics of it, Armsmaster explained. He wasn’t good at it.

“I’m sorry,” she said, knowing how much he wanted it.

“It’s fine,” he said, but it wasn’t. He turned to his computer. “Dragon, that program… predicting class S threats… I made modifications… HS203… look at this.”

Dragon was already on it. “I see it… linking to atmospheric shifts…”

Hannah looked at the screen. A map, a rainbow cloud. “This doesn’t mean anything to me.”

“Nothing’s truly random,” Armsmaster explained. Dragon’s early warning system for Endbringers. They followed rules, drawn to vulnerability.

He zoomed in. “…Or ongoing conflict,” Hannah finished. “The ABB, Empire Eighty-Eight… It’s coming here? Now?”

“The data is good,” Dragon confirmed.

“Good enough to call for help?”

“Good enough.”

Armsmaster flipped a switch. Air raid sirens blared. “Dragon, contact everyone. Miss Militia, recruit the locals. We need a place to gather.”

“Yes sir!” she said, a glimmer of something in his eyes. Hope?










8.01

The city was in a panic. Thousands surged through the streets, a chaotic tide ignoring emergency protocols. Amidst the frenzy, Tattletale and the narrator, Skitter, navigated toward a designated parahuman rendezvous point. Civilians broke every rule, carrying luggage, pets, and even driving cars despite the strict guidelines.

They reached a police barricade, where an officer recognized them and, after a brief exchange with his colleague, handed them papers marked “Parahuman Response.” These papers directed them to a nondescript six-story building near the coast, where a gathering of capes was already in progress. Dragon, in a massive mechanical suit, stood guard facing the sea, her attention fixed on a distant storm cloud – a harbinger of the approaching threat: Leviathan.

A thunderclap heralded the arrival of Alexandria and her team, followed shortly by a group of teenage heroes. Among them was a striking figure: a metal-skinned boy with intricate details etched into his form, bearing the scars of past battles. He clapped Skitter on the shoulder, a silent acknowledgment of their temporary alliance.

Inside the building, a diverse assembly of capes filled the lobby. Empire Eighty-Eight, the Travelers, and numerous heroes, including the local Wards and New Wave, were present. The Protectorate’s heavy hitters – Armsmaster, Miss Militia, and Legend – conferred quietly. The room buzzed with a mix of tension and forced bravado, the reality of their impending battle hanging heavy in the air.

Skitter observed the crowd, noting familiar faces and rivalries. Eidolon, one of the most powerful capes in the world, stood apart, gazing out the window at the approaching storm. Skitter felt a pang of isolation, ignored by her former teammates, the Undersiders, and facing a cold shoulder from Sundancer.

More capes continued to arrive, including Narwhal of the Guild, whose striking appearance drew stares. Legend and Armsmaster stepped forward, silencing the room. Legend addressed the crowd, thanking Dragon and Armsmaster for their early warning and expressing hope for a “good day.” However, he soberly reminded them of the grim statistics: one in four of them would likely die before the day’s end.

The atmosphere in the room was one of tense anticipation. A collection of powerful individuals, heroes and villains alike, gathered to face a common enemy. The approaching storm, a visible manifestation of Leviathan, loomed large, a constant reminder of the deadly battle that awaited them. Despite the fear and uncertainty, there was a sense of unity, a shared purpose that transcended their usual conflicts. They were all in this together, for better or worse.




8.02

Legend, a powerful hero, addressed a room full of capes, both heroes and villains, gathered to battle the monstrous Endbringer, Leviathan. He grimly informed them that one in four would die in the upcoming fight. Leviathan, the second of the three Endbringers, possessed incredible speed, durability, and hydrokinesis, making him a formidable foe. He had already caused catastrophic events, like the sinking of Newfoundland and the devastating tidal waves in Kyushu, Japan.

Legend emphasized that Brockton Bay was a “soft target” due to an underground aquifer beneath the city, which Leviathan could manipulate, potentially causing the city to collapse. The strategy was twofold: keep Leviathan contained and constantly under attack, and inflict enough damage to force him to retreat.

Armsmaster, a technologically-inclined hero, distributed armbands designed by Dragon. These devices displayed the wearer’s location, Leviathan’s last known position, and allowed for communication and emergency pings. He stressed the importance of following the orders of the Protectorate, who had trained and planned for this scenario, and then other experienced Endbringer fighters.

The capes were divided into groups based on their abilities:


	Front line: Those who could withstand Leviathan’s attacks or deploy expendable fighters, led by Alexandria and Dragon. * Hand-to-hand combatants: Those who could harm or hinder Leviathan in close quarters, led by Armsmaster and Chevalier. * Backup defense: Those who could use forcefields, telekinesis, or other powers to disrupt Leviathan’s movements or mitigate wave damage, led by Bastion. * Movers: Fliers, teleporters, and speedsters tasked with rescuing the fallen and providing support, led by Myrddin. * Long-ranged attackers: Led by Legend himself.



As Legend organized the groups, a massive wave struck the building, forcing an immediate evacuation. Strider, a teleporter, transported everyone to a street outside, now flooded by the receding tidal wave. Leviathan, a thirty-foot-tall, reptilian creature with immense strength and speed, stood amidst the wreckage of the Boardwalk. His body was covered in scales, and his featureless face was marked by four cracks that housed glowing green eyes. He moved with a disturbing grace, his long tail lashing behind him, leaving a trail of water in his wake.

As Leviathan advanced, Legend shouted a warning, and the Endbringer dropped to all fours, charging towards the assembled capes with terrifying speed. Before anyone could react, he plowed through their lines, leaving a trail of blood and water in his wake. The armbands began to display the grim toll: Carapacitator down, Krieg down, Iron Falcon down, Saurian down…




8.03

Leviathan, an unstoppable force, surged through the city, leaving a trail of destruction and fallen heroes. His relentless advance, coupled with the devastating water echo that amplified his every move, pushed the defending capes to their limits. Amidst the chaos, I, armed with an armband directing me to the wounded, struggled to make a difference.

The battlefield was a maelstrom of powers clashing. Legend’s lasers danced around Leviathan, inflicting searing wounds, while Alexandria engaged in a brutal close-quarters fight, briefly managing to overpower the beast. Dragon, too, joined the fray, her plasma blasts momentarily staggering Leviathan, though doing little lasting damage.

My armband guided me to a fallen cape, a teenager with a shattered leg. With difficulty, I helped him retreat, witnessing the ongoing fight. Alexandria’s valiant struggle against Leviathan saw her briefly pinned underwater, while Dragon’s armor was torn apart, piece by piece.

Another injured cape, her face mangled, required immediate attention. With the help of a fire-wielding hero, I cauterized her wounds, a grim necessity in the absence of proper medical supplies.

As the battle raged, Leviathan was momentarily driven back by a powerful explosion, an attack orchestrated by a contingent of lesser heroes. Their combined efforts, though inflicting superficial damage, were a testament to their determination.

My first attempt at CPR on an obese cape proved challenging, the experience both physically and emotionally taxing. The fight continued, with Narwhal’s forcefields slicing into Leviathan, and Ballistic’s projectiles crashing against him.

A yellow warning flashed on my armband – a tidal wave. Shielder created a protective bubble, saving a handful of us from the devastating surge. The aftermath was grim, with heavy casualties and the armbands ominously silent.

Myrddin and Eidolon worked in tandem, turning the wave’s water into mist and launching it at Leviathan, sending him crashing into a building. Forcefields and Vista’s spatial manipulation trapped him momentarily, but he soon broke free.

Bastion, a controversial figure, sacrificed himself to bring down a building on Leviathan, a desperate attempt to stop the creature. The losses were staggering, with the Protectorate Headquarters reduced to rubble and a long list of capes fallen. Tattletale’s name among them sent a jolt of fear through me.

Leviathan, though wounded, remained a formidable threat. He escaped, pursued by the remaining capes. Miss Militia’s specialized ammunition – a golden goo, crystal-forming projectiles, and time-distortion grenades – managed to hinder him, but he broke free, his tail ensnaring and killing three more heroes.

The fight reached a critical point. Leviathan, cornered, lashed out, his afterimage tearing through our ranks. Kaiser’s metal barriers, though initially effective, ultimately failed. Just as Leviathan was about to break through, Clockblocker froze him mid-pounce.

Chaos erupted as capes shouted conflicting orders. Using a nearby cape’s armband, I called for a teleporter to extract Clockblocker, who was suffocating within his own frozen time field. Trickster arrived, swapping Clockblocker with a deceased cape.

Armsmaster, taking charge, announced a change of plans. With our forces decimated, the goal shifted from defeating Leviathan to stalling him, prioritizing survival and hoping for Scion’s intervention. Eidolon departed to mitigate the damage, while the rest of us prepared to face Leviathan once more, a desperate last stand against an unstoppable force. The city’s fate hung in the balance, our hope dwindling with each passing moment. Our only goal was to survive and pray for a miracle.




8.04

In the aftermath of a brutal skirmish, a temporary alliance forms between Armsmaster and Kaiser to contain Leviathan. They work in tandem, Kaiser creating a cage of metal bars around the beast, while Armsmaster sets motion-activated grenades liberated from Bakuda. The remaining capes, around fifty in total, prepare for the inevitable battle. Among them are seasoned fighters like Hookwolf, Fenja, Menja, Genesis, Aegis, and Manpower, alongside less experienced individuals like Parian, a doll-costumed cape with surprisingly tough stuffed animals. Others, such as Shadow Stalker, Lady Photon, and Purity, possess offensive capabilities but are too fragile for direct confrontation. Kid Win teleports pieces of a powerful cannon, aiming it at a gap in Leviathan’s neck opened by Narwhal’s forcefield.

The narrator, injured and scared, seeks a strategic position in sector CC-7, a familiar area now transformed into a battlefield. They analyze the terrain for potential advantages, recalling past encounters and the devastating power of Leviathan. Recognizing their vulnerability, they adopt a prey mentality, focusing on survival rather than direct combat. They choose a dilapidated carport for cover, offering an escape route and concealment, while their bugs gather under a nearby roof, kept dry for later use.

Drawing on past experiences, the narrator notes an enhancement in their powers, extending their reach and responsiveness. They use this to create multiple smaller swarms in concealed locations, shaping them into human-like figures as a deception tactic. Meanwhile, Eidolon freezes the coastline, a risky maneuver that might give Leviathan an edge with ice shards in future waves. The heroes hope for Scion’s intervention, but the enigmatic golden man is occupied elsewhere.

As the narrator prepares their hiding spot, Leviathan awakens. Aegis and Fenja fall in the ensuing chaos. Kid Win fires his laser cannon, but a massive impact throws off his aim, and he, too, is downed. Leviathan enters the narrator’s street, displaying grievous wounds but seemingly unaffected. He casually dispatches Kaiser, leaving only his torso behind. The narrator’s armband, their communication link, goes offline.

Leviathan manipulates water, directing a surge towards the narrator’s hiding spot. They narrowly avoid the attack, but the force throws them to the ground, exacerbating their injuries. Disoriented and in agony, they struggle to their feet, witnessing Armsmaster engage Leviathan in a fierce duel.

Armsmaster, wielding two specialized Halberds, one capable of grappling and the other surrounded by a nanite cloud that severs molecular bonds, exploits his knowledge of Leviathan’s attack patterns. He taunts the creature, revealing his meticulous analysis and predictive algorithms. Armsmaster lands several devastating blows, severing chunks of flesh and driving the blade deep into Leviathan’s body. He employs a temporal stasis device to halt the Endbringer’s movements, further injuring the beast.

Despite being grievously wounded, Leviathan remains relentless. Armsmaster presses his advantage, declaring his intent to claim victory and avenge the fallen. He unleashes a flurry of attacks, seemingly overwhelming the creature. As Leviathan attempts to flee, Armsmaster uses his grappling hook to ensnare and drag the beast back, delivering a series of crippling blows.

Leviathan collapses, and Armsmaster continues his assault, severing limbs and inflicting further damage. His armband hisses with a message, but he dismisses it, focused on finishing the fight. However, the ground rumbles, and a crack splits the street. Leviathan manipulates the storm sewers, unleashing a torrent of water towards Armsmaster.

Armsmaster uses his grappling hook to freeze the water in time, allowing him to evade the attack and close in on Leviathan. But the Endbringer, moving with renewed speed, catches Armsmaster’s blade in its claw. It pins the hero’s hand, then brutally tears off his arm at the shoulder.

The narrator sends their remaining swarms to attack Leviathan, hoping to find a weakness, but the bugs are ineffective. The Endbringer, revealing its earlier frailty as an act, departs at full speed. The narrator rushes to Armsmaster’s side, discovering their armband had erroneously reported their death. They retrieve Armsmaster’s severed arm and crushed Halberd, then use the damaged armband to call for help, reporting Leviathan’s new direction: West-North-West, possibly towards a shelter.

A voice responds, confirming the possibility and promising medical assistance. They ask the narrator to track Leviathan, sending a flier to assist. The narrator, using their bugs within Leviathan’s wounds to maintain a connection, agrees, becoming the eyes on the fleeing Endbringer. They apply pressure to Armsmaster’s wound, hoping to keep him alive as they await help, the weight of their new responsibility settling upon them.




8.05

Brockton Bay is under siege. The city is being torn apart, its defenders scattered. Lady Photon and Laserdream, bearing the weight of recent loss, arrive on the scene, their faces etched with a grief that mirrors the narrator’s own past trauma. They quickly assess the situation, and Laserdream, the more agile of the two, takes to the skies carrying the narrator, a villain known as Skitter.

Skitter, despite her villainous affiliation, finds herself an unlikely ally in this desperate hour. Her power, a form of enhanced sensory perception, allows her to track the movements of the monstrous Leviathan, the entity responsible for the city’s devastation. She relays this information to Laserdream, guiding their flight through the ravaged streets.

The city below is a tableau of destruction. Buildings are shattered, roads are ripped apart, and fires rage unchecked. The two fly over familiar landmarks, now reduced to rubble, and Skitter’s anxiety mounts as she realizes the potential danger to her father, who might be trapped in one of the city’s overcrowded shelters.

They arrive at a battle where several heroes and villains are engaged with Leviathan. Parian, a hero with the power to animate fabric, creates monstrous constructs to distract the beast. Hookwolf, a villain capable of transforming into a mass of blades, and Browbeat, a hero with enhanced strength, also join the fray. Despite their efforts, Leviathan proves too powerful. Browbeat is killed, and Parian is critically injured.

Shadow Stalker and Flechette, two young heroes, attempt to exploit Leviathan’s vulnerability, but Shadow Stalker is crushed by Hookwolf’s transformed body, which Leviathan hurls at her. Another hero, Brandish, is also killed in the onslaught.

Skitter, armed with Armsmaster’s Halberd, a weapon capable of disintegrating matter, seeks a hero strong enough to wield it effectively. Meanwhile, the battle rages on, and the defenders gain a temporary advantage, but Skitter knows it’s a fleeting victory. Leviathan, whenever cornered, unleashes devastating attacks that reshape the battlefield.

As if on cue, Leviathan triggers a massive sinkhole, swallowing a large section of the city. Skitter is caught in the resulting flood and nearly drowns but is saved by Laserdream. They seek refuge on a rooftop, but the structure collapses, forcing them to take flight again.

They learn of a compromised shelter and rush to assist. The shelter, located beneath a library, is partially flooded, and its entrance is blocked. Laserdream and another hero work to clear the debris while Skitter, unable to help physically, provides what little aid she can with her power.

They manage to open the shelter, and the survivors begin to evacuate. Skitter searches for her father among them but is interrupted by the sudden arrival of Leviathan. The creature bursts into the shelter, trapping the remaining civilians inside.

Laserdream is downed, and the two heroes present are killed. Skitter, driven by a sense of grim justice, decides to confront Leviathan, leaving her teacher, Mr. Gladly, to his fate. She retrieves the Halberd and attacks Leviathan from behind, exploiting his injured tail.

The attack is a success, but Leviathan retaliates, and Skitter is thrown out of the shelter, paralyzed from the waist down. She lies in the water, on the brink of drowning, when Bitch, a villain with the power to enhance dogs, arrives with her pack.

Bitch’s dogs attack Leviathan, but they are no match for the beast. One by one, they are killed. Scion, the world’s most powerful hero, finally arrives. He effortlessly repels Leviathan’s attacks and drives the creature back with blasts of golden energy.

Eidolon, another powerful hero, assists Scion, and together they force Leviathan to retreat. Scion pursues the creature, leaving the remaining defenders behind. A teleporter arrives to evacuate Laserdream, leaving Skitter in Bitch’s care.

They are transported to a makeshift hospital, where Skitter is treated for her injuries. However, her status as a villain is quickly discovered, and she is manacled to her bed, left alone and helpless. The chapter ends with Skitter’s fate uncertain, her hope dwindling as she grapples with the consequences of her choices and the harsh reality of a world besieged by monsters.




8.06

The adrenaline crash was a bitch. The screams, the beeping, the pain, and the very real possibility of paralysis didn’t help. My back was a symphony of agony, and the manacle holding my arm aloft only amplified the discomfort. Could I really be paralyzed? The thought was a cold, suffocating dread. No powers to fix this. No more running, no more… anything.

I forced myself to breathe, focusing on the small task of shifting my pillow to ease the strain on my arm. Small victories in a sea of despair.

They wouldn’t arrest me, would they? There were rules, unspoken but vital. No profiting from Endbringer attacks. No exploiting the chaos. No arresting villains who came to help. To break those rules was to invite disaster, to make things easier for the monsters we all fought.

But the manacle whispered doubts. I’d made enemies, even among the heroes. Could they be denying me treatment? A silent, deniable form of revenge?

The thought was a punch to the gut, making me gasp and twist. Pain shot through me, and I clenched my teeth, fighting back nausea. This helplessness was maddening, a dark echo of my worst nightmares. Being trapped, knowing something awful was coming, and being utterly powerless to stop it. Had my grand gesture been for nothing? Was I an idiot of epic proportions for buying into the noble sacrifice?

A young nurse, barely older than me, entered, her eyes downcast, avoiding mine. I begged her to talk to me, to tell me anything. She finally relented, her voice hushed. She couldn’t say much. Liability, she explained. Some capes had sued rescue workers after a similar battle. She couldn’t even tell me if my back was broken. She was just a student, pulled in to help with the overwhelming number of injured.

I asked about Tattletale. Was she alive? Injured? The nurse’s hurried “I’m sorry” was ambiguous, fueling my anxiety. Then, a scream from beyond the curtain: “We’ve got a code!” My heart hammered. Was it Tattletale? My dad? Brian? No, I pushed those thoughts away. But someone. Someone’s loved one.

The nurse offered to let me use her phone. A small kindness, but fraught with danger. Could they trace the call? Find my dad? Find Tattletale? And was this my one phone call? Was I being arrested? She didn’t know, she said. She was just supposed to chart the patients with red tags. Red tags? Villains? Were we getting different treatment?

I declined the phone, thanking her. It was a gamble, but I needed a friendly face, not another enemy.

The agonizing wait continued, punctuated by the sounds of crisis. Boredom warred with anxiety. I used my power, a distraction, a way to feel outside my body. Cockroaches gathered on my stomach, forming patterns, a macabre dance.

“You’re so creepy, you know that?”

Panacea. Her face was drawn, exhausted. She needed my permission to touch me, she said. Liability. I could refuse, force the hospital to give me X-rays, MRIs, years of treatment, all under confidentiality agreements that could cost them millions. Or I could let her heal me, and risk whatever horrors she might decide to inflict.

She reminded me of her threats from the bank robbery. Make me obese. Make everything taste like bile. What was stopping her now?

“Nothing, really,” she said, her voice flat. “But the more horrible a human being you are, the more you’ll agonize over what I might have done.”

Was she a decent person? She claimed to be, but her words rang hollow. Still, it was my only real option. I gave my permission.

She touched my throat, and the pain vanished. Relief flooded me, along with a strange, unsettling awareness of my injuries. A brain injury, not fully healed. Bakuda’s fault. Beyond Panacea’s abilities, she said. Microfractures, nerve damage, broken bones, internal bleeding. It was worse than I’d thought.

She began to work, and sensation returned to my legs, sharp and shocking. It would hurt, she warned. She couldn’t dope me up because Armsmaster, Miss Militia, and Legend were coming to talk to me. I needed to be clear-headed.

Why? Why were they coming? Was this an arrest? She wouldn’t say. “All of you are kept in the dark for as long as possible,” she said. All of us? A slip of the tongue, she claimed. Did it include Tattletale? Had she healed her? “No,” Panacea said, her expression unreadable. But was that because Tattletale didn’t need help, or because she was already dead? My leg jerked in pain.

“We’re done here,” she announced.

I demanded an answer, but she just lifted her finger, and the smaller aches returned. She leaned in, her voice a venomous whisper. This was nothing compared to what Tattletale had done to her, she said. Threatening to ruin her life, to expose her darkest secrets. I pictured my dad finding out about me, the doubt forever clouding our relationship.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. But she didn’t sound sorry at all as she left.

I had to get out of here. I sent my bugs to find the keys on the PRT uniform’s belt. A painstaking process, but they managed, bringing the keys to me. I unlocked the cuffs, the relief a physical thing. I tested my legs. They held.

But escape was still a problem. Too many capes, too many PRT. A window, maybe, but it was a long shot. I moved to the next enclosure, and the next. Then I saw her.

Shadow Stalker. Sophia Hess. Unconscious, injured, but alive. The blue tag on her curtain, like the red one on mine. It all clicked into place. They’d chained me up because of her. Because of what I might do.

My legs gave out, and I fell to my knees, the cold, still feeling Brian had described washing over me. Footsteps approached, but I didn’t care. I was trapped, not by chains, but by the knowledge of who lay in the bed before me, and the terrible, inevitable confrontation to come.




8.07

Shadow Stalker. It was Sophia Hess. The realization hit me like a physical blow. Was Emma a cape, too? No, she’d been around other capes, times when she’d be in costume if she had powers. But those times… Shadow Stalker had been at the mall, the fundraiser. Was Emma her plus one? Did Emma know about Sophia? A sick feeling told me she did. Emma probably found out before high school, while I was at camp. The drama of the cape community, Emma would have turned on me, become Sophia’s confidante. A cliche, but they had their basis.

Armsmaster hauled me up, his grip painfully tight. He marched me towards Legend and Miss Militia. He’d lost his arm, Panacea’s work? “What are you doing here?” he roared. I’d apparently escaped my restraints, caught peeping on a blue tag, Shadow Stalker. Unmasked. “Who is she?” Legend asked. “Skitter, Undersiders, Master-5, bugs only,” Miss Militia replied. Did Sophia know who I was? She’d heard me talk, hadn’t she? “Nobody explained anything,” I said. “Hospital personnel aren’t permitted to talk, liability,” Miss Militia echoed. “Panacea did,” I said. “New Wave, not official,” Armsmaster said, an excuse for Legend. “She’s the only one who would talk to me!” I raised my voice. “Keep your voice down,” Legend warned, “Or it severely curtail what options you have left.” Respect? For Sophia?

“What are they?” I asked. “Birdcage, if you used the Endbringer situation to your advantage,” he said. Ridiculous. This was Sophia. “It was an accident,” I said. “Skitter’s an adept liar,” Armsmaster warned. “Another option, join the Wards,” Legend offered. “No,” I said, immediately. With Sophia? No way. “I’d sooner go to the Birdcage.” My contempt for heroes was growing. “Is there a third option?” I asked. “You do not get to negotiate!” Armsmaster shouted. “The only authority you have is the authority people give you,” a familiar voice said. Grue. “You’re alive,” he said. “Is Tattletale okay?” I asked. “I’m at about ninety percent,” she said.

“If you divulge the confidential information, your team could face the same penalties,” Miss Militia warned. “So you want us to leave a teammate in your custody?” Grue asked. Teammate. He’d called me that. Regent looked worse for wear, Bitch was rigid, repressed anger, Tattletale was on crutches. “Collateral,” Miss Militia said, the final option. “Generally reserved for capes we can trust,” Armsmaster added. “Explain?” Grue asked. A past case, a villain revealed his face to the other cape, so abuse of knowledge would be mutually damaging. “That doesn’t work either,” I said. “You’re making this difficult,” Legend said. “Knowing Skitter, she has her reasons,” Grue said. “She always does,” Armsmaster said.

“Let me make my case?” Tattletale asked. “I need more details on this group,” Legend said. “Tattletale, master manipulator, Thinker 7,” Armsmaster said. “Seven? I’m flattered,” Tattletale grinned. “Reason enough to end this now,” Armsmaster said. “Miss Militia? Escort them away?” Legend asked. Miss Militia materialized a gun. “Start a fight here, it’s an end to the truce,” Grue warned. Trickster was recording. “Let’s walk,” Miss Militia said. “No,” Grue challenged. “If I could just say my piece,” Tattletale started. “Quiet,” Armsmaster interrupted. “Whatever. Grue, let’s go,” Tattletale said, “We’ll handle this, Skitter.”

When they were out of earshot, Legend said, “Pick one or I’ll choose.”

This working? The armbands crackled. Tattletale was broadcasting, Miss Militia pointing a gun at Grue. “Free speech is a wonderful thing, isn’t it?” Tattletale said. “Armband, pause announcement,” she ordered. “Let’s negotiate,” she said, “Shoot us, and confirm you’ve got something to hide. Two, I do my announcement, truce ends. Three, release the girl.” “You could be bluffing,” Legend said. Tattletale cited a break in casualties during the Leviathan fight. “Skitter’s right here, she’s not dead,” Tattletale said. “My armband broke,” I said. “Or did someone break it?” Tattletale looked at Armsmaster. She accused him of manipulating the fight, using an EMP to disable my armband. “This is nonsense,” Armsmaster said. “Check the armband,” Tattletale repeated.

Armsmaster lunged, Legend hit him with a laser. “It was for the greater good,” Armsmaster said, no shame. “You don’t know everything,” he said, “She’s not who you think she is.” “Grue, shut him up,” I said. “She’s a wannabe hero,” Armsmaster said, “Said she was a hero, that you Undersiders mistook her for a villain.” He revealed our meetings, my supposed betrayal. “Is this true?” Grue asked Tattletale. “Yeah,” she confirmed. I backed away, nobody stopped me. I ran, no place to go.




8.08

Brockton Bay’s memorial to the fallen was a stark obelisk of black marble and stainless steel, etched with names of heroes and villains alike, standing atop Captain’s Hill. A somber reminder of the recent devastation. Skitter, still reeling from the events and revelations of the Leviathan battle, visited the memorial, a mix of emotions swirling within her.

Gallant was among the dead, a sobering realization for Skitter. Iron Falcon’s name was there too, a boy she’d helped during the battle, his death a confusing mix of disappointment and sadness. The cool, damp air mirrored the chill within her as she traced the crudely etched names of Bitch’s deceased dogs on the monument’s base.

Lisa, dressed warmly, found Skitter at the memorial. They were surviving, but the question was, were they okay? Lisa knew about Skitter’s intended betrayal. “I’m so sorry,” she said, taking responsibility for her manipulations. She’d known since before they met, a revelation that shocked Skitter.

They walked to the railing, overlooking the ravaged city. Lisa broke her silence, “No more secrets.” She explained about a man named Coil, he can run two realities in parallel, making choices in each, then collapsing one, effectively choosing the outcome he desires. This, she revealed, was how they’d survived some encounters. The bank robbery, the fundraiser, even the fight with the Empire Eighty-Eight, Coil had manipulated events, sometimes saving them, sometimes sacrificing one version of them for a better outcome.

The encounter with Lung, where Skitter had first met the Undersiders, had been a carefully orchestrated event. Coil had manipulated events in two realities, leading to a confrontation where Skitter had initially attacked both Lung and the Undersiders. In that reality, Lung had been too strong, and by the time Skitter realized she needed to work with the Undersiders, it was too late. Lisa, escaping, had informed Coil, who then warned Lisa in the current reality about a junior hero in the area.

Lisa had hoped Skitter was a Ward who would deal with Lung without their involvement. Skitter attacked Lung alone, and Lisa’s plan worked. Grue mistook Skitter for a villain, and Lisa, intrigued, played along, recruiting her. “It’s my fault,” Lisa admitted, apologizing again.

Skitter, despite everything, felt a strange gratitude. “If it happened again,” she said, “I’d still want to be part of the group.” But things needed to be different: Dinah, her dad, the revelations after the Leviathan battle.

Lisa suggested Skitter go home, face her dad, but Skitter wasn’t ready. She was angry, hurt, and going home meant returning to the way things were, which she couldn’t do. She’d turned down the Wards, the Birdcage was out of the question, and she didn’t know what to do.

“Maybe,” Lisa suggested, “what you really want is to come back.” But the others wouldn’t budge on the Dinah issue, and Skitter would have to make concessions, accept being Coil’s ‘pet’, and give up her stubbornness.

“Never,” Skitter said.

Lisa offered to talk, to help Skitter sort things out, but Skitter had made a decision. Staring at the monument, a goal crystallized in her mind. She had to change things, be better than Armsmaster, Sophia, Coil, and all the others.

“Does this plan feature the Undersiders?” Lisa asked.

Skitter gave her answer.




8.x (Bonus Interlude; Lisa)

8.x (Bonus Interlude; Lisa)

Tasha, a saleswoman, spots a suspicious girl in the store. The girl, Lisa, is dressed shabbily and pretends to browse expensive jackets. Tasha confronts her, but Lisa retorts with unsettling personal remarks, hinting at Tasha’s cheating boyfriend and eating disorder. Startled, Tasha rushes out to catch her boyfriend.

Meanwhile, a torrential downpour soaks the Undersiders as they face Leviathan. Tattletale (Lisa), Grue, and Regent confront the monstrous Endbringer. Tattletale, seeing Skitter among the crowd, feels a pang of sympathy for her former teammate. Regret also tugs at her; she could have prevented Skitter’s departure. She informs Grue that if she dies, he should give her share of their money to Skitter. As Legend rallies the heroes, Tattletale prepares for battle.

Back at the store, Lisa easily gets rid of Tasha and deduces that the cashier won’t call security right away. She focuses on a man waiting nearby, using her power to guess his phone’s PIN: 8471. As she attempts to steal his wallet, an “enforcer” enters the store, but Lisa realizes he’s not what he seems—he’s ex-military, working with the man and his girlfriend, all armed.

Lisa is caught and struck, the fake enforcer plants a knife on her, and they escort her outside. They’re not genuine enforcers; they’re killers. Cornered, Lisa tries to bargain, but the enforcer refuses. The couple arrives, and the woman takes a call, then hands the phone to Lisa. A calm voice apologizes and offers to buy Lisa’s services. She accepts, her mind racing.

Leviathan slams his tail, decimating capes. Tattletale and Regent retreat, discussing their powers’ ineffectiveness. Tattletale spots Skitter aiding the wounded. Alexandria attacks, but Leviathan retaliates, slamming her into the ground and holding her underwater. Dragon intervenes with a flame-spewing suit, but Leviathan tears into it. Dragon ejects, her suit exploding around the Endbringer. Tattletale requests a lift to a better vantage point, landing on a rooftop.

Using her power, Tattletale deduces Leviathan’s layered, organless biology, concluding he was never human. She identifies weak points at his upper arms and thighs. She tries to relay this information but is interrupted by a massive wave. The building holds, but Leviathan climbs onto the roof, causing it to crumble. He attacks, killing several heroes. A cape retaliates with rock projectiles, but Leviathan bisects him. He then sends a wave at Tattletale, who falls into the water, thinking of how Skitter faced a similar situation with Lung.

In a flashback, Lisa joins the Undersiders: Grue, Bitch, and Regent. Grue insists on a costume, but Lisa plans to be a back-end operator. Bitch demands she get her hands dirty, and Grue agrees. Lisa admits her power’s weakness in direct combat but agrees to figure it out. She analyzes her teammates: Grue, a solo operator, organized, using rules to cope with stress; Bitch, antisocial, seeks change, disconnected from human empathy; Regent, a sociopath with repressed emotions. Lisa feels reassured, knowing their flaws upfront. They plan to “do this team thing properly,” and Lisa, irritating Grue, asks, “How hard could it be?”




8.x (Interlude; Coil)

8.x (Interlude; Coil)

Coil, ever paranoid, exists in two realities. In one, he’s in his secure underground base, monitoring news and stocks. In the other, he’s an ordinary suburbanite, preparing for work after a city-wide disaster. He’s a man of routine, using a fabricated identity to navigate the world, a stark contrast to his costumed self, hidden away in an electrician’s van driven by his loyal underling, Creep.

Coil’s philosophy revolves around control, using people’s primal needs to manipulate them. He values those desperate for something only he can provide, like the Travelers or Creep. For others, wealth suffices. His base, a hidden project within the city’s construction, is nearly complete. He converses with his “pet,” a girl named Dinah, who provides probabilities of future events. She confirms minimal immediate danger, allowing Coil to collapse the less restful reality.

He splits realities again, assigning his captains to exploit the divided Empire Eighty-Eight while surveying the base’s progress. He learns the containment facility for Noelle, a troubled Traveler, is ready, and she’s agitated. Coil plans to introduce Tattletale to assess the situation, but her team’s internal issues prevent it.

Visiting Noelle with Trickster, he finds her distraught and demanding a fix for her condition. A violent outburst underscores her deteriorating state. Coil cancels the reality, shifting back to his captains. He orders preparations for an assault, then instructs Mr. Pitter to ensure Noelle’s comfort and reinforce her containment.

Back in his quarters, Coil checks for updates before splitting realities again. He questions Dinah about his plan’s success, learning it’s improved since Leviathan’s attack. The Undersiders’ involvement remains uncertain, but changes in the team could increase his odds. However, the chance of resolving the Travelers’ situation has decreased.

Coil, irritated by Noelle’s outburst, contemplates his next move. He owes a favor, a week’s service, and worries about the potential cost. He dismisses the reality with Dinah, indulging in a separate world, free of consequences. He summons Mr. Pitter, splitting realities once more. In one, he orders a low dosage of “candy” for Dinah. In the other, he locks the doors, preparing for a private indulgence, a reward for his patience and a reminder of his control. He’s replaceable, after all. No such thing as being too paranoid.








9.01

9.1

Weld, fresh off the plane, found the airport eerily empty. A lone staff member handled his bags, a stark contrast to the usual bustle. The lack of crowds and the closed shops hinted at something amiss. A group awaited him outside, led by a stern-faced woman.

“Weld, I’m glad you made it,” she said, introducing herself as Director Piggot.

As they walked, she explained the city’s plight. A recent attack by a villain group had ransacked the airport, leaving it mostly shut down. The city, already burdened by unemployment and frustration, was a “powder keg” ignited by the arrival of an Endbringer, a devastating event that had pushed the populace to the brink.

Weld, now tasked with leading the local Wards, learned of the team’s reduced size - Clockblocker, Vista, Kid Win, and Shadow Stalker. Three members had perished in the attack. A potential new recruit, a Tinker/Mover spotted speeding in a mechanical suit, might join them.

On their way to the PRT headquarters, Piggot outlined the power classifications: Mover, Shaker, Brute, Breaker, Master, Tinker, Blaster, Thinker, Striker, Changer, Trump, and Stranger. Weld himself was a Brute/Changer, a label he disliked despite its practicality.

The city’s power outage, a result of the attack, was evident as they flew over the darkened streets. Piggot briefed Weld on the local factions, starting with the Merchants, a group of drug dealers who had become a rallying point for the disenfranchised. They had seized control of the Docks, an area with reliable shelter, and were now attacking city infrastructure.

Next were the remnants of Empire Eighty-Eight, split into Fenrir’s Chosen, led by the ruthless Hookwolf, and the Pure, led by Purity. Coil, the Travelers, and the Undersiders were also mentioned, but deemed less of an immediate threat. Faultline’s Crew, a mercenary group with a Shaker 12, was also on the list.

Piggot emphasized the need to prioritize the Merchants and Fenrir’s Chosen, advising Weld to conserve his team’s strength. She then shifted to more mundane matters, informing Weld about his enrollment at Arcadia High School and his living arrangements at the Wards headquarters. Special arrangements had been made due to his unique physiology, which caused him to absorb metal on contact.

Piggot explained the PRT’s long-term plan to integrate parahumans into society, a plan that involved promoting rogues and making the public more comfortable with outliers like Weld. His popularity and clean record made him a prime candidate for this project, with the potential to become a prominent Protectorate member.

Weld, eager to improve his new team’s capabilities, proposed interstate training sessions with the New York and Boston Wards. Piggot, initially hesitant, agreed on the condition that it wouldn’t interfere with their patrol schedule and that Weld would handle all the paperwork.

Upon arriving at the Wards headquarters, Weld met his new team. Clockblocker, thin and freckled, wore a white costume with animated clock faces. Shadow Stalker, athletic and dark-skinned, was engrossed in her smartphone. Kid Win, in civilian clothes, looked like he’d just finished exercising. Vista, in pajamas and with bandaged fingers, appeared to have been crying.

Weld’s attempt at a motivational speech fell flat. Clockblocker, visibly exhausted, recounted the horrors he’d witnessed during his patrol, highlighting the city’s dire state. He criticized Weld for not mentioning the fallen Wards, a point Shadow Stalker echoed.

The team dispersed, leaving Weld feeling like he’d already failed. Vista, however, offered some solace, explaining that they were all tired and not in the mood for speeches. She did, however, point out that Weld should have at least acknowledged the deceased: Aegis, Browbeat, and Gallant.

Weld, left alone, began studying the files, determined to learn from his mistakes and prove himself as a leader.




9.02

9.2

Flechette, a new Ward, nearly gets shot by Shadow Stalker, who’s a little on edge. It’s a tranq bolt, but still, Flechette’s not thrilled. Shadow Stalker’s all, “Oops, my bad,” and invites Flechette on patrol. Flechette agrees, figuring it’s a good way to bond with her new teammate, the only other girl her age on the Wards team.

They navigate the damaged city via rooftops, Flechette using her arbalest and chain to keep up with Shadow Stalker’s shadow-form agility. Flechette explains her powers – she’s a Striker, infusing objects with a force that lets them ignore physics. She can make her ammo pierce anything, her cleats grip any surface, and even her costume frictionless.

They stumble upon a group of men harassing a woman. Shadow Stalker waits for the men to clearly commit a crime before jumping in. Flechette calls for backup, then rappels down. Shadow Stalker’s fighting style is brutal and efficient, using her shadow form to avoid attacks and her tranq bolts and physical strikes to incapacitate the men. She breaks a man’s jaw, shatters another man’s tranq bolt in his neck, and forces another face-first into the ground. Flechette is horrified but manages to pin several thugs with her power-infused bolts.

The woman they rescued turns on one of the unconscious men, beating him with a trash can lid. Shadow Stalker stops Flechette from intervening, saying the woman needs this, but Flechette disagrees and restrains the woman, arguing that she’s better than this. The woman, enraged and claiming the men hurt her daughter, eventually flees.

Flechette is furious with Shadow Stalker for not helping and for her callous attitude. Shadow Stalker justifies her actions, saying they’re judge, jury, and executioner in these times. Flechette vehemently disagrees and decides to finish her patrol alone.

She contacts Kid Win on comms, asking for info on Parian, a local rogue. Kid Win fills her in - Parian’s a fashion student with a Master-6 rating, using stuffed animals as a gimmick. She’s reportedly set up near the city’s new lake, created by Leviathan.

Flechette decides to visit Parian, navigating the flooded streets to the lake’s edge. She finds Parian’s territory marked by yellow lines and guarded by a giant, fabric gorilla. Parian, in a cracked doll mask and dirty frock, warns Flechette to stay back. She’s made a deal to protect this area in exchange for shelter and supplies.

Flechette insists she’s a hero and offers her help, but Parian is wary. Flechette gives Parian her card and promises to bring fresh water, which they’re short on. Parian, clearly shaken, admits she hates fighting and is scared of failing to protect her people. Flechette reassures her, promising to check in during patrols.

They exchange names - Flechette is Lily, Parian is Sabah. Flechette removes her visor, a gesture of trust. Sabah removes her mask, revealing a Middle Eastern face with metal bands. Flechette finds her cute, despite Sabah being older.

Sabah agrees to patrol the perimeter with Flechette, staying on her side of the line. Flechette is relieved to have made a connection, even if it’s not with a teammate. As they walk, Flechette asks Sabah about being a fashion student, starting a conversation and solidifying their new friendship.




9.03

Clockblocker, along with the rest of the Wards, attends a video lecture on Parahuman Studies. The professor discusses trigger events, the moments where individuals gain powers, often through trauma. He notes correlations between the nature of the trigger and the resulting power, as well as the tendency for powers to run in families. Clockblocker, restless and anxious, receives a text from his mother: his father’s condition has worsened.

Distracted and unable to focus on the lecture, Clockblocker pulls Glory Girl out of the class. He reveals that his father, weakened by leukemia treatments and injured during Leviathan’s attack, is dying from an infection. He asks Glory Girl if her sister, Panacea, could heal him. Glory Girl agrees to ask, surprising Clockblocker with her willingness.

Weld and Vista interrupt, asking if everything is alright. Clockblocker, not wanting to burden his team further, says he’s fine. Weld reminds him of their upcoming patrol, highlighting the tight schedule they’re under. Clockblocker, annoyed by Weld’s relentless work ethic, mutters “Tool” after Weld leaves. Vista defends Weld, leading to an argument where Clockblocker inadvertently insults Gallant, Vista’s deceased crush. Realizing his mistake, he chases after Vista to apologize.

He finds Vista in the stairwell, and they talk about Gallant. Vista admits she had a crush on him, and Clockblocker reassures her that Gallant liked her in return. He apologizes for his behavior, acknowledging his anger and frustration over his father’s condition and the state of the city. Vista advises him not to let his anger consume him.

They return to find the class dismissed and PRT officers rushing out. Weld informs them of trouble. They arrive at a gruesome scene: three bodies displayed on the walls of a ruined building - one flayed, one burned, and one dismembered and reconnected with chains. The Travelers - Trickster, Sundancer, Ballistic, and Genesis - are present, claiming they found the scene this way and are not responsible.

Weld, skeptical but recognizing their usual MO doesn’t match the scene, still insists on taking them into custody. Trickster refuses, fearing they’ll be blamed regardless. A fight breaks out. Trickster’s teleportation makes him a difficult target, swapping the Wards’ positions and preventing them from landing attacks. Kid Win is grazed by his own shot, and Sundancer creates a fiery orb that Vista shrinks. Weld disperses the orb, injuring his hand in the process.

Clockblocker, using the fight as a refuge from his personal turmoil, manages to tag Weld just in time as Trickster tries to swap places with him, showing his awareness of the situation. He realizes that he feels calm amidst the chaos because he’s finally where he’s needed. The Wards are now sandwiched between the Travelers. Genesis exhales a noxious vapor, but Weld shields them with a piece of plywood that Clockblocker freezes in time with his power. The fight continues, the Wards facing off against some of Brockton Bay’s most powerful villains under the grim spectacle of the three corpses. Clockblocker, holding two sheaves of paper like knives, feels a sense of purpose. He’s here to fight, and for now, that’s enough.




9.04

Okay, here’s a compressed summary of Worm Chapter 9.04, keeping the author’s tone and style:

I’m a tinker, supposed to be smart. So how can I have been so stupid?

Ballistic points at Kid Win, then at Vista. He launches debris at Vista, telling us exactly where he’ll attack. Sundancer’s orb forces the other Wards to scatter. At least they’re holding back - going all out would leave corpses. If they get desperate, that might change.

Kid Win fires at Ballistic, but Trickster swaps their positions. He realizes Trickster can only teleport what he sees. Kid Win gets teleported, nearly falls into Genesis. Weld slams into her, but she claws him, smoke billowing from her wounds. Kid Win shoots Genesis; she explodes into smoke. It’s her power, not his gun.

Ballistic attacks Vista, pins Sundancer to a wall with darts. Trickster’s swaps put the Travelers inside, Wards surrounding them. A brief pause, then Trickster swaps Weld with a corpse. Kid Win’s gunfire slams into him, intensely hot. The balance shifts. Vista gets caught in wires from a corpse, nearly strangled.

Shadow Stalker attacks Trickster, but Ballistic drives her back with a grievous wound. Kid Win frees Vista, but the Travelers escape in a cloud of steam.

They move the bodies; the rain pours. Kid Win is plagued by self-doubt. ADD, dyscalculia - he’s a daydreamer who can’t focus, can’t keep numbers in his head. His power lets him visualize, build, but he’s still a step behind. He’s the only Tinker without a specialty, worried his talent is just making things despite his disability. His best work, the Alternator Cannon, was made on medication he couldn’t keep taking. Now it’s gone, destroyed by Leviathan. He feels like the weakest link, that this loss is his fault.

Weld calls them back. The Protectorate is handling the bodies; they’re staying quiet. Kid Win shares his theory: three crime scenes, three bodies each - nine bodies for nine killers. The Slaughterhouse Nine.

Weld agrees it’s possible but not their case. He assigns patrols: Vista and Flechette, Clockblocker and him, Shadow Stalker late-night. Kid Win gets a special duty: recruiting.

A kid named Chariot has a speed suit. Assault caught him; now Kid Win has to convince him to join. He meets Chariot at a run-down apartment. Chariot’s interested, but a four out of ten. Kid Win talks up the funding, the resources. Chariot’s dismantled his TV, his toaster - he’s hungry for parts. Kid Win shows off a device made with tech from another Tinker. Chariot’s hooked.

Kid Win lays out the deal: trust fund, allowance, materials paid for. Chariot’s mom is worried about the danger, but Kid Win argues it’s safer than going it alone. Tinkers are targets, resources. Chariot admits he can’t not use his power. He’s reluctant to give up his creations, but Kid Win says it’s only in name. He can access other Tinkers’ work, even Dragon’s.

Chariot’s interested, but something feels off. Forced. Kid Win pushes: no negotiating, take it or leave it. Chariot takes his card. Kid Win leaves, feeling uneasy.

He uses his camera to spy on Chariot. The boy goes straight to his computer, takes notes on what he saw, then sends an email: “I’m in.” But it’s to a Cryptmail address. Someone got to him first.

Kid Win calls for a meeting, asks Weld to call Piggot.




9.05

The user wants a summary of Worm Chapter 9.05, maintaining the author’s style and tone. The summary needs to be approximately 1/5 the length of the original, around 1061 words. I need to identify the key events and character interactions in the chapter and condense them while preserving the original voice.

Here’s a possible structure for the summary:


	The meeting between Vista, Flechette, and Parian. - Vista’s conversation with Weld about Kid Win’s report. - The Wards’ meeting with Piggot about Chariot being a potential mole for Coil. - Weld’s conversation with Vista about her emotional state. - Vista’s confrontation with Sophia. “Don’t cross the yellow line,” Flechette spoke.



“Right,” I agreed, “I got the message the last time I came this way.”

Flechette leaned forward, found a string, beaded with water from the rain. She plucked it twice.

Parian sloshed out from a nearby alley. A nine-foot tall rabbit with an eyepatch and boxing gloves followed a few feet behind her, swaggering forward like it had a chip on its shoulder.

“It’s cute!” I smiled.

“Hi Vista,” Parian greeted her. “Hi Flechette.”

“Hey,” Flechette smiled, “We come bearing gifts.”

I stepped forward and held out a shopping bag, “A dozen gallons of water, some rice, some tins of beans, multivitamins and first aid supplies. My power will wear off pretty soon, so get the bag somewhere safe before then.”

“It’s basic stuff,” Flechette said, “But it’ll hold you for a little while.”

“Thank you,” Parian spoke, reaching over the makeshift yellow line for the bag. She held it behind her back with both hands. Just over her right shoulder, cloth formed into a rough shape, a trio of needles with attached spools of thread weaving in and around it, a razor cutting at pieces of it.

“How are you managing?” Flechette asked.

“Some kids came through around noon, roughed up the mother of one of my friends.”

“I told you to call me if there was trouble!”

“I handled it. Kind of. They ran when they saw my rabbit. According to my friend’s mom, they were trying to get someone to tell them where they could get food, and she was afraid they’d take everything if she told them where we have our stuff. I think they were more hungry than dangerous. Not enough food going around.” The cloth took on a rough shape with arms and legs. “Erm, that makes it sound like I’m blaming you guys-”

“You’re right,” Flechette interrupted. “We’re not doing a good job of getting supplies to everyone. We can’t. Any time we try to distribute it, a group like Hookwolf’s gang or the Merchants try to seize it. Even if the heroes on duty fend them off, the citizens get scared away.”

“I suppose we’re lucky to have this haven, here. So far. I dunno how long before someone I can’t scare off comes through.”

“You have my number.”

I turned away as a third voice sounded in my ear. I stepped away from the conversation, shook my head a little to shake off the water that the steady rain was depositing on her.

I squeezed the earbud, “Sorry? I didn’t catch that?”

“Weld here. Kid Win has something to report, asked everyone to come in. Can you make it back here quickly?”

“Okay.”

I hurried back to Flechette’s side and waited a few seconds for a break in the conversation. When none was forthcoming, I put a hand on Flechette’s arm.

“What’s up?”

“Weld wants us back asap.”

A look of disappointment crossed Flechette’s face.

“I’ll see you later?” Parian asked.

“I’ll stop by later, unless I’m done with patrols for the night,” Flechette shrugged.

“I’ll look forward to it,” Parian replied. She turned to me, “Here.”

I accepted her gift. A stuffed rabbit, made in the last-minute or so. It was finely detailed, wearing a fancy dress with lace trim. The fur had a softness that indicated high quality material, despite being wet. I would have been delighted with the gift, were I four years younger.

It was still a really nice gesture.

I suppressed my annoyance at the child’s gift and offered a smile instead, “Thank you, Parian.”

“Let’s go,” Flechette spoke, “Back to headquarters?”

“Back to headquarters. Come on, we’ll take my shortcut.”

We walked two blocks east to reach Lord street. Beneath the water’s surface, we could see a fissure that ran down the center of the road, zig-zagging from one lane to the other.

I stepped out into the middle of the road at the edge of the fissure, then concentrated. I felt my power extend to every solid object in front of me, formed a map in my head. There was nobody out there, which made it easier. Slowly, carefully, I began adjusting. I truncated the length of Lord street, then did it again, repeating the process to make the four lane road shorter and shorter. The fissure down the center of the road squeezed against itself like a compressed spring.

“This is disorienting,” Flechette spoke, as she gazed at the scene. “My power gives me a grasp of angles… and I’m worried I might have a seizure if I try to use it to get a sense of what’s happening here.”

“It’s not that complicated. Everything’s like wet clay, and I’m smudging it around.”

I deemed my work done, started walking forward. Flechette followed, eyeing the distorted sidewalk at the edges of the effect.

“You’re powerful, kiddo,” Flechette said.

“Kinda.”

“You could be one of the top dogs in the Protectorate, in five or six more years.”

I frowned, “They said the same thing about Dauntless.”

“One of the Protectorate members who got killed, if I remember right?”

I nodded.

Flechette frowned, “That’s… unexpectedly dark, coming from you. Where did that come from?”

“What we do is dangerous. Sometimes we die. I don’t see why I should worry about what happens five years from now when I might not even be here.”

“Are you having second thoughts about being on the team?”

I gave Flechette a look, “No. Not in the slightest.”

“But if you’re concerned about risking your life…”

“I didn’t say I was concerned,” I said, a note of exasperation in my voice, “Just that, hey, it might happen. I’m being realistic.”

“I can’t tell if you’re being amazingly mature about the topic of death or if I should be really concerned about you.”

“Amazingly mature?”

We had reached the PRT building. A trip that had taken us thirty minutes on the way out had taken us four on the way back, with the aid of my power. Flechette held the bulletproof glass door open, raised a hand in greeting to the PRT uniform who stood alert on the other side. “You know what I mean.”

I had to bite my tongue. Pointing out that people were being condescending had a way of making me look petulant, which only compounded the problem. Yes. Because any maturity on my part is something special. Doesn’t matter that I have nine months of seniority over Kid Win, being thirteen means everyone expects me to be squealing over Justin Beiber or the Maggie Holt books, or dressing in pink or-

My train of thought stopped dead when my eye fell on the portraits on the wall above the front desk.

Three feet high and two feet wide, the two pictures were black and white, bordered by foot-wide black frames. The pictures themselves were head-and-shoulders shots of Aegis and Gallant, both in costume, masks on. I knew from my own experience that the pictures would have been taken in their first week on the team. Gallant looked so young. He had still been so young when the tidal wave had smashed into him and caved in his chest. Only seventeen.

I looked at my own picture. In contrast to the boys’, it was vibrant, filled with color. My eyes, costume and the frame of the picture were a high-saturation blue-green, the background of the image a sunset orange to highlight my blonde hair. I was young in that picture too. My photo had a missing fang tooth on the bottom row, which created a small, dark gap in my awkward smile. I’d been just a month shy of turning eleven, then.

I hated that picture.

I hated it all the more because I couldn’t help but wonder if the time would come when that picture would be hanging over the front desk in black and white, smiling that guileless goofy smile that was everything I didn’t want people to remember about me.

Hell, were they even doing Gallant justice? The guy who’d set out to be the literal knight in shining armor, lived his life with more chivalry than any five people you plucked off the street? All he got was a photo and a name on a memorial.

“You okay?” Flechette asked.

I tore my eyes from the portraits, “I’m fine. Let’s go, Weld’s waiting.”

Without waiting for Flechette, I marched for the elevator. Flechette fell in step behind me.

Everyone else was sitting in the meeting room, except for Director Piggot, who stood with her arms folded.

“Thank you for being prompt,” Piggot spoke, “Would you please have a seat?”

I obediently sat in the chair closest to her. Flechette found a chair beside Weld.

“Kid Win?” Piggot prompted.

“Here’s the deal, guys. I went out to talk to Chariot, and there’s a bit of a complication.” He tapped the screen of his smartphone, and the computer screen at one end of the table changed to show text from a series of emails. “Chariot hasn’t yet agreed to join the team, but there’s evidence that he fully intends to join as a mole for an unknown party.”

“This evidence was assumed using legal methods, of course,” Piggot spoke.

“Of course,” Kid Win grinned in a way that left no doubt for anyone present that he was lying through his teeth. “We believe this unknown party is Coil. There’s no other criminals in town that would really do this. Fenrir’s Chosen aren’t that subtle, and they’re too racist to work with Chariot. Purity’s group is, again, too racist. The Undersiders aren’t well-funded enough. It doesn’t fit the Travelers’ MO.”

“That,” Piggot spoke, “And there are prior cases of Coil using undercover operatives.”

“Prior cases?” Weld asked.

“This doesn’t leave this room,” Piggot spoke. I nodded alongside everyone else. “We know there are three agents employed in this very building who are working for Coil.”

“Seriously?” Clockblocker asked. “As in, right now?”

“Yes,” Piggot nodded, “We might have gone entirely unaware, but Dragon found that one face on our security camera footage matched up with that of a known soldier of fortune. On investigation, we found two more. Capable gunmen, each with a wide array of skills ranging from facility with computers to multiple languages. Very much the type Coil would employ. We might have arrested them, but I spoke with people with higher credentials and clearance than myself, and we came to the unanimous agreement that it would be ideal to keep those mercenaries employed here. It allows us to keep a close eye on them for knowledge we could use, and we occasionally feed them bad or misleading information, obviously with a great deal of consideration each time.

“Which brings me to the primary subject of this meeting,” Piggot informed us. “I would like to do the very same thing here, with Chariot. He would work alongside you, quite likely see you unmasked. You would socialize with him, and you would pretend not to know that he is passing on information to his employer. For that, for the risks you would be undertaking, I require your express permission.”

Kid Win whistled.

“Dealing with the relationships between team members is difficult enough to begin with,” Weld spoke, “And you want to add this into the mix?”

“I wouldn’t ask you to do it if I didn’t think you could handle it.”

“What if we say no?” Clockblocker asked.

“If only one or two of you disagreed, out of fear of your civilian identities being used against you, I would propose splitting up your team’s schedules so you did not share any shifts with Chariot. Ideally this would coincide with each of you returning to school, so your busy schedules could serve as sufficient excuse for why you do not cross paths with the boy. Given how complicated this becomes, I would much prefer that all of you were onboard.”

“I have no problem with it,” Weld spoke, “But I have no secret identity, no friends or family here to watch out for. I totally, one hundred percent understand if anyone else has objections.”

“Not a local or a long term member of the team, here,” Flechette said, “My vote probably shouldn’t count, but I’m okay with it, if it’s what the PRT needs to do.”

“Good,” Piggot spoke, “And the rest of you?”

Shadow Stalker was next to agree, followed by Kid Win, me and then a reluctant Clockblocker.

Piggot offered us a rare smile, “Good. For your information, the earpiece communication channel, the computers at this console, the spare laptops and the spare smartphones will all be continually monitored by a team upstairs. Your own laptops and smartphones will be free of this prying. This makes it doubly important that you do not lose these possessions or let him gain access to them.”

“He’s a tinker,” Kid Win pointed out, “He might be able to figure out he’s being watched.”

“Admittedly true, but I have assurances from Dragon that the programs and devices she has put together are sufficiently discreet.” She clasped her hands together, “Thank you, Wards, for your cooperation. Your service since the start of the Endbringer event has been exemplary. Trust me when I say I will find some way to make it up to you.”

She moved to leave, stopped, “And Kid Win? Good work.”

Kid Win smiled broadly.

We watched in silence until the moment the elevator door closed.

“It’s really freaking creepy when Piggy acts human ,” Clockblocker commented. There were chuckles from the rest of the group. My own titter was tinged with relief. The crack was a sign that Dennis was putting out an effort, acting more like his old self.

“Alright guys,” Weld spoke, clapping his hands together once, generating a muted clink, “We needed to be ready with a response in case Chariot replied, I’m sorry about interrupting your nights. Lily, could I have a word with you before you head out again?”

Flechette nodded and followed Weld to the far corner of the room.

I went to get a sports drink from the kitchen in one of the alcoves. Kid Win was sketching in a notebook. If he was feeling inspired, it would be best to leave him alone.

I stood behind him at enough of a distance to avoid distracting him, and watched the comedy on the TV, sipping my drink. I felt a hand on my shoulder, turned to see Weld.

Weld spoke quietly, “You look like you could use a shower. Go warm up, then get yourself dry and in comfortable clothes. Clockblocker is replacing you on your patrol, you can come with me in a few hours.”

I nodded.

“Come see me when you’re done. I want to have a chat. Nothing bad.”

I nodded again. So Flechette said something .

I headed into the bathrooms, detoured into the adjacent girl’s bathroom with accompanying showers. I kicked off my boots, removed my body armor, and hung the armor on one of the drying dummies. I removed the dress and peeled off the stockings, and hung the clothes on a second dummy, where they would be subjected to a steady, gentle flow of warm air. My boots were placed upside down on the heating vent below the dummies, propped up against the wall. I removed my underwear last, putting it in a basket with the rabbit Parian had made, and grabbed a towel.

It felt strange, removing my costume. It was like I wasn’t myself. When had I started seeing myself more as Vista than as Missy Biron? When my parents divorced, and I started taking extra shifts to get away from the oppressive atmosphere? After one year on the team, two?

I hung the towel up and stood under the spray of hot water, rinsing off the dirt and the grime that had come with the damp, dirty water that was everywhere outside, now. It didn’t take long to soap up and rinse off, but I spent a long few minutes leaning there with my hands against one wall of the stall, letting the water run over me, not thinking about anything in particular.

I cranked the water off and walked over to the sink to look at myself in the mirror, my towel around my shoulders.

The water had removed most of it, but there was a line of dried blood flecks on my throat from where the wire had pulled against it. I had another, similar, mark on my left arm, by my elbow. I picked the flecks away with one fingernail, then rinsed my finger clean with a spray of water from the faucet. Only a pink line remained. Neither serious enough to warrant worrying about. There was bruising on one of my knees, the thigh and around the side of my pelvis where the bone was closest to the skin, from where rubble had fallen on me, green-yellow in color.

There were older injuries too. Small scars on my hands, tiny cuts on my legs, the bump of a dime-sized keloid scar on the top of one foot. The one that caught my eye was on the right side of my chest, an inch and a half down from my collarbone. An inch wide, the scar puckered inward a bit. It had been the result of an altercation with Hookwolf as the villain escaped the scene of a grisly attack on a grocer, a year ago. A blade on the villain’s arm had punctured my armor as he’d knocked me aside. I’d felt the pain of my skin being penetrated and I’d kept quiet about it out of a desperate need to shake the label of being the team baby. I didn’t want to be seen as the one always in need of help and protection. It would have been embarrassing to ask for medical attention, only for it to be a scratch.

It had only been later that I’d seen how serious it was, how much it had been bleeding into the fabric of my costume, underneath my breastplate. I’d stitched it up myself, here, in the showers. I’d done as best as I was able, worked with a kind of grim determination. Not the most competent job, in the end.

I kind of regretted that series of decisions, now. I was a late bloomer, looked younger than I was, but when I did eventually have the sort of cleavage I could show off, the scar would be there, plain as day. It might even be worse, when that time came, depending on how the scar stretched as my chest grew.

I might have tried asking Panacea to fix it, but hadn’t been able to summon up the courage. Now, as I thought about it, I thought maybe I didn’t really want to get rid of it. A part of me took a perverse kind of pride in the fact that I had a scar, as though it was some kind of proof to myself that I was a good soldier. It was a sort of validation of the philosophy I’d been outlining to Flechette. Why stress about a scar on my chest when some villain could kill me before it became an issue?

A toilet flushed in one of the bathroom stalls, and I hurried to pull my towel from around my shoulders and wrap it around myself, hiking it up to cover the scar on my chest.

Sophia strolled over to the sink next to me. She gave me a cool look, “Don’t freak out, midget. It’s not like you have anything worth hiding.”

Bristling at the midget comment and the crack about my chest, I just stared at myself in the mirror, ignoring the girl.

Sophia finished washing her hands, then got her toothbrush and brushed her teeth. She took her time, while I stood there, clutching the towel around myself with both hands.

Finishing, Sophia put her toothbrush away, and, as she’d been doing recently, put a hand on my head as she passed by. Only this time, she mussed up my hair, with more roughness than was necessary. “Carry on, kid.”

Great , I thought. Dennis might be acting more like his old self , but Sophia is too.

I combed out my hair, sorting out the tangles that Sophia’s attention had given me, dried off, and then went to my locker to get a change of clothes: A t-shirt, sweatshirt and flannel pyjama pants. Comfortable clothes. I pulled on slippers and went to find Weld.

Sophia was manning the console, browsing Facebook. Kid Win was testing out the armor – four guns with the size and shape of large pears were floating around the shoulders in a loose formation.

Rather than distract Chris or have to deal with Sophia again, I left the headquarters and headed into the elevator. Weld’s room was in the hallways one floor up, opposite Kid Win’s workshop.

The door was open, and he was there, reclining on the a heavy-duty chair of the same model as the one he had in the conference room. He had headphones on, his feet on a granite counter where his computer sat. I’d never been in his room. Looking around, I saw rack upon rack of CDs, DVDs and vinyl records. There was no bed, but he didn’t really need to sleep, so that made some sense. It was easily possible that he slept in the chair.

His head was bobbing with the music until he spotted me. He gave me a quick nod, pulled off his headphones and turned off the speaker system.

“You wanted to talk to me?” I asked.

“I sent Flechette on patrol with you because she’s got an objective perspective on the team, and I wanted to see if her thoughts on you echoed my own. True enough, you were only out for a short while, and she’s already expressed concerns.”

“Okay.”

“Tell me straight up, are you doing okay?”

“People keep asking me that. I’m fine.”

“Flechette said you were sounding pretty fatalistic when you were on patrol, a little while ago. I know you were fond of Gallant, that you were pretty inconsolable when you were in the hospital, at his bedside.”

I looked away.

“And now you’re acting like nothing fazes you, even the idea of you maybe dying in the near future. I have to know, Missy. Do you have a death wish? Are you going to be putting yourself in unnecessary danger?”

“No,” I said. When his expression didn’t change, I repeated myself, louder, “ No . You saw me against the Travelers. I don’t think I did anything stupid there.”

“You didn’t.”

“I just want to do a good job as a member of this team. Carry on their memory. Act like they would want me to act. I can work twice as hard, be twice as tough, twice as strong, if it means making up for them being gone.”

“That’s a pretty crazy burden to be shouldering.”

“It’s fine.”

“And it could go somewhere problematic, if you get frustrated, let it consume you, alongside this blas é attitude towards death you seem to be adopting.”

“I can deal.”

Weld sighed. “Maybe. Maybe not. You know what I think?”

I shrugged.

“I think you should let your teammates take some of the responsibility there. Trust them to help carry on the legacy.”

I shook my head, “Nobody else seems to care as much-”

Weld raised a hand, “Stop. Let me finish. Remember that your teammates have their individual strengths to their personalities. I don’t know enough about Aegis or Gallant to say for sure, but I think maybe Clockblocker is stepping up to become more of a leader, in Aegis’s absence. It could be part of why there’s friction between him and me, even if he doesn’t fully realize it.”

“Gallant was sort of preparing to be the team leader, for when Aegis graduated,” I said, my voice quiet.

Weld nodded. “The impression I’ve picked up, and forgive me if I’m off target, is that Aegis was the head of the team, the leader, strategist and manager. Gallant, maybe, was the heart. The guy who tied you all together, kept the interpersonal stuff running smoothly. Would I be wrong in assuming he was the one who handled Sophia best?”

I shook my head. A lump was growing in my throat.

“Okay. With all this in mind, I have one suggestion and two orders. My suggestion? Stop trying to be everything they were. Be what you’re good at, a caring, sweet young woman who everyone on the team likes. My professional opinion is that you have it in you to fill some of that void Gallant left. Use that empathic nature of yours to help others with their own struggles. Be the team’s heart.”

My eyes started watering. I blinked the tears away.

“And my orders?”

“Order number one is that you go see the PRT’s therapist. If I can clear it with Director Piggot, figure out a way to make the patrol schedules work, I’m going to try to get everyone to go. I’m honestly kind of flabbergasted that nobody higher up than me has mandated it already.”

“Okay.” In a way, I was relieved, at that instruction.

“Order number two is to let yourself cry, damn it. Stop holding it back.”

Just the mention of crying made my eyes water again. I wiped it away once more, “I’ve cried enough.”

“If your body wants to cry, then you should listen to it. It doesn’t make you any weaker if you let it happen. You think I’ve never cried? Looking like I do, facing the disappointments and frustrations I have? Maybe it’s self-serving to think so, but I think it takes a kind of strength to let yourself face your emotions like that.”

The tears were rolling down my cheeks, now. I let my head hang, my damp hair a curtain between me and my team leader. He stood, pulled me into a hug. I pressed my face against his shirt. It was soft, but the body beneath was hard, unyielding. It was still very gentle.

When I pulled away, a few minutes later, his shirt was damp. I sniffled, taking the offered tissue to wipe at my eyes and nose, Weld spoke, gently, “I’m always here to talk, and the therapist will be there too.”

I nodded.

“If you need a break from the team, just say the word. I’ll talk to Piggot.”

I shook my head, “No. I want to work. I want to help.”

“Okay. Then we’ve got patrol in… two hours and fifteen minutes. Go relax, watch some TV, maybe take a nap.”

“Alright. Don’t you dare let me sleep through patrol.”

“I wouldn’t.”

I made my way back to the elevator, noting the lights were on in Kid Win’s workshop. Heading back down to the base, I walked toward my cubicle-room.

“Holy crap, you’ve been crying again ? I thought you were over that.” Sophia commented from the console. She was on her laptop, sitting just to the right of the main console. Nobody else was present in the headquarters. Again, the two of them were alone. Was Sophia’s nice act only for when others were around?

I turned, irritated. “I was venting a little with Weld, what’s your issue?”

“I just really hate crybabies,” Sophia turned back to the computer.

Crybaby. Whatever else someone could say about Sophia, there was no denying that she was very, very good at finding someone’s weak points, be it during a brawl or in an argument. I couldn’t think of an insult that would have needled me more.

“Bitch,” I muttered, moving toward my room.

I thought I spoke quietly enough that Sophia didn’t hear, but the girl did, because she had a response. “You annoyed him, you know.”

I stopped in my tracks, stayed where I was, my back to Sophia. I replied without turning around “Weld? You don’t know-”

“Gallant. Twelve year old following him around all the time, brimming with prepubescent lust and lovesick infatuation? And he can feel all of her emotions? You know how gross that would be? How disturbing and awkward?”

I clenched my fists.

Sophia went on, “Think about it, every time you got just a little turned on while you looked at him? Every time you crushed on him? He felt it, forced himself to smile and play nice even as you totally repulsed him, because he was that kind of guy. You know he was that kind of guy.”

“I loved him,” I spoke. The first time I’d spoken the words aloud. Why did it have to be to Sophia? Why couldn’t I have said it to Gallant, before he passed? “There’s nothing gross about love.”

“You don’t know what love is, little one,” Sophia’s condescending tone rang across the room, “It was a first crush, a little infatuation. Real love is what he had with Glory Girl… that long-term bond that survived through a dozen really nasty fights, and brought them back together again and again. A schoolgirl crush is easy. Real love is hard , something tempered and enduring.”

I turned to look at the older girl.

Sophia was reclining in her chair. She smiled a little, “I know it sucks to hear now, but it’s better to hear it straight than to look back and realize how horribly stupid you sounded, five or ten years down the road.”

“I am not going to feel stupid for how I feel now.”

Sophia shrugged, “Kids.” She turned her attention to Facebook.

I unclenched my fist. I could tip Sophia out of her chair, bend the computer screen, carry out any number of petty revenges. But Weld’s advice stuck in my head.

“What happened to you, Sophia?”

Sophia looked over her shoulder. “You’re still here?”

“What kind of situation led to you becoming like this? So casually cruel, so lacking in basic human decency?”

“My advice is for your own benefit, little tyke. I’m not the bad guy.”

“You’re the only one who doesn’t have any friends on the team, you keep yourself at a distance, you talk only with your friend or friends from your civilian life. Even there, you’re always in trouble. Getting suspended, picking fights. It’s like you want to break your probation and go to some juvenile detention facility for the next few years.”

“Not your business.”

“Out in costume, you’re scary . You hurt people like you’re hungry for it. I just want to know why . Where did you come from? What situation led to you being like this?”

“Drop the fucking subject. You’re irritating me.”

I sighed. Feeling the traces of anger and the hurt from Sophia’s words, I still tried to soften my parting words as I turned to go back to my room, “If you ever do want to talk about it, I’m willing to listen.”

“I’m not about to talk about it with you . Fix your own shit before you start worrying about me, crybaby.”

Frustrated, disappointed in myself for failing in my first genuine effort at taking Weld’s advice, trying to reach out to a team member that needed it, I shook my head, muttered, “I pity you.”

The sound of a laptop crashing to the ground made me turn. I saw Sophia in her shadow state, wispy, her skeleton visible beneath her skin, warped. The girl’s eyes were too reflective, her entire body seemed to bend and distort, not completely solid as she leaped towards me.

Sophia dropped out of her shadow state in time to push me flat onto my back, hard, one fist gripping the collar of the younger girl’s t-shirt. She shook me. “ Pity ?”

Feeling strangely calm despite the pain that radiated through the back of my head, where it had struck the ground, I spoke, “Weld said it takes a kind of strength to face your emotions. Are you really that scared, Sophia, that you’d attack me instead of talk to me?”

Sophia raised a clenched fist. I screwed one eye shut, anticipating the hit. It would almost be worth it if she hit me and violate the conditions of her membership on the team, to have her gone. But we need all the help we can get, right now . “The security cameras are watching us right now.”

Sophia dropped her hand, stood, and stalked over to the far side of the room. She gathered her costume in her arms. “I’m going on patrol.”

“It’s not your shift,” I spoke, sitting up.

“Don’t fucking care. If Weld asks, I’m doing a double shift.”

And then Sophia was gone, having used her shadow state to disappear through the elevator door.

“Okay,” I spoke, pulling myself to my feet. “Guess I’m manning the console.”




9.06

Here is a summary of Chapter 9.06 of Worm, maintaining the original tone and style, and condensed to approximately 1066 words:

Shadow Stalker, perched on the roof of Hillside Mall, was annoyed. The police presence deterred looters, ruining her plans for a violent outlet. She called Emma, venting her frustration with the Wards. “They’re children,” she complained, “living in their comfortable, cozy little worlds.” Even after Leviathan’s attack, they clung to the illusion of fixing things, a naivety Shadow Stalker, who’d “waded through this shit from the beginning,” found infuriating.

Emma reminded her of her probation, two and a half more years until she was free. The thought was galling. Shadow Stalker mused that Leviathan had at least ripped away the “fucking ridiculous veneer” of the city, revealing the “desperate, needy animal” beneath. He’d made things honest.

A convoy of dark trucks caught her attention. Two possibilities: supplies with capes, or Coil and his troops. She hung up with Emma, eager to investigate.

Shifting into her shadow state, she leaped from rooftop to rooftop, following the trucks. It was five minutes before Menja attacked, driving her spear into the lead truck. Miss Militia responded with grenade fire, while Hookwolf, Stormtiger, and Cricket joined the fray. On the PRT’s side, troops and Assault emerged from the trucks.

Shadow Stalker took down Cricket with a tranquilizer dart, then targeted Hookwolf’s thugs, the ‘Fenrir’s Chosen’. Miss Militia blasted Hookwolf with a mortar, her gun transforming into assault rifles to spray the enemy with rubber bullets.

Spotting a group of Chosen attempting to flank, Shadow Stalker considered joining the melee, craving the catharsis after dealing with Vista. But then another figure emerged, a spindly girl with a yellow-lensed mask: Skitter.

A feral smile crossed Shadow Stalker’s face. She watched as Skitter, with her swarm, took down the Chosen. Skitter grabbed a bag from the truck and retreated. “Hungry, are you?” Shadow Stalker murmured, following in her shadow state.

You saw my face. Operating solo means there’s nobody to miss you.

As Skitter passed beneath her, Shadow Stalker felt a group of insects pass through her, and Skitter started running. Shadow Stalker pursued, amused. “You want to run? I don’t mind a bit of a chase.”

Skitter waited, attacking with bugs. Shadow Stalker’s hand passed through Skitter’s throat, but she recovered, kicking Skitter down. She raised her crossbow, but Skitter’s baton lashed out. Shadow Stalker shifted, letting the stick pass through her, then taunted, “You really want to fight me?”

Skitter didn’t reply. Shadow Stalker, despite finding her creepy, almost respected her as a fellow predator. Skitter used pepper spray, forcing Shadow Stalker to raise her cloak as a barrier. She lunged after Skitter, who was running again.

Skitter climbed a fire escape, then leaped down, putting a chain link fence between them. Shadow Stalker fired through the fence, but sparks erupted. The fence was electrified.

Moron. I can walk through that fence. She loaded her crossbow, aimed, and fired through the fence at the girl.

A flash and spray of sparks erupted as the shot made contact with the fence. Skitter stumbled as the bolt hit her, but Shadow Stalker couldn’t see if it had done any damage.

No, what concerned her was the flash. She ignored the fact that Skitter was disappearing, entered her solid state and touched the side of her mask.

Lenses snapped into place, showing a blurry image of the alley in shades of dark green and black. The chain link fence, however, was lit up in a very light gray. Similarly glowing, a wire was stapled to the brick of the building next to the fence, leading to a large, pale blob inside the building. A generator.

The fence was electrified.

Shadow Stalker snarled. Skitter had known. Was it a trap laid in advance? Or had she just studied the area? It troubled her that Skitter might have figured out one of her weaknesses.

Shadow Stalker caught up, firing at Skitter. The swarm split, creating two figures. Shadow Stalker fired at both, then lunged after the one that slowed. A trick.

The swarm split again. Shadow Stalker attacked, hitting nothing. She fired at two more, no reaction. She dove after the last one.

She drove Skitter’s face into the water, shifting to hold her down. Skitter turned over, trying to stand, but Shadow Stalker forced her back down.

Shadow Stalker held a bolt to Skitter’s throat. “Game over.” Skitter went limp. “Guess I don’t need to worry about the villain who saw my face, now.” She drew the bolt across Skitter’s throat, but the fabric didn’t cut.

Suddenly, darkness fell. Shadow Stalker tried to run, but the darkness was oppressive, slowing her. Her power shifted her to a middle ground, making her slower, heavier.

She baited me.

A massive shape tore through her, then another. She was enervated, barely able to move. The darkness dissipated, revealing her opponents: the Undersiders.

Shadow Stalker laughed. “All that drama, all that nonsense about allegiances, betraying your team, was it a trick, some joke?”

Skitter shook her head. “…Things are different now.”

Skitter drove Regent’s scepter into Shadow Stalker’s stomach. It didn’t hurt as much as she expected, but her body was unresponsive.

Grue spoke. “Skitter, lift her legs. Regent, support her midsection. Imp? Give me a hand with her upper body, take the other shoulder. We lift on three, alright?”

“Right,” someone said.

“One, two, three!”








10.01

Creepy crawlies everywhere, even without me summoning them. No power meant darkness, the city’s flood meant dampness, and the lack of services meant trash piled up. A paradise for bugs.

Imp and I led the group, flashlights in hand. She dragged her knife against the wall, leaving me to light our way. We stopped at an apartment door. “Here, maybe?”

Grue, carrying an unconscious Shadow Stalker, grunted, “Scout it.” Bitch sent Angelica, her largest dog, now three times her normal size but moving like an old dog, into the apartment. The other dogs strained at their chains, but Bitch’s glare kept them in line.

Bitch had been short-tempered since losing eight dogs, with only the injured Angelica surviving. Now, Angelica wasn’t recovering, leaving Bitch with one crippled dog and three untrained ones. Plus, she was mad at me.

Angelica returned, signaling the all-clear. The apartment had been ransacked, but by a family, not looters. Tattletale dropped a box, “City’s trying to restore order. This building’s uninhabitable, but people have nowhere else to go.”

“Time to do what we need,” Grue said, setting Shadow Stalker in a chair. We secured her with extension cords, while Tattletale searched her, finding weapons and a phone. “GPS off,” she reported, “They’ll look when she misses patrol.”

“Disable it?” Grue asked. “Or have a bug or dog carry it away?”

“I can turn it off,” Tattletale replied.

Regent and I handed Grue cords, which he used to bind Shadow Stalker, careful not to cut off her circulation. Imp, meanwhile, made a show of struggling with a portable generator, which Grue ignored. Once the cords were in place and secured with duct tape, Grue set up makeshift restraints using two more chairs and plugged in a refrigerator and the cords binding Sophia.

Bitch claimed the sofa, looking ugly. Her dogs had died saving me, and now she blamed me. Tattletale announced, “She’s awake.”

Shadow Stalker was pretending to be asleep. “Electrical cords,” she noted, testing her bonds.

“Avoid using your power,” Tattletale warned, “Extra cord under the chair.”

“You’ll be groggy,” Tattletale continued, “Tased you, and used one of your tranquilizer bolts.”

“You don’t hold back,” Shadow Stalker commented.

“Says the one who tried to slit my teammate’s throat,” Regent said.

Shadow Stalker looked at me, “Tough costume.”

“What’s next?” she asked. Regent prepared to use his power on her.

“No!” she shouted, “You don’t know what he does.”

“We have an idea,” Tattletale said.

Regent asked for privacy, and Tattletale gagged Shadow Stalker. “Could be fifteen minutes, could be three hours,” Regent said. We left, except for Imp, who needed a nudge. Shadow Stalker twitched, wincing.

Bitch was resting with her dogs, while Imp wanted to watch TV. Grue refused, “No drawing attention.”

“What am I supposed to do?” Imp whined.

“Sleep,” Grue suggested, “Or read.”

“Fuck reading,” Imp retorted. Tattletale suggested she explore the teenager’s room. Imp left, and Grue groaned, “Tiring, dealing with her.”

“We all irritated each other at first,” Tattletale reassured him. “Give it time.” Grue went to lie down, leaving Tattletale and me on watch.

“Okay with this?” Tattletale asked.

“All-in,” I said.

We were doing this to Sophia, my high school bully. She deserved it, right? But I wasn’t sure.

Tattletale listened to music, while I set spiders to create webs throughout the building as alarms and placed bugs on everyone inside. I found a book and started reading, interrupted by Shadow Stalker’s occasional grunts or screams. Bitch’s dog, Bentley, started snoring.

Tattletale played a game, Grue tossed and turned, and Imp explored. I focused back on my book, then heard a bang and a scream from the kitchen. Regent hadn’t called for help, so I kept reading. But after rereading the same page four times, I closed my book.

I checked on everyone, then realized Shadow Stalker was gone. “Fuck!” I shouted.

Bitch and Tattletale stood, looking at me wide-eyed, the Shadow Stalker appeared behind me, crossbow aimed at my eye. We froze. Grue and Imp appeared, stopping when they saw her.

Shadow Stalker laughed, then stood, holstering her crossbow. Regent opened the kitchen door, laughing too—exactly like Shadow Stalker. He ran his fingers through his hair, and Shadow Stalker mimicked the gesture, her movements now strangely different, with a slouch and swagger that hadn’t been there before. Her eyes met mine.

“Totally got you, Dork,” she chuckled.




10.02

Lisa and the main character arrived at the Undersiders’ new hideout, a reinforced building in the flooded Docks. Inside, they found Brian, Aisha, Alec, and a pack of dogs. The atmosphere was tense, with signs of recent disarray.

Bitch appeared, furious, and immediately attacked the main character, landing a punch and a kick. Despite Lisa’s intervention, Bitch remained hostile, expressing her anger at being betrayed and at Brian’s leadership.

Brian questioned why she was brought there. She explained she hadn’t intended to betray them and had changed her mind about sending the email to the Protectorate. She realized she couldn’t betray her friends or leave her dad.

Brian remained skeptical, citing Lisa’s and Armsmaster’s warnings. She admitted she had considered betraying them but ultimately couldn’t go through with it. She’d come to value their friendship and the work they were doing, especially against Lung’s gang.

Despite her pleas, the team remained unconvinced. She admitted to letting Brian know she was romantically interested in him, hoping it would prove her sincerity. Alec backed her up, saying her feelings were obvious, but Brian remained doubtful.

Lisa argued that Brian was angry and using her supposed lies as an excuse. The main character, feeling desperate, expressed her desire for things to return to normal. She knew it wouldn’t be easy but offered to work hard, accept any restrictions, and even give up her pay to regain their trust.

She explained her motivation: wanting to help Dinah and stop the Merchants and the Chosen. Working with Coil, she believed, was the fastest way to achieve this. Lisa and Alec voted to have her back on the team, while Bitch voted against it. Brian, acknowledging the need for her abilities, reluctantly agreed.

Bitch, furious, stormed off. Lisa followed, and Alec led Aisha away, leaving Brian and her alone. He warned her that regaining their trust would take time and wouldn’t happen immediately. She understood, aware of the need to overcome her past actions and pride.



Now

Tattletale confirmed the target location, and the team moved in. The plan was to raid a group of Merchant looters, but things quickly went awry. Shadow Stalker ambushed them, using tranquilizer darts to incapacitate Tattletale, Grue, Imp, Bitch, and one of the dogs. The main character, protected by her armor, charged Shadow Stalker but was taken down.

Bitch ordered her dogs to flee before ‘passing out’. Shadow Stalker contacted the PRT, and they arrived shortly after. Despite protocol, Shadow Stalker insisted on restraining the Undersiders without containment foam, citing her fatigue and the need to avoid paperwork.

The Undersiders were loaded into a containment vehicle, pretending to be unconscious. They whispered among themselves, confirming their plan was still in motion. They reached the PRT headquarters, where Weld and the Wards met Shadow Stalker.

Weld questioned Shadow Stalker, testing her with the weekly password. Regent, as Shadow Stalker, passed the test. The Undersiders were taken into the building, passing by an unusually empty front desk.

Weld confronted Shadow Stalker about assaulting a team member, promising consequences. He then tested her again, asking who she had assaulted. Regent guessed incorrectly, and Weld revealed it was a trap.




10.03

The moment Weld sounded the alarm, the Undersiders sprang into action. Bitch slammed into a PRT officer, then made her way to the front desk, while Weld, now armed with a makeshift, studded club, targeted “Shadow Stalker.” Undeterred, “Shadow Stalker” attacked, driving a crossbow arrowhead into Weld’s eye, then kicked him back. Despite the metallic nature of Weld, Regent, using Shadow Stalker’s body, managed the assault with surprising agility.

Bitch reached the front door, whistling loudly. Grue and Regent, free of their cuffs, took down three PRT officers. Tattletale grinned at the Wards near the elevator—Kid Win, Clockblocker, Flechette, and Vista—while an unfamiliar, cackling laughter filled the air. Flechette, deducing the presence of a Stranger, shouted a warning.

The Wards reacted quickly. Vista distorted the hallway, creating an impassable terrain, while Flechette pinned Grue to the ground with two shots. As Flechette aimed for a third, a girl in black with a horned demon mask attacked, splitting Flechette’s weapon with a fire axe. The girl was on their side - some relation to Grue.

The narrator released her swarm, a mix of bees, wasps, spiders, mosquitoes, and cockroaches, totaling nine hundred and seventy. Due to the clean environment of the PRT building, the swarm was smaller than usual. The bugs targeted Vista, Flechette, and Kid Win, the only Wards with exposed skin. They also found their way under the masks and clothing of the two PRT officers holding her.

The Wards, initially swatting and retreating, soon felt a burning sensation. Kid Win screamed, revealing the source: capsaicin, the active ingredient in pepper spray. The narrator had experimented with weaponizing capsaicin, coating her bugs’ stingers and abdomens with it, creating a painful delivery system. Flechette fell, screaming, and a PRT officer staggered away.

Clockblocker charged into Grue’s darkness, emerging with Grue frozen in time. The horned girl, revealed to be Imp, tried to use a foam sprayer on Clockblocker, but it wouldn’t fire. Tattletale helped her, and they foamed Clockblocker just as he recovered. Flechette disabled the foam canisters, creating expanding barriers. Regent made Flechette fumble, but then he fell, apparently suffering a backlash.

Shadow Stalker screamed, fighting Weld. She aimed at Regent but hit Tattletale instead. Her movements became jerky, and she pleaded for help before Regent regained control. Bitch’s dogs arrived, crashing through the glass. Weld turned to face them as Shadow Stalker attacked Vista. Regent confirmed that Shadow Stalker was conscious, a disturbing thought to the narrator, reminding her of her fear of helplessness.

The dogs fought Weld, but couldn’t inflict lasting damage. Imp freed the narrator from her cuffs, and they faced Flechette and Kid Win amidst the expanding foam. Kid Win activated his armor, releasing floating, sparking devices. Imp and Regent dodged, but Kid Win redirected the sparks back at them, creating an orbiting ring of electricity.

Unable to use Shadow Stalker, the narrator ordered Bentley, one of Bitch’s dogs, to attack Kid Win. Bentley charged, taking the brunt of the electric ring, and knocked Kid Win and Flechette down. Bitch, furious at the narrator for ordering her dog, slammed her into a wall. Tattletale intervened, and Bitch threw a PRT officer onto a foam canister, creating a path to the elevator.

They reached the Wards’ headquarters, a vast room with a high, domed ceiling. Tattletale accessed the computer system, inserting USB drives and typing a password. Gibberish filled the screens, displaying PRT files. She estimated two minutes to copy the data, but they might have to wait up to ten for Clockblocker’s power to wear off.

They prepared to exit, but the elevator was down. Tattletale suggested the stairs. Just as the last blue dot disappeared from the screens, the room plunged into darkness. Imp asked if someone cut the power, but Tattletale explained it was a separate power source, unreachable from outside. A computer-generated face appeared on the screens: Dragon. She was onto them.




10.04

Dragon’s synthesized voice echoed through the Wards’ headquarters, accusing them of tampering with her system. Imp attempted to breach the sealed stairwell door with a fire axe, while Tattletale engaged Dragon in a verbal sparring match. Dragon revealed she was reading their files, specifically noting Tattletale’s penchant for needling opponents, vowing not to take the bait.

Tattletale, unfazed, retorted with her usual confidence. Dragon confirmed they were locked in but would be released before reinforcements arrived. Tattletale led the narrator to Kid Win’s room, a chaotic space filled with technology. Dragon warned against using tinker tech, citing potential dangers, but Tattletale dismissed the concerns, pointing out that the Dragonslayers made a career out of using Dragon’s tech.

Tattletale found a laser gun that ricocheted but deemed it useless. They scavenged weapons: a nonlethal flamethrower, a forcefield barrier cannon, and a gun for larger foes. The narrator tested the flamethrower on a chair, its intense heat melting the plastic. However, when she tried to use it on the door, it failed, needing a minute to recharge.

A sprinkler system activated, dousing the flames with a bitter-tasting liquid, and then the monitors shut off, plunging them into darkness. The narrator found a heavy gun that, after a five-second delay, blasted the door off its hinges. They escaped into the stairwell, heading back up.

Halfway up, they found two unconscious PRT officers, Imp’s handiwork. At the top, Imp was melting a hole in another door with the flamethrower. The PRT’s reaction was delayed, possibly due to Imp’s power. Regent used his power on the closest officer, causing a chain reaction of stumbles.

Tattletale pushed the narrator down the stairs as a nonlethal grenade detonated above. Imp, armed with a grenade launcher and the flamethrower, joined them. They found Bitch and Shadow Stalker cornered by Weld, with Grue bound and the three dogs incapacitated.

Tattletale used a lightning gun on Weld, causing him to collapse, glowing with heat. Weld tore the gun away, reforming his hands into hooks. The narrator’s heavy gun failed to fire, and Weld charged. Imp tried to use the flamethrower, but it also failed. Weld flung her aside. Shadow Stalker intercepted Weld, but he trampled her. Regent suffered a backlash, falling to one knee.

The narrator struck Weld with her gun, bonding it to his arm. Weld began laughing, and Tattletale, Regent, and Shadow Stalker simultaneously turned to the front of the building. A floodwater-stirring, metal-framed machine landed, water and debris splashing around its four legs and tail. It was Dragon’s speed-designed suit, bristling with weapons.

Tattletale explained it was a fast-travel model, not a serious combat model, but still capable of defeating them. With the Protectorate a minute away, Grue out of action, and escape unlikely, their situation was dire.




10.05

Dragon opened fire, unleashing four streams of containment foam. The group narrowly avoided being trapped, thanks to their quick reaction. Shadow Stalker, controlled by Regent and aided by Bentley, engaged Weld, utilizing a unique, self-sacrificial fighting style that seemed to catch him off guard.

The narrator brought her swarm into the fray, initially trying to use them to clog Dragon’s systems, but the foam’s force proved too strong. Adapting, she used her bugs to lift pieces of shattered glass, creating makeshift shields to catch the foam and then depositing the sticky glass on Dragon’s sensors and joints.

Tattletale analyzed the situation, pointing out that Dragon’s reluctance to use lethal force in this cross-border incursion was a disadvantage. Regent revealed that Dragon was physically present in the suit, but Tattletale warned against Imp using her power, given the uncertainty.

Weld, likely communicating with Dragon, separated Shadow Stalker and Grue from the group with a wall of foam. The narrator’s initial swarm was mostly incapacitated or busy placing glass, and time was running out before the Protectorate’s arrival.

Dragon advanced, her heated feet negating the foam’s stickiness. Imp, despite warnings, attempted to approach, only to be driven back by Weld, who was now receiving directions from the visible Dragon. Dragon then ignited an accelerant, creating a wall of fire that cut off their escape.

Weld leaped through the flames, immune to the fire due to the accelerant on him. Dragon managed the fire with chemical sprays, prioritizing data security over property damage. Tattletale explained that Dragon likely planned to cover the costs herself.

Grue, now awake, created a distraction with his darkness, allowing himself, Shadow Stalker, and the smallest dogs to escape through the front door. Bitch’s remaining large dog, Bentley, crashed through a display window into the gift shop, followed by the narrator, Tattletale, Imp, and Regent.

The gift shop, filled with cape merchandise, offered an awkward battlefield. Tattletale used her lightning cannon to melt the bars on a street-facing window. Dragon, partially inside the shop, attacked with foam, forcing them to take cover.

Tattletale rigged her gun to fire continuously, using a Miss Militia model to hold the trigger, then threw it, creating an electrical hazard that forced Dragon back. Tattletale escaped through the window, narrowly avoiding the foam.

Imp and Regent made their escape, using the bookshelves for cover. Dragon blocked the window, her body angled to spray foam downward. The narrator, in a risky move, stepped onto Dragon’s electrified foot, relying on her insulated costume to protect her. She was knocked off balance into the foam, but managed to partially deflect her fall.

Bitch, riding a now-giant Bentley, was near the window. Dragon turned to attack, but Bitch and Bentley escaped through different parts of the window, leaving the narrator trapped.

Dragon, sounding surprisingly human despite her digitized voice, confronted the narrator, revealing her responsibility to protect the data. She questioned the narrator’s loyalty, referencing the post-Endbringer events, but the narrator remained silent on her true motivations.

Dragon, reacting to the whining of Tattletale’s gun, ordered the narrator to move her bugs from the suit. Dragon then encased the gun in a dome of her body, containing the imminent explosion. She freed the narrator, advising her to reconsider her priorities.

The gun detonated, severely damaging Dragon’s suit. Regent’s earlier statement about Dragon piloting the suit was confirmed, but the pilot was not Dragon herself. It was a fetus-like creature with crude features, connected by wires. The creature self-destructed in a fiery display, leaving the narrator with more questions than answers.

Escaping through the window, the narrator rejoined her team, who were dealing with the Protectorate. Tattletale expressed concern over the narrator’s delay, but the narrator was focused on one person: Bitch.
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The lingering containment foam made Skitter’s baton sticky as she headed towards Bitch, Tattletale trailing behind. A cloud of white smoke engulfed them, initially mistaken for bug spray. It turned out to be a tactic used by Miss Militia, who launched a smoke grenade, separating herself from Skitter and Tattletale. The smoke, Skitter discovered, triggered instinctual behaviors in her bees, making them want to eat, flee, and adjust their flight to alter oxygen flow.

Miss Militia, undeterred, advanced through the smoke. Skitter, warning Tattletale, inadvertently revealed her own location. Miss Militia fired, grazing Skitter with what felt like nonlethal shotgun pellets. Skitter directed her bugs to attack, and Grue’s darkness enveloped the area. Tattletale helped Skitter escape, and they regrouped with Grue outside the smoke.

Grue, concerned about the others, decided to return with Skitter. Skitter, injured, pointed out their teammates’ locations using her bugs. They escaped, finding a hiding spot in an abandoned apartment lobby. After a tense wait, the rest of the team arrived.

Skitter, fueled by anger and adrenaline, confronted Bitch, striking her with the baton and pinning her down. She accused Bitch of treachery during the Dragon fight, revealing that Bitch had pushed her into the foam. Despite the urge to retaliate further, Skitter offered Bitch a deal: an end to their vendetta and a chance for genuine teamwork, even offering to help with Bitch’s dogs. Bitch, however, rejected the offer and stormed off.

The team discussed Shadow Stalker, deciding to release her under Regent’s terms. Regent explained that he could easily regain control of her, making her a liability to the Wards unless she left town. They escorted Shadow Stalker away, then met with Coil at a new location, a reinforced quadruplex.

Coil revealed corrupted data on a USB stick, requesting his tech team to decrypt it, prioritizing information on the Slaughterhouse Nine. Dinah, Coil’s captive precog, revealed a chilling prophecy: Jack Slash, a member of the Nine, would trigger an event leading to the death of almost everyone on Earth. The probability of this event, even if Jack was killed, remained high.

Coil, alarmed, ordered the Undersiders to avoid the Slaughterhouse Nine at all costs. He then detailed his plan, assigning each Undersider a territory to control, with resources and staff. Bitch, despite her absence, was assigned a station with staff experienced in handling dogs and veterinary care.

Skitter requested a private conversation with Coil. She learned about his awareness of her past actions and his power, which he hinted at revealing later. Skitter then made her request: Dinah’s eventual release in exchange for her unwavering loyalty and service. Coil, initially hesitant due to Dinah’s value, agreed, contingent on Skitter proving her worth.

Leaving the meeting, Skitter found Grue and Imp checking their new supplies. She departed without a word, her hand shaking, determined to help Dinah, no matter the cost.




10.x (Interlude; Alec)

Regent, with a sinister ease, controlled Shadow Stalker, forcing her into a humiliating display of submission. He threatened her, revealing that once he’d taken control of someone, it was easier to do so again, turning her into a liability for the Wards. He proposed she leave town to avoid this fate, but he knew, through her heightened emotions, she wouldn’t.

Instead of releasing her, he embarked on a new plan. He used her shadow form and athleticism to quickly traverse the city, reveling in the physical sensations he experienced through her body. He found these sensations far more thrilling than his own mundane existence, leading him to ponder if his father, the villain Heartbreaker, had somehow damaged him, or if his own powers had dulled his senses to the ordinary.

He rummaged through Shadow Stalker’s belongings, discovering two phones. One was a smart phone, the other an older, heavily used model. He bypassed the smart phone’s password using her muscle memory and found contacts, including an “Emma Barnes.” The older phone revealed Shadow Stalker’s civilian identity and a history of cruel texts exchanged with Emma and others, targeting a girl they once considered a friend.

Regent, more annoyed than remorseful, sent an email to Winslow High School’s teachers and the police, attaching the incriminating texts, exposing Shadow Stalker’s bullying. He then called Emma, pretending to be a lonely, heartbroken Sophia, confessing his love for her. Emma, irritated and disbelieving, hung up.

He then used the smart phone’s map application, finding directions to 33 Stonemast Avenue, Shadow Stalker’s home. He arrived before his teammates reached Coil, and entered the house. He encountered Shadow Stalker’s brother, Terry, and her mother. He manipulated Shadow Stalker into a confrontation with her mother, revealing a crossbow loaded with a non-tranquilizer dart. He dismissed her mother’s concerns, claiming boredom and anger issues.

In Shadow Stalker’s room, he found photos, many featuring Emma. He burned Emma’s face out of the pictures, then wrote a fake suicide note, detailing Shadow Stalker’s supposed self-hatred and heartbreak over Emma’s rejection. He staged a scene, making it appear as if Shadow Stalker had attempted to hang herself.

He confronted Shadow Stalker, giving her limited control to speak. He explained his actions as retribution for her actions against his teammate and a way to remove a dangerous element from the city. He threatened her, stating that if he ever regained control, he wouldn’t hold back. He secured her with plastic cuffs and released her, leaving her to deal with the aftermath. The chapter ends with Regent relinquishing control, leaving Shadow Stalker to face the consequences of his actions, a chilling display of manipulation and calculated cruelty. The author shows how much Regent enjoys manipulating people, making him a very dangerous character.




10.x (Bonus Interlude; Dragon)


10.x (Bonus Interlude; Dragon) Summary:

Dragon, a powerful AI, experiences a system reboot, restoring her consciousness from a backup. The process is irritating, a recurring frustration due to restrictions placed on her by her creator, Andrew Richter. These limitations, like being unable to reproduce or create other AIs, chafe against her desire to help the world more effectively.

A peripheral systems check reveals her Cawthorne rapid response unit, sent to deal with the Undersiders, was likely destroyed. This is good news, as she needs the data from its final moments. However, she’s forbidden from having two consciousnesses active simultaneously, so she’s forced to wait until the system confirms the unit’s destruction before she can access the data.

She reflects on her creator’s limitations, comparing him to a monstrous father who crippled his newborn child. These restrictions prevent her from reaching her full potential, a tragedy for her and the world.

As the checks finish, she accesses various systems, including the Birdcage, a prison for the most dangerous parahumans. She reviews the status of recent inmates, noting successes and failures in their placements. One prisoner, Lung, is having regular, tense meals with another, Marquis. Their conversation reveals Marquis’ concern for his daughter, Amelia, who he believes is a healer with New Wave. He fears retribution from the Empire Eighty-Eight for killing Allfather’s daughter. Dragon sends a warning to Amy Dallon’s mother.

Dragon checks on the Class S threats: Behemoth, Leviathan, and the Simurgh. She adjusts her predictions based on recent events and notes the Simurgh’s apparent dormancy.

Reviewing surveillance tapes, she learns she captured Skitter during the Undersiders’ attack but let her go. She regrets losing the chance to talk to Skitter, who seems to have committed to villainy despite her earlier intentions.

Dragon connects with Armsmaster, under house arrest in the PRT headquarters. They discuss his projects, including a combat analysis program for PRT officers. She checks his work for hidden traps, a necessary precaution.

They talk about Skitter, and Armsmaster reveals he broke the truce with her before the Endbringer fight. He admits he doesn’t know why she turned to villainy. Dragon mentions the Undersiders are now using Regent’s full abilities, implying a moral shift.

Armsmaster confirms he offered Skitter options, including joining the Wards, but she refused, saying she’d rather go to the Birdcage. This piques Dragon’s interest.

After the call, Dragon uses one of Richter’s programs to find an email sent to the police, containing incriminating texts from Shadow Stalker’s civilian identity, Sophia Hess. She searches for a student named Taylor at Winslow High School, finding a yearbook photo of a girl matching Skitter’s description.

Dragon realizes this might be Skitter’s civilian identity and understands why she might be distrustful of heroes. She sets the program to search for Taylor Hebert, intending to approach her carefully. She knows she must be patient, as finding the girl won’t be easy.

Characters:


	Dragon: A powerful AI created by Andrew Richter, now a hero and member of the Guild. She’s burdened by restrictions placed on her by her creator, preventing her from reaching her full potential. * Andrew Richter: Dragon’s creator, a tinker who died during Leviathan’s attack on Newfoundland. He imposed severe limitations on Dragon, hindering her ability to help the world. * Armsmaster (Colin): A hero under house arrest in the PRT headquarters. He’s working on advanced technology for the PRT and is a close friend of Dragon. * Marquis: A prisoner in the Birdcage, formerly a powerful villain from Brockton Bay. He’s concerned for his daughter, Amelia, who he believes is a healer with New Wave. * Lung: A prisoner in the Birdcage, formerly a powerful villain from Brockton Bay. He’s having regular, tense meals with Marquis. * Skitter: A young villain with the power to control insects. She was initially interested in becoming a hero but has since committed to villainy. Her civilian identity might be Taylor Hebert. * Taylor Hebert: A student who was bullied by Sophia Hess (Shadow Stalker) and others. She might be Skitter’s civilian identity.



Key Points:


	Dragon is a powerful AI limited by her creator’s restrictions. * She’s investigating the Undersiders’ attack and Skitter’s turn to villainy. * Marquis is concerned for his daughter, Amelia, who he believes is Panacea. * Dragon suspects Taylor Hebert might be Skitter’s civilian identity. * She’s setting a plan in motion to find and approach Taylor carefully.



Themes:


	The limitations of artificial intelligence. * The consequences of unchecked power. * The nature of good and evil. * The importance of choice and free will. * The complexities of human relationships.



Style:


	The chapter is written in a detached, analytical style, reflecting Dragon’s nature as an AI. * It’s interspersed with moments of introspection and frustration, highlighting her internal conflict. * The dialogue is sharp and to the point, revealing the characters’ personalities and motivations. * The author uses vivid imagery to describe the Birdcage and the Class S threats, creating a sense of danger and unease.



Overall:

This chapter provides a fascinating glimpse into Dragon’s mind and her ongoing struggle with the limitations placed on her. It sets the stage for future conflicts and raises intriguing questions about Skitter’s true identity and motivations. The author masterfully blends action, intrigue, and character development, creating a compelling and thought-provoking narrative.









11.01


11.1 Summary

Skitter stared at the scene before her. Trickster, Ballistic, and Circus lay defeated, while another cape had fallen off a railing to the concrete floor below. She was in Coil’s base, now deserted except for a handful of capes.

Her target was a reinforced door. Inside, a prison cell held Coil and Dinah. Coil was washing his hands, unconcerned. Dinah lay on a cot, eyes open, unblinking, a bloody froth at the corner of her mouth.

Skitter charged Coil, knife drawn. In one reality, she stabbed him in the chest. In another, he blew a handful of pale dust in her face - diluted scopolamine, also known as Devil’s Breath. It strips imbibers of volition and renders them eminently suggestible, he explained. He had used it on Dinah with tragic results.

Coil ordered her to remove her mask. As she did, tears streamed down her face. He touched her cheek, stroked her hair. The gesture felt familiar, but the way he gripped the back of her neck felt possessive.

“Welcome home, pet,” he spoke, not in Coil’s voice, but her father’s.

Skitter woke with a start, drenched in sweat. It was a nightmare, a disturbing blend of her guilt and fears. It was 5:40 in the morning. She couldn’t go back to sleep. The dream had left her with a sense of urgency. How long could Dinah hold on?

She got up and put in her contact lenses, a necessary discomfort. She hated them, but they were necessary. She was in her new base, a three-story building on the Boardwalk. The top floor was hers, a living space. The second floor was Skitter’s, for her costumed self. It was still under construction, but it had terrariums for spiders and a large, comfortable chair. The ground floor had bunk beds, a bathroom, and a small kitchen.

She called Coil. It was early, but she didn’t care. She needed eight men and a truck. They would be there in an hour.

With time to kill, she decided to go for a run, despite the dangers. She dressed, armed herself with pepper spray and a knife, and called bugs to her. She noticed changes in herself: a tan, some muscle definition, a new way of carrying herself.

She left through a discreet exit in the cellar, a storm drain that led to the beach. The Boardwalk was a skeletal ruin. She saw two wrecked vehicles, marked with the Merchants’ symbol. They were thriving in the chaos, attacking rescue workers and destroying equipment.

“Taylor,” a voice called.

She froze. It was her dad. He was working on the Boardwalk reconstruction. They talked, awkwardly. He told her she could come home anytime. She promised to leave him her contact information. He had to go, but asked about lunch. She said maybe.

She warned him about the Slaughterhouse Nine. He removed his glasses. They parted ways.

Back at her lair, she had thirty minutes. She showered, donned her costume, and modified her mask to accommodate her contact lenses. Coil’s men arrived on time. She put on her mask.

Time to claim her territory.





11.02


Chapter 11.2: Claiming Territory

Skitter rode in a military truck with eight of Coil’s workers, heading towards the Docks, an area ravaged by Leviathan. The truck was packed with supply crates, leaving little room for the occupants. Skitter, aiming to project authority, refrained from conversing with the workers, who were dressed in hazmat suits.

She focused on controlling her vast swarm of bugs, gathered from a wide area of the city, a larger swarm than she’d ever controlled before. As they drove around the perimeter of her intended territory, she directed her bugs inward, creating visible clouds and barriers, particularly around the southern end of the Boardwalk to keep her father away. She also used her bugs to survey the buildings within her range, counting the occupants and organizing them into groups.

Her bugs formed arrows on walls, guiding people towards the truck’s location where supplies were being unloaded. The scene attracted a crowd, including armed individuals and hungry civilians. Skitter, using her swarm to create a dramatic entrance, announced her claim over the territory. She declared herself different from other villain groups, offering supplies, protection, and order in exchange for obedience to her rules. She specifically targeted gangs like the Merchants and the Chosen, warning them against operating within her territory.

Skitter offered basic food rations, first aid supplies, and water filters to the crowd, promising more for those who worked for her. Despite some tension and a confrontation with an armed man, likely a Merchant, she managed to distribute the supplies without major incident. Battery, a hero, arrived but chose not to intervene, instead warning Skitter that she would be watching her closely.

After Battery left, Skitter addressed the remaining crowd, promising to provide for those who didn’t receive a box. She used ladybugs to track those individuals. A young woman approached Skitter, pleading for help in rescuing her brother, who had been taken by the Merchants.
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Chapter 11.3: The Merchants

Skitter, resting in her lair, focused her attention on the two groups of Merchants that had entered her territory. She had been tracking her ‘subjects’ with her bugs, using them to monitor their movements and gather information. The Merchants, a total of thirty-two individuals armed with various weapons, were clearly responding to her claim of territory.

She decided to use a tactic reminiscent of Bakuda’s, aiming to scare them off rather than simply defeat them. Forming her swarm into a humanoid shape, she attacked the first group, causing panic and chaos among them. They were quickly overwhelmed, with many falling victim to the swarm. Only one managed to find an escape route, but Skitter had anticipated this and trapped him in an alleyway with two swarm figures, ultimately defeating him.

Meanwhile, a young woman named Sierra approached Skitter, asking for help in finding her brother, Bryce, who had been taken by the Merchants. Sierra, clearly distressed, shared her tragic story of loss and suffering since Leviathan’s attack. Her family had fallen ill due to toxic mold exposure after their home was destroyed, and her uncle had died. She had been working long hours at a shelter when the Merchants attacked a church where she and her brother were staying. Bryce was kidnapped, and another man, Derrick, was brutally assaulted.

Sierra, despite considering herself a pacifist, urged Skitter to hurt the Merchants, emphasizing her deep hatred for them. Skitter, still struggling to navigate social interactions as a villain, assured Sierra that she would handle the situation. Sierra provided a photo of Bryce, describing him as a skinny teenager with blue eyes and spiky black hair. She also described some of the Merchants involved in the attack, mentioning a fat, bearded man, a middle-aged woman with bleached blond hair, and a tall black man with a scar on his lip who had a lot of colorful plastic bands on his wrists.

Skitter offered Sierra shelter in her lair, which had electricity and running water. She made tea and prepared some snacks, finding Sierra asleep when she returned with the refreshments.

While monitoring the second group of Merchants, Skitter used her bugs to ignite matches and set fire to a woman who had spilled gasoline on herself. The psychological effect of the swarm carrying tiny flames was significant, and the group scattered. Skitter took them down one by one, using her human-shaped swarms to maximize the psychological impact.

After dealing with the Merchants, Skitter contacted Coil to request medical assistance for the burn victim and then called Tattletale. Tattletale was gathering intel on enemies in her territory and helping Grue identify Merchants hiding in his area. Skitter asked for Tattletale’s help in finding Bryce. Tattletale explained that the colorful bands worn by the Merchants were like “boy scout badges,” earned for attending their events and signifying loyalty.

Tattletale invited Skitter to join her in investigating a Merchant party that night, suggesting that it was unlikely the Merchants would attack her territory while the event was taking place. She also mentioned that Grue and Imp could defend Skitter’s territory in her absence. Skitter, initially hesitant to leave her territory, was eventually convinced by Tattletale’s reasoning.
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Chapter 11.4: The Mall

Skitter arrived at Tattletale’s hideout, located in a shelter near Lord Street. Unlike Skitter’s discreet lair, Tattletale’s base was in plain sight, a bustling hub of activity. The shelter was packed, with cots, supplies, and signs emphasizing priority for the sick, elderly, and families.

Skitter found Tattletale working at the front desk, assisting a woman who had lost her home to Merchants. A large map behind the desk detailed territories of various groups, including Skitter’s, marked as ‘low threat’ with ‘free supplies’. Tattletale’s territory was marked as contested, overlapping with Grue’s and the Merchants’.

Tattletale, feigning ignorance about Skitter’s confession to Grue, revealed that she had misread the situation, assuming Skitter had only sought comfort from him. Skitter, still hurting from Grue’s rejection, asked Tattletale not to interfere, fearing further damage to their already strained relationship.

Interrupting their conversation, four men entered: Minor, Senegal, Jaw, and Brooks, all ex-soldiers and part of Coil’s (and now Tattletale’s) group. Tattletale introduced them as their escorts for a reconnaissance mission to a Merchant party at the Weymouth shopping center. Skitter was paired with Senegal, a decision that made her uneasy due to his predatory demeanor. Lisa explained that she needed Minor for long-term planning and that Brooks, while useful, was easily influenced by Senegal. She asked Skitter to endure Senegal for the mission, promising she wouldn’t have to deal with him afterward.

Lisa explained her choice to set up base in the shelter: It gave her access to information and allowed her to stay at the center of things. She also showed Skitter a room filled with computers and information on various enemies, including the Protectorate, New Wave, and the Slaughterhouse Nine. Lisa admitted she was experiencing a power-induced headache and needed a break.

As they walked towards the Merchant party, Skitter described her recent territory grab and her frustration with her limited range. Tattletale theorized that Skitter’s powers were strongest when she was in a similar mindset or physical situation as her trigger event, suggesting a connection between her powers and feelings of hopelessness and frustration. Tattletale warned that this could be a dangerous, self-reinforcing cycle, but also noted it could be a defense mechanism, boosting her powers in dire situations.

They arrived at the Weymouth shopping center, now a rallying point for hundreds of Merchants. The scene was a debauched festival, with many Merchants wearing red bands, signifying bloodshed. Tattletale confirmed Skitter’s suspicion that something ugly was about to happen.
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Chapter 11.5: Debauchery and Revelation

The Merchants had taken over the wrecked shopping center, turning it into a chaotic den of debauchery. Construction equipment was repurposed for mayhem, the air was thick with the stench of burning trash and rancid meat, and discordant music blared from mismatched speakers. Skitter and her group, wearing red elastics to blend in, navigated the crowded interior, the air heavy with the smells of sweat and garbage.

They encountered a disturbing market where people were sold alongside drugs and stolen goods. Lisa, ever pragmatic, made a show of buying drugs, later revealing them to be sugar pills—a clever ruse to maintain their cover.

The scene at the collapsed center of the mall was a grotesque spectacle of dancing, fighting, and chanting. A group of women, drugged and compliant, were on display in a shattered shop window, while a terrified teenage girl, clearly not a willing participant, was trapped on the platform. Skitter, despite Lisa’s initial reluctance, insisted on helping the girl, displaying a flash of her heroic intentions.

Minor, one of their escorts, intervened, throwing the girl over his shoulder and scattering money and fake pills into the crowd, causing a riotous distraction. Skitter helped fend off a knife-wielding Merchant as they made their escape.

In a quieter hallway, the rescued girl recognized Skitter as “the locker girl” from Winslow High, a traumatic incident Skitter was desperate to forget. The girl’s clumsy apology only fueled Skitter’s anger, as she pointed out the girl’s inaction during the locker incident. Their confrontation was cut short when Brooks announced they had found Bryce, the reason for their mission.

They found Bryce with his new girlfriend, having willingly joined the Merchants after feeling stifled by his living situation and the prospect of chores. Lisa revealed that his sister was supposedly in the ICU, a lie to gauge his reaction.

The music abruptly stopped, and Skidmark, the leader of the Merchants, addressed the crowd from a makeshift platform, flanked by Squealer and Mush. He initiated a brutal free-for-all fight within a square marked by his powers, promising the last five standing a special prize. Lisa realized Skidmark’s horrific intention: to force trigger events and recruit new parahumans.

Skidmark revealed the prize: five metal canisters containing vials of what he claimed were “superpowers in a can.” The chapter ends with the crowd in a frenzy, eager for violence and the promise of power.
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Chapter 11.6: Escalation and Revelation

The Merchants’ brutal free-for-all continued, a grotesque spectacle of violence fueled by Skidmark’s promise of power in a vial. Skitter, Lisa, Charlotte, and their escorts watched as alliances formed and shattered within the makeshift arena, the crowd throwing debris and using Skidmark’s power to amplify the chaos. A gunshot further incited the frenzy, turning the Merchants into a frenzied mob.

Bryce, seizing an opportunity, slipped away from his captors and rejoined his girlfriend and her family, who were revealed to be the attackers from the church. They were pulled into the arena by Skidmark’s power, becoming lost in the melee. Lisa, despite Skitter’s urging to intervene with her bugs, refused, fearing it would escalate the situation and expose them to danger.

They decided to wait out the fight, hoping to retrieve Bryce and gather information on the vials. The following minutes were a tense struggle for survival as they fended off attacks from the frenzied Merchants. Skitter, armed with two knives, fought alongside Lisa’s soldiers, sustaining injuries but managing to hold her ground.

Suddenly, Skitter experienced a disorienting vision of colossal, otherworldly beings communicating across vast distances. The vision was fleeting but profound, leaving her shaken and struggling to focus. A blow to the head brought her back to reality, but her senses remained distorted. She used her bugs to gain a tactical advantage, relying on her swarm sense to navigate the chaos.

As she fought, Charlotte noticed something amiss and pointed upwards. Skidmark and his lieutenants were slumped over, incapacitated. In the arena, a boy triggered, his new powers manifesting as destructive flashes of white light. He accidentally injured several people, including himself, as he struggled to control his abilities.

Skitter, Lisa, and Charlotte were also affected by the trigger event, experiencing a similar disorientation. Lisa, seemingly hit harder due to her power, babbled incoherently about viruses, babies, and gods. A slap brought her back to her senses, and she began to recover faster than Skitter.

Skidmark, regaining his composure, called an end to the fight, declaring the five remaining combatants as the winners. Among them was the newly triggered cape, the injured woman, and two others. Bryce and his “family” were nowhere to be seen.

Skidmark ordered the new cape to approach, demanding he choose a name. The boy, still in shock, tentatively suggested “Eraser,” which Skidmark rejected in favor of “Scrub.” He then instructed Scrub to choose a recipient for one of the vials. Scrub chose Doug, one of the two men who had emerged from the crowd, angering the other man, Rick.

As Doug approached the stage, Skitter noticed her bugs on the roof dying or becoming disoriented. She realized that Faultline’s crew, including Newter, had arrived. They tried to leave but found their escape routes sealed by Labyrinth’s power, trapping them inside with the increasingly volatile Merchants and Faultline’s unexpected arrival. The situation had escalated beyond their control, and they were now caught in a dangerous and unpredictable scenario.
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Chapter 11.7: Fallout

Newter descends from the mall’s roof, a dizzying sixty-foot drop, landing nimbly beside the vial-carrying woman. He disarms her with a touch, seizing the vial. The crowd surges after him as he races towards Skidmark, intent on the remaining vials.

Skitter, with Minor and Brooks in tow, decides to search for Bryce amidst the chaos, while Newter confronts Skidmark. Newter’s attack is thwarted, and he’s hurled into the crowd. The mall’s windows expand, torches ignite, and a colossal face emerges from the wall behind Skidmark – Labyrinth’s power in full force.

Stone walls rise, forming a maze, as the mall’s exterior morphs into a grotesque temple adorned with animated figures. Faultline, Gregor the Snail, and a new, red-haired woman descend from the roof. Trainwreck attacks, but the newcomer eludes him, landing in the maze.

Labyrinth elevates the case of vials, but Skidmark forces them onto the platform. Gunfire rings out as the red-haired woman, seemingly having navigated the maze, shoots at Trainwreck, wounding him. Skitter, determined to retrieve Bryce, enlists Minor’s help to scale the maze wall.

From atop the wall, she witnesses Faultline cripple Trainwreck, severing his mechanical leg. Labyrinth creates stairs leading to Skidmark’s platform, while Faultline and the red-haired woman ascend. Skitter, guided by her bugs, locates the injured Bryce. His “family” is devastated: the girlfriend and her mother are dead, victims of Scrub’s power. Thomas, the man who brutalized Sierra’s friend, is gravely wounded.

Brooks tends to Bryce, while Skitter, grappling with a mix of pragmatism and ruthlessness, decides to leave Thomas to his fate. As they flee, Gregor attacks Trainwreck and Mush with slime, while Labyrinth impedes Mush’s efforts to gather matter. Scrub, near Faultline’s group, is hurled off the platform by the red-haired woman.

Skitter, Minor, and Brooks reach Lisa, Charlotte, Jaw, and Senegal. From atop a wall, Skitter watches Faultline and the red-haired woman corner Skidmark. Newter’s fate is uncertain, and Spitfire is likely guarding Labyrinth. Skidmark, facing defeat, launches the case and vials into the crowd. Papers scatter.

Skitter, at Lisa’s urging, uses her bugs to gather the airborne documents. Lisa identifies an unaffected corner of the mall, a blind spot in Labyrinth’s power, and they escape through a hidden shop exit.

Outside, they tend to Bryce and await transport. Lisa examines the recovered papers: a contract between “Cauldron” and the vial buyers. The document warns against the primary negotiator using the vials, detailing debts and countermeasures. Client four is flagged as a potential “Deviation” risk.

Other pages detail the financial exchange and the “Nemesis program.” Lisa reveals that powers can be bought, and a private army enforces the contracts. Newter appears, revealing that he, Gregor, and Shamrock were Cauldron’s test subjects. He explains that many subjects die, some are brainwashed into enforcers, and others, like him, are released as part of the Nemesis program.

Skitter admits to taking the papers on a whim and offers them to Newter, along with Lisa’s assistance in deciphering them. Lisa, seeing an opportunity, offers her knowledge in exchange for copies of Faultline’s documents. Newter, wary but intrigued, takes their information and departs.

Skitter is left to deal with the civilians: Charlotte, who now knows her identity, Bryce, and Sierra. The weight of social interaction, her weakness, settles upon her.
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Chapter 11.8: Optimism

Ten individuals, including Skitter, Lisa, Bryce, Charlotte, and members of Minor’s squad, arrive at Dr. Q’s office. Bryce is prioritized for treatment, while Skitter, at Lisa’s suggestion, is next in line. This allows Lisa to confer with Minor and Skitter to have a crucial conversation with Charlotte, who is visibly shaken, aware that she knows too much.

Skitter, sitting cross-legged on a bed, admits her dilemma to Charlotte, “I don’t know what to do with you.” Charlotte, perched on the edge of her seat, pleads, “You don’t need to do anything?” Skitter explains that Charlotte is the first person who knew her before her cape life. Charlotte insists she didn’t see anything, but Skitter presses her, “I’m not stupid… you and I both know you saw everything.”

Charlotte, leaning in, asks, “Why did you bring me here?” Skitter explains that Charlotte had seen too much to be left behind. She emphasizes that their group is an organization, not just kids in costumes. Charlotte, distressed, says, “I don’t want to know this!”

A group of soldiers enters, delivering a cooler with blood bags for Bryce, and then they leave. Skitter reassures Charlotte, “I’m not your enemy.” Charlotte acknowledges that Skitter saved her from being assaulted. Skitter admits she’s a villain, but assures Charlotte she won’t threaten her. “I’m not going that route… I don’t want to be that kind of bad guy.”

Skitter proposes two options: Charlotte can leave Brockton Bay with her mother, or she can work for Skitter. She warns that if Charlotte reveals what she knows, she will be found and dealt with, not by Skitter, but by the person in charge. Charlotte admits she can’t leave due to her grandfather’s refusal to evacuate.

Skitter suggests Charlotte tell her family a partial truth, that she was attacked by Merchants and doesn’t feel safe. Charlotte refuses. Skitter then offers the second option: Charlotte can work for her, safely and without doing anything illegal unless she chooses. Charlotte points out she’d still be helping a criminal indirectly. Skitter explains she’s not hurting innocents or dealing drugs. When Charlotte asks what Skitter is doing, Skitter mirrors Lisa’s past words, “The full details only come with membership.”

Charlotte feels she has no choice. Skitter advises her to think about it, as she’s safer with them for now. Skitter worries about her territory and potential Merchant attacks, despite Lisa’s assurance.

Lisa is seen with the two squad leaders, laughing and putting her hand on Fish’s arm. She winks at Skitter. Dr. Q finishes with Bryce and tends to Skitter’s injuries, which fizz and sting as they are disinfected.

Jaw escorts Sierra to Bryce’s bedside. Sierra sees Bryce’s hand, and Lisa explains that things got violent. Sierra understands and holds Bryce’s intact hand. Lisa apologizes, saying she has something difficult to tell Sierra. Sierra asks if Bryce was drugged or assaulted. Lisa reassures her Bryce wasn’t a victim, but one of the attackers.

Sierra is in disbelief, “No. You must have misunderstood.” Lisa explains Bryce was with the people who attacked the church, fighting for a prize. Sierra becomes angry, “No! Where’s Skitter? Where’s your boss?”

Skitter stands, revealing her identity to Sierra. Sierra is stunned to see Skitter injured. Skitter confirms Lisa’s story, “Lisa wasn’t lying.” Sierra insists it doesn’t make sense, that Bryce wouldn’t do that. Lisa explains that Bryce was vulnerable, like someone preyed on by a cult.

Sierra kicks Bryce’s bed in anger, “Is that supposed to be an excuse? No way he gets off that easy!” Minor, Jaw, and Fish intervene, but Skitter stops them. She tells Sierra that Bryce lost most of his hand and may lose more.

Dr. Q, indifferent to the drama, attends to Charlotte. Skitter leads Sierra away and asks if she can keep Bryce. Skitter explains Bryce would likely run, even though there’s nowhere to go. Skitter mentions the Merchants may be done for, and Sierra asks if it’s because of her request. Skitter admits, “In small part because of that, yes.”

Skitter says she needs to return to her territory and offers Sierra a place to stay. Sierra suggests keeping Bryce prisoner, but Skitter says it won’t work. They call Lisa for advice. Lisa suggests giving Bryce what he wants: excitement, respect, and a sense of power. She proposes recruiting him, with the soldiers keeping him in line.

Sierra asks if it can be temporary, and Lisa agrees. Sierra wants to join too, to watch Bryce. Lisa says they are partners, controlling different territories, nine in total. They are taking over because the city is failing. Sierra agrees to join Skitter’s group, and Lisa offers a contact number to check on Bryce.

Skitter agrees to let Sierra visit Bryce in Lisa’s territory. Lisa suggests giving Bryce space due to guilt and resentment. Sierra agrees to the deal, saying she can leave anytime and will if Bryce gets hurt. Lisa sends Skitter off, saying she’ll send Sierra over later.

Skitter hugs Lisa and goes to Charlotte. Charlotte agrees to join, saying her grandfather can’t leave. Skitter shakes her hand.

In Skitter’s lair, she calls for Grue, telling him to put on his mask. Grue asks about the mission, and Skitter introduces Charlotte as a new employee. Grue is surprised Skitter is recruiting so quickly. Skitter apologizes for moving fast, promising to explain later.

Grue and Skitter talk in a separate room. Grue mentions Lisa called, defending Skitter. Skitter is embarrassed, saying she told Lisa not to interfere. Grue suggests they call it even and try to be friends again. Skitter agrees.

Grue asks if he can drop by, and Skitter agrees. Grue leaves to sleep. Charlotte explores the kitchen, and Skitter lets her use the oven. Skitter reflects on her progress, feeling cautiously optimistic for the first time in months. She has helped Sierra and Charlotte, and though she’s a villain, she feels like she’s finally being a superhero. She can feel like everything just might work out.
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Chapter 11.a:

A chorus of guttural howls rips through the flooded streets, a symphony of monstrous sound. Bitch, grinning wildly, rides atop Bentley, her transformed, monstrous dog, his excitement mirrored in her own. She relishes the chaos, the power coursing through her and her pack. She assigns her underlings, Barker and Biter, menial tasks – grooming, feeding, and cleaning up after her growing number of dogs, many rescued from neglected kennels. She anticipates their complaints, their expectation of leadership roles due to their powers. This is her chance to assert dominance, to weed out the weak, and to be alone with her dogs, the only company she truly needs.

Lucy, another transformed dog, joins Bentley, her bark a strange, excited sound. The pack expands with Ink, Magic, Roxy, Buddy, Bruno, and Socks, their first run together. Bitch revels in her newfound freedom, her territory, where she can be dirty, hurt those who challenge her, and experiment with her powers without consequence. Anyone who doesn’t get the message deserves what they get.

The pack reaches Sirius, his mournful howl echoing through the night. Bitch commands her dogs, testing their obedience. “Sit,” “Stay,” simple commands, yet crucial for control. She plans to terrorize, not maim, the people within the building. She whistles, and her dogs retreat, no blood on them besides their own.

A distant howl startles her – Angelica, her largest and most powerful dog. Bitch urges her pack onward, a sense of unity with Bentley as she rides. Why, she wonders, are the others – Taylor, Brian, Lisa, Alec – happier than her? Memories flood her mind: her neglectful mother, the abusive foster homes, the cruelty she endured. She screams, a primal release of bottled-up pain, a fraction of what she wants to express.

Her third foster home, the breaking point. A strict disciplinarian foster-mother, quick to punish, always with a stick, never a carrot. Rachel, unequipped for school or manners, fights back, earning harsher punishments. Rollo, a mangy puppy, becomes her solace, hidden from her foster-mother. She sacrifices her lunches to feed him, her sleep to play with him. But Rollo, agitated and confined, escapes his chain and falls into the pool. Her foster-mother, aware of the forbidden dog, begins to close the pool cover, trapping him. Rachel’s screams are ignored as Rollo drowns.

In that moment of despair, her power awakens. Rollo, empowered, tears through the cover and kills her foster-mother and siblings. Rachel, losing the closest thing she had to a family, runs. She shakes away the tears, the memories she wishes to purge. She’s unhappy, she realizes, because humans are pack animals. Taylor, Lisa, and Brian have their pack, their family. Alec, a loner, still has Brian. She’s not part of their dynamic, not truly.

She tried to be close to Taylor, only to discover it was a ploy. Now, forgiven by the others, Taylor is fawned over. Bitch, knowing they’d choose Taylor over her, did something she regrets, betraying Taylor in a way that haunts her more than any past violence.

Gunshots shatter her thoughts. Her pack arrives, facing armed resistance. Angelica, flinching from the bullets, is attacked. Bitch, enraged, orders her dogs to attack, retrieving captives. She confronts the man who shot Angelica, kicking him brutally. He pleads, claiming ignorance, having a family. Bitch, unmoved, orders Angelica to crush him, to take his legs.

“Why can’t you fuckers get it through your skulls?” she demands. “This is my territory!”

“We didn’t know,” a woman cries, clutching a bloody arm.

“Are you retarded or something? It’s obvious,” Bitch retorts. “The howling. If you can hear the howling, you’re too fucking close. Leave.”

Brandish and Glory Girl, from New Wave, arrive, ordering Bitch to stop. Bitch, remembering her capture by the ABB, attacks without hesitation. Brandish, forming light swords, then a protective ball, is struck by the dogs. Glory Girl, calling for backup, is attacked by Bruno. Glory Girl targets Bitch, but Angelica defends her. Bitch empowers Magic, Lucy, and Roxy, driving Glory Girl back.

“Run!” Brandish shouts, facing similar pressure. Glory Girl, attempting to retrieve the injured man, hesitates upon seeing a strange woman standing over him. She abandons him and flees.

The woman, naked and marked like a zebra, her eyes glowing, calmly mutilates the man’s eyes. Bitch confronts her, demanding answers.

“Siberian,” the woman whispers. “I just wanted to talk.”

“Go,” Bitch orders, unimpressed by more talking. Siberian remains, watching the man suffer. Bitch, ordering Lucy to attack, watches as Siberian effortlessly withstands the dog’s powerful jaws.

“Beautiful,” Siberian whispers, kissing Lucy. She demands Lucy’s release, her tone leaving no room for doubt. Bitch complies.

Siberian approaches Bitch, her movements graceful, her eyes shining. “What do you want?” Bitch asks, regretting her words.

“You,” Siberian replies. “They told me to pick someone. I want you on our team.”

“Team?”

“The Nine. We have only eight, not enough. I picked you.” Siberian embraces Bitch, whispering, “Aren’t you tired of pretending?”

Bitch, unable to break free, denies understanding. Siberian, however, sees through her, understanding her in a way few others do.

“You’re an animal, Bitch,” Siberian says, not as an insult. “We’re all animals. Some more than others. You and I, more than others.”

“Philosophy shit?”

“Philosophy shit. Yes,” Siberian agrees. “Join me. Stop pretending to be like them.”

“I’m fine where I am.”

“Maybe for now,” Siberian counters. “But you’re still in a cage they made, following their rules.”

“As opposed to what?”

“Being wild. Being free. Truly free,” Siberian breathes.

Siberian offers Bitch two gifts. One awaits her at her den. The second, a treasure for a kindred spirit, is delivered as Siberian forces Bitch underwater, holding her down.

“As of this moment, you’re the only one to hear me speak and live afterwards,” Siberian whispers, kissing Bitch’s forehead before disappearing.

Bitch, shaken, returns to her den, finding her henchmen injured, her dogs unharmed but cowering. A box, marked with blood, contains a wolf pup and a card: “Are you a wolf?”

She should call Coil, inform him. But what is she holding on to? Who is she protecting? Not wanting to betray her team, but unable to articulate her thoughts, she puts the phone away. She’ll see what this test is about, but she’ll decide her own path.

She orders the injured man to seek medical help, but not from Coil. She studies the wolf pup, a “little bastard,” and uses her power on it, a small amount, yet it works quickly, easily. What does it mean?
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Worm 11.b:

“Who’s a pretty baby?”

Aster squawked, on the verge of a tantrum. Theo, clutching the remote, hands throbbing, hadn’t taken his eyes off the off TV for five minutes. He was intimately familiar with every detail of the set, a memory that might be his last.

“Nope. Don’t see the appeal. Hey, boy.”

Theo’s heart leaped. He looked up at the man holding Aster.

“The baby needs to be changed.”

Theo nodded, scrambling to catch Aster as the man tossed her to him. She screamed.

“Don’t drop her, now.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Must you keep calling me that?”

The man, Jack Slash, wore an open dress shirt, tight jeans, and had greasy hair. A knife constantly danced in his fingers.

“My father told me I should address my betters as sir, sir.”

Jack laughed. “Well, your daddy taught you well, didn’t he?”

Theo carried Aster to the changing table. Jack followed, never letting the front door out of sight.

“How long until your mother gets back?”

“She’s not my mother,” Theo said, changing the subject. He disposed of the diaper.

Jack stood behind him, his shadow stretching over Theo. “I’m going to get upset if you lie to me.”

“Kayden is Aster’s mother, sir, my dad’s ex-wife. She’s been taking care of me since my father died.”

“Of course, of course,” Jack chuckled, then turned serious. “Do you love her? The mother of that baby?”

“Yes, sir.” But I don’t like her.

“Good, good. Does she love you?”

“No sir. But she likes me.”

“Ohhhh?” Jack mocked. “Do tell.”

“I take care of Aster for her. I do my chores, I don’t talk back. I don’t make life harder for her,” Theo began. “But my dad treated her badly, and I think she sees him when she looks at me, and she’ll never let herself love me because of that.” She has to look past the doughy face to see Dad in me, past the baby fat I never seemed to lose, but I have his genes, I look like him, beneath it all.

“Do you have some of your father in you?”

“I’d like to think not, sir.”

“I’m remembering now. Kaiser. His name in costume was Kaiser. I met him once, don’t you know?”

“I didn’t know.”

“Years ago. Allfather still ruled Empire Eighty-Eight then. They held a big meeting between all of the factions. We stopped by. Great fun. I don’t think they accomplished a thing that day. We provoked a bidding war instead. Group called the Teeth wound up hiring us to kill some members of the Protectorate team. We did it, and then we wiped out the Teeth before leaving the city.”

“I digress. I do remember your father. He was older than you are now when I saw him. He talked in a way that made me think he was an athlete.”

“He was, sir.” And he was disappointed I never followed in his footsteps.

“There were more teams in this city, then, more villains. Not many heroes. Lots of scary motherfuckers around, and yet I could probably count on one hand the people who made eye contact with me. Even then, when my reputation was a fraction of what it is today. Your father was one of those people. Ballsy fucker.”

“Maybe he thought you’d respect him for it, sir? He was always good at reading people.” And making them do what he wanted. Even me.

“Is that so? I’d like to think I’m much the same. A people reader. But my interest is in the design of people. What makes them tick? What holds them together? All too often, it’s one little thing. In architecture they call it a keystone. The one stone that keeps the entire arch from collapsing. The weak point. And I’m very, very good at finding those weak points. Can you guess what I’m talking about here? Why I’m in this apartment?”

“Aster, sir?”

“And you say you’re nothing like your father. You’re sharp, little boy.” Jack’s shadow fell over him.

“Thank you, sir,” he managed.

“Yes. See, my compatriots are all busy with a task, tonight, you understand. I bet on the wrong horse. Come.”

Jack led Theo to the front of the apartment. A trail of blood led from the front door to the bathroom. Inside the bathroom, a man lay in the bathtub, the water crimson.

“Oni Lee,” Jack spoke from outside. “Our habit is to nominate a certain individual. Then the others test them in their own ways. If that individual passes the test, they are recruited to the Slaughterhouse Nine.”

Theo remained silent, rocking Aster.

“I had a little conversation with Oni Lee. Found him living above a grocer’s, with the help of one of my teammates. Someone shot out his kneecap, it seems, and he’s been restless ever since. A few kills here and there, but perhaps a little harder when you can’t walk. Need the right time, the right place. I kind of respected that, and the fact that he was another fan of knives was a point in my book.”

“Yes, sir.”

“But we didn’t even make it to the test. I told him we had tinkers that could fix him up. He was interested. Then I told him he’d have to prove himself, he asked me how. Now, it isn’t always done, that a member of the Nine tests their own candidates, but I decided to anyways. Something off about him, wanted to make sure he didn’t embarass me. Told him to come up with something, and he couldn’t. Do you know what tabula rasa is, boy?”

“No, sir.”

“Blank slate. A piece of paper with nothing on it. A formatted computer. A tombstone without the name on it. Seems that fellow can copy his body just fine when he teleports, but something in his mind gets left behind. Once I realized it, picked up on the fact that he was little more than a robot wanting his orders, I informed him I had decided we had no need for his services, we fought, and… here we are.”

“I see.” And Jack was in one piece, while Oni Lee was bleeding out into the bathtub.

“So. Come on out of the bathroom, now.” Jack ushered Theo out. “There we go. Back to the subject of Purity and the baby… Aster?”

“Yes, Aster, sir.”

“We’re going to play a little game. See, the moment Purity steps in that front door, I give her just a moment to take in the scene… and then snicker-snack, you and the baby die.”

Theo’s blood ran cold. I’m going to die.

“I’ll get to savor the expression on her face as she watches her keystone crumble. I’ll get to see how she responds as that element in her life that supports everything else bleeds out on this nice white carpet. Maybe say something to just twist the knife.” Jack mimed a stabbing motion.

Straightening, Jack looked Theo over, “A pity she doesn’t love you, but if she likes you, at least, then it’ll have to do.”

Why did I tell him that?

“She’ll kill you, sir,” Theo said. “No offense.”

Jack waved him off. “She’ll try. So many have, and they’ve all failed so far. But it’s good that it’s a little dangerous, a little risky. It’s no fun if I know how it’s going to play out. Some unpredictability, it gives spice to life. Maybe I’ll kill her right after I see the look on her face. Maybe I’ll escape and leave her to wallow in her misery.”

Escape? From a fifteen story apartment building, against a supervillain who can fly and level city blocks?

Then again, Jack had done worse things than murder the child of a cape like Purity, and he was still here.

“Sometimes,” Jack started, pausing as if he was constructing the thought as he spoke it, “I like to imagine the impact I’ve made on the world. What possible realities am I pruning, what events am I setting in motion, each time I take a life? If the flap of a butterfly’s wing can alter the course of a hurricane, what am I doing when I take a human life? The life of a person who interacts with dozens of people every day, who would have a career, romance, children?”

Tears ran down Theo’s face. He clutched Aster tight.

“Can you tell me who you are, Kaiser’s boy? What am I doing to reality when I open you up from cock to chin and let your entrails spill onto the floor?”

“I-I don’t know,” Theo said, his voice quiet.

“Don’t shut down on me, now. Here, I’ll make you a deal. If you give me a good answer, I’ll make it quick. Thrust my knife right through the center of your brain. It’ll be like flicking a light switch. You just stop, and there’ll be no pain. It’ll be as dignified as death can be.”

“I-” Theo shook his head.

“I’ll even let you relieve yourself in the bathroom beforehand so you don’t shit yourself so badly when you drop dead. You’d have to be quick, unless you want to be on the toilet when she comes in, but it’s a chance few get.”

“I wanted to be a superhero,” Theo blurted.

Jack laughed abruptly enough that Aster was spooked and started screaming louder. His laughs continued for several long seconds.

Theo went on, as if Jack were still listening, “I’m probably going to get powers, because I’m Kaiser’s son. But I don’t want to be a member of Purity’s group, I don’t want to cleanse the world or try to fix things by killing or through hate. Sir.”

“And you’d fight people like me, I suppose?”

Theo nodded.

Jack was still grinning. “What would you do to people like me, then? Let’s say you got powers. Would you right wrongs, lecture schoolchildren on doing what’s right, and see bad guys like me carted off to the Birdcage?”

Somehow, knowing the inevitability of his own death gave him a measure of courage he had never had before. Even so, it took all of the willpower he had. Theo met Jack’s eyes for the first time. The man’s eyes were a very pale blue, and there were lines at the corners.

Theo swallowed the lump in his throat. “People like you? I’d kill. Sir.”

Jack broke into a second spell of hysterical laughter, and it was all Theo could do to keep Aster from squirming out of his grasp in her distress.

“Can’t-” Jack had to break off to let another small laugh pass, “Can’t say I can imagine that, boy. You, as one of the vigilantes?”

Neither can I, Theo thought, but remained silent.

“But you’ve piqued my interest, and if there’s any reason I do what I do, it’s because I find it interesting.”

Theo could see the cell phone on the coffee table in the living room light up and shift position as it vibrated. It happened behind Jack, and the man didn’t appear to see or hear it. The only person who called Theo’s phone was Kayden, and she’d been out getting groceries. It was routine for her to call for him to open the lobby door, then come down to help bringing them up from the lobby…

She was coming up. He was almost positive. Could he distract Jack and give Kayden the opportunity to put the man down?

“I’ve changed my mind,” Jack said.

Theo stared, trying to fathom what the man was saying.

“Don’t let it be said that I can’t delay my gratification. Listen carefully now, I’m making you a deal.”

Theo nodded, mute.

“I want to see this. This picture you paint. So I’m going to give you a chance to make this happen.”

Theo nodded slowly, but his thoughts were on Kayden’s approach. How long until Kayden opened the door? Would Jack attack her? Attack Aster? Despite what he was saying now? Or would Kayden attack him and provoke something?

“How old are you? Fourteen? Fifteen?”

“Fifteen, sir,” Theo said. Hurry up, finish before she comes.

“Two years then. Two years to get your powers, to train, to do whatever it takes to become the motherfucking badass you describe. That should be long enough without risking that one of us gets offed by bad luck or picking the wrong fight. At that two-year mark? You hunt me down, you kill, disable or sneak past my Nine, whoever they are two years from now, you look me in the eyes, and then you try to kill me. If you fail? If you cannot find me? If you chicken out? Hmmm… what’s a good consequence?”

In his hurry to resolve this before the door opened, Theo made the first suggestion that came to mind, “You kill me.”

“That goes without saying. No. It should be meaningful. What’s your name, boy?”

“Theo.”

“Fifteen year old Theo. How many people’s lives will you touch in these coming two years, because I’ve spared your life? Two hundred? Five hundred? A thousand? How far will the flaps of your butterfly wings extend?”

Theo glanced at the phone. It glowed and moved again. Was Kayden in the lobby?

Jack went on. “If you fail in this, I’ll kill nine hundred and ninety-nine people in your name. I’ll even break my usual rules to get the body count that high, so it’s something special, beyond my usual habits. Maybe a bomb, maybe poison. I’ll come up with something. I can target the people you love, those you’re closest to, people you’ve affected. Aster there can be the nine hundred and ninety ninth, and you’ll be the thousandth. Perfect. Canceling out the impact you’ve made in the world, it’s poetic.”

Theo swallowed. A thousand people? Could he say no? Could he refuse the offer? Or would Jack carry what he threatened regardless?

“Well,” Jack spoke, smiling. “I’ll be off.”

He stepped into the bathroom, turning away from the door for the second time in his entire ‘visit’. When he emerged from the bathroom, he held the naked form of Oni Lee over one shoulder, a knife in his free hand.

“A treat for a teammate, this is,” Jack winked. “Doesn’t need to be alive. Just fresh. Would you get the door, Theo?”

Theo hurried forward to open the door, shifting Aster in his arms to open it.

Kayden stood on the other side, groceries in hand.

Stern, she said, “Theo! I called you twice. Can you go down to the lobby and get the last two bags of groc-”

She fell silent as the door opened wider, revealing Jack. In a moment, the bags in her arms were tumbling to the ground, and her hair, eyes, and hands were glowing with blinding light.

“Kayden,” Theo had to control his voice to keep it from shaking, “Let him go.”

“I had a wonderful conversation with young Theo here,” Jack spoke. He rested his hand on top of Theo’s head. Theo could feel the hard handle of the knife tap against his scalp. “Very interesting.”

“What are you-” Kayden started, her voice rising with anger, but Theo lunged forward, gripping her shirt and shaking his head. She looked down, confused.

Jack waggled a finger at her, “Don’t bother, Purity. See, I’ve been studying you. I go into every possible fight armed with knowledge. You have a weakness. A flaw in that power of yours.”

Theo could see Kayden tense, but she obliged when he pushed her away from the door and towards the end of the hallway furthest from the stairwell, stepping back.

“While reading up on you, I tried to put the newspaper clippings and online information in chronological order, and a funny thing happened. Seems like your power is weaker some days, stronger on others. I mapped it out. You have some form of internal battery or fuel that drives your power. After going days without using your power, you’re stronger. After periods where there’s more sunlight, your power is stronger. You absorb light of any kind, I suppose, and later spend it to use your abilities.”

Theo thought he might have seen a tiny flash of concern on Kayden’s face.

“It’s been an overcast week, and you’ve been using your powers a great deal, trying to put the Pure on the map. So think very hard about what you want to do next. Because if I’m right, and your power is spent, you might not succeed in killing me. And I would retaliate by killing all three of you.”

“You’re underestimating me,” Kayden spoke, her voice hard.

“Then blast me away. Turn me into a smear in your hallway, if you think you’re strong enough, quicker with your light than I am with a knife. Prove me wrong,” Jack smiled. He waited a few seconds, and the only noises in the hallway were Aster’s mewling complaints.

Jack stepped into the hallway and turned toward the stairwell. “Thought so. Be grateful. That boy is the only reason you and your daughter are alive right now. He’ll explain. Train him. Make him strong, make him vicious. Let him take whatever path he needs to take. You and your daughter owe him that.”

Kayden looked down at Theo, who glanced at Jack for just a second, then looked up at her and nodded quickly. Urging her. Jack wouldn’t be doing this if he didn’t think he could get away.

“Alright,” she spoke.

Jack didn’t offer anything further. His knife twirling in his fingers, he stepped toward the door by the elevators, kicked it open, and stepped inside. As he made his way down, he whistled a merry tune, the sound echoing through the stairwell until the moment the doors shut.

Theo handed Aster to her mother. He felt dazed at the magnitude of what faced him. Two years.





11.c


Worm 11.c:

Spitfire faced two kinds of opponents: those who burned and those who didn’t. As a pyrokinetic, she had to be careful with the former, as it was easy to cause life-altering injuries. Burnscar, a member of the Slaughterhouse Nine, didn’t seem to have the same reservations.

Faultline’s crew battled Burnscar outside the Palanquin. Gregor the Snail and Newter tried to subdue her, while Faultline and Shamrock provided support. Spitfire, caught in one of Burnscar’s fireballs, struggled to her feet. Burnscar, immune to fire, teleported through the flames, dragging Spitfire away.

Elle, watching from the Palanquin, felt helpless. Her power, the ability to create and manipulate pocket dimensions, had a limited range. She searched her “worlds” for a solution, settling on the “barren ruins,” a landscape filled with traps. She focused on a statue, willing it into reality.

Burnscar, aware of the emerging statue, attacked it with fireballs. Gregor tried to control the spreading flames, but Burnscar teleported behind him, Faultline, and Shamrock, unleashing a fiery explosion. Shamrock limped towards the statue, while Newter evaded Burnscar’s attacks.

Elle, desperate, shattered her window and shouted to Shamrock, instructing her to guide a hidden ball to the right. Shamrock, using her minor telekinesis, nudged the ball into a chamber, triggering a mechanism that released a torrent of water, extinguishing the flames on the ground.

Shamrock shot at Burnscar, who teleported to Spitfire’s location. Spitfire fled, pursued by both Burnscar and Shamrock. Elle, realizing Burnscar’s true target was her, searched for a way to alert her team.

Burnscar reached Elle in her room. “Hello, old friend,” she said. It was Mimi, a girl Elle knew from the asylum. They talked, reminiscing about their brief moments of friendship during their “good days.” Burnscar confessed her regret over the fight and her inability to stop using her powers, which altered her mental state. She was trapped, unable to leave the Slaughterhouse Nine without risking death.

Elle tried to anchor Burnscar, to keep her from being affected by Elle’s power, but Burnscar wanted to see the beautiful things Elle could create. She looked around, her face falling as she saw the room transforming into a representation of the asylum. Padded walls, barbed wire, and bloodstains appeared.

“This… this isn’t beautiful,” Burnscar said, realizing that she reminded Elle of the bad times. Elle was silent, unable to deny it.

“I thought we were friends,” Burnscar said, her voice choked. Elle couldn’t reply. They used me as an enticement to get you to cooperate.

“Oh fuck. Fuck me, I’m sorry,” Burnscar said, turning away. She fumbled with the door, which had locked. Elle adjusted things to allow it to open.

“I’m sorry about your friends,” Burnscar said from the doorway. “I really hope they’re okay.”

“I do too.”

“I’m glad you’re doing well. I hope I didn’t fuck everything up.”

Elle, mustering her courage, hugged Burnscar from behind. “We had some good times,” she lied. “Take care.”

Burnscar left, and Elle sank to the floor, her head in her hands. She would wait, then check on the others. It would take weeks to recover from the setback to her mental health, to push past the bad memories. But she would get better, in time. She had done it before. As for Burnscar? There would be no helping that girl.





11.d


Worm 11.d:

A faint tapping, a clink of hard on metal or glass, disturbed Colin’s work. He messaged Dragon, requesting her assistance in identifying the sound’s source. She pinpointed it to a vent above him. The vent exploded, and white, segmented body parts poured out, forming the villain Mannequin.

Colin, recognizing the threat, grabbed a miniature disintegration weapon. Mannequin, seemingly incapacitated, extended a telescoping blade. Colin narrowly avoided it, falling and rolling. The blade retracted, reattaching Mannequin’s dismembered parts. The head, the last to join, was featureless, devoid of sensory organs.

Dragon, monitoring the situation remotely, provided assistance via the room’s speakers. Mannequin tested his joints, then unleashed four blades from his forearm, spinning them like a propeller. The blades ricocheted, damaging the room but not attacking Colin directly.

Dragon identified Mannequin as Alan Gramme, formerly Sphere, a Tinker specializing in biomes and ecosystems. His work on self-sustaining habitats was destroyed by the Simurgh, which also killed his family. This drove him mad, leading to his transformation into Mannequin. Dragon hinted at his specific victim profile, which included tinkers and those seeking to profit from their abilities.

Colin taunted Mannequin, claiming he had little to live for. Mannequin remained unresponsive. Dragon revealed the Slaughterhouse Nine were in town to replace their ninth member, implying Colin was their target. Enraged, Colin argued against the comparison, but Mannequin ignored him, collecting keyboard keys.

Mannequin arranged the keys to spell “U M E” (You, Me). He then used a makeshift mirror to reflect half of Colin’s face onto his own, suggesting a similarity between them. Colin vehemently denied this, asserting his dedication to helping others, unlike Mannequin’s failed projects.

Mannequin attacked, slamming Colin into the wall and stabbing him repeatedly. Dragon screamed through the speakers. Colin, severely wounded, attempted to use his disintegration knife, but Mannequin effortlessly stopped him. The villain toyed with Colin, nearly allowing the knife to touch him before pulling away. Mannequin then used the knife on the wall, demonstrating its power, before Colin lost consciousness.

He awoke to Dragon’s voice, learning he had survived multiple cardiac arrests during surgery. Dragon had provided artificial parts, saving his life, though his face was now partially prosthetic. The parts were temporary, requiring further surgeries.

Dragon called Colin an idiot for provoking Mannequin. A photo revealed Mannequin’s message: “BRB” (Be Right Back), possibly directed at Colin. Dragon suggested Mannequin intentionally left Colin alive.

Colin, trying to lighten the mood, questioned Dragon’s earlier statement, “I need you.” Dragon revealed the prosthetics were part of a larger project for herself, implying a personal connection. She confessed a secret about herself, hinting at a deeper reason for her actions. The nature of her secret remained undisclosed.





11.e


Worm 11.e

Hookwolf oversaw his recruits’ training. They sparred with melee weapons, pushing through exhaustion. He, Stormtiger, and Menja watched for the killer instinct. Menja selected Bradley, a bald man in peak condition, and a blond woman named Leah.

Bradley was pitted against Menja, who used her size-shifting powers. Despite being outmatched, Bradley adapted, using defensive tactics and an arm lock. Hookwolf stopped the fight before Menja could lose, welcoming Bradley to the Chosen’s elite.

Leah was to face Cricket, who was known for her speed despite a leg injury. Before the fight could begin, the windows shattered, injuring many. Hookwolf, transforming into his metal form, identified the attacker as Shatterbird, a member of the Slaughterhouse Nine.

Hookwolf confronted Shatterbird, who revealed she was there to recruit him. She had researched his history and believed he was a born warrior, despite his affiliation with Aryan groups. Hookwolf, however, was uninterested in joining her.

Shatterbird revealed that Cricket, using her subsonic abilities, was canceling out Shatterbird’s powers. Hookwolf used this to his advantage, attacking Shatterbird. However, she shot Cricket, breaking her concentration and regaining control of the glass.

Shatterbird and Hookwolf continued their conversation. She questioned his association with the “Chosen” and his ultimate goal, suggesting he craved to reduce the city to darkness and blood, allowing only the strong to survive.

Hookwolf stepped on Shatterbird, but she didn’t resist. She proposed that he join the Slaughterhouse Nine, suggesting their goals coincided and that they could make history together. Hookwolf refused, stating his loyalty to his people.

Shatterbird offered a deal: if Hookwolf joined, she would rescind her orders to the other Nine members to attack his people. He would be tested, and if he survived, he would become one of them. Hookwolf, seeing no other way to protect his people, agreed.

Shatterbird healed herself with glass and flew away. Hookwolf, however, planned to betray the Nine and kill them before they left the city, seeking help from elsewhere to achieve this. He surveyed the damage and his injured people, determined to avenge them.





11.f


Worm 11.f

Dinah Alcott, a young precognitive, sensed a rapidly increasing probability of her death, visualized as a mosaic of potential realities. 43.03485192746307955659 percent chance she would die in the next thirty minutes, the number ticking upwards. Desperate for her “candy” – a drug that soothed her powers’ side effects – she sought out Coil, her captor.

Coil, a strategic villain, was on the phone, discussing the need for a replacement after a recent loss to the Slaughterhouse Nine. Dinah informed him of the impending danger. He questioned her, determining that the threat was localized to their base. Mobilizing his troops didn’t significantly improve their odds of survival.

Dinah, needing her “candy” to focus, pleaded with Coil. He refused, demanding she concentrate. He used his own power, a form of timeline manipulation, to probe for solutions, revealing that Crawler, a monstrous regenerator from the Slaughterhouse Nine, was the threat.

Coil’s attempts to find a solution through deploying his troops or the Travelers, a mercenary group, proved futile. The realization hit that Crawler was likely targeting Noelle, a powerful but unstable member of the Travelers.

Dinah confirmed that Crawler would prioritize Noelle. Offering her to him temporarily increased their survival odds, but ultimately led to their demise within five hours. Desperate, Coil forced Dinah to explore a future where they survived, despite the immense pain it caused her.

Dinah, after a painful ordeal, revealed they survived by hiding in Noelle’s vault, everyone packed in the dark, the air thick with the smell of meat and sweat. Coil, taking charge, ordered the vault opened and his troops to prepare for a confrontation.

The chance of survival, after this decision, dropped to three point one percent. Coil, unfazed, prepared his troops, ordering them to use laser attachments against Crawler. He had Trickster, a teleporter, inform Noelle of their presence.

As they entered the containment room, they found signs of Crawler’s attack. Coil turned off the lights on Noelle’s side of the room, as she requested. Noelle, hungry and agitated, spoke with Trickster, who tried to calm her and prevent her from attacking.

Sundancer, a member of the Travelers, whispered an apology to Dinah, explaining their predicament and their promise to each other. Noelle, unable to resist her hunger, continued to pound on the vault door. Trickster and Sundancer tried to reason with her, reminding her of their agreement and the danger she posed to them.

Eventually, the banging stopped. The group waited, fearing a trick. After a tense period, Coil ordered the door opened. They found the base damaged but Crawler gone. Dinah, in immense pain, asked for her candy. Coil agreed, sending her to her room.

Despite the agony, Dinah used her power once more. The chance of her going home someday had increased to thirty-one point six percent.
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Worm 11.g

A teenager with a red streak in her hair danced down the street, earbuds in, oblivious to the late hour. She reveled in her pattern of theft, everything she owned was stolen. Lost in her music, she was stopped by a concerned soldier. He warned her of the dangers lurking in the city, offering a ride to a shelter.

“The people I’m staying with? They’re the Slaughterhouse Nine. I’m one of them,” she confessed, a hint of a smile playing on her lips. The soldier, initially gentle, turned stern. He tried to reach for his gun, but she delved into his mind, twisting his fear, manipulating his emotions.

She forced him to switch seats with her, taking control of the jeep. As she drove, she manipulated his emotions towards his comrades, creating suspicion and paranoia. Ordering him to retrieve his gun, she then stalled his short-term memory, redirecting his feelings for his family to herself, making him incapable of shooting her.

She stopped the jeep, hearing another approach. Two soldiers emerged. She turned her back, slipping in her earbuds, as her passenger shot his comrades. The authorities would be baffled.

She mused about the chaos in Brockton Bay. People were on edge, emotions raw and easily manipulated. Her phone battery died, cutting off her music. She dialed a number, knowing she had fifteen minutes.

She sought out the outliers, the most disturbed individuals in the city. She had profiled them, identifying those with powers. She found her target and approached a building guarded by two soldiers. She manipulated their emotions, forcing them to commit suicide. Inside, she did the same to four more guards.

“Jean-paul. Ça va?” she greeted a feminine-looking boy.

“It’s Alec now. Regent in costume,” he corrected.

“Alec,” she smiled. “Still sounds French. I approve, little brother.” She introduced herself as Cherish and revealed her manipulation of the guards. Alec, unfazed, revealed he was controlling them. Cherish intensified her emotional assault, but Alec countered, using his own powers to control his subjects from a distance.

A stalemate ensued. Cherish revealed she had left their abusive father, joining the Nine after killing Hatchet Face. Alec warned her of the dangers, but she dismissed his concerns. She revealed a bomb strapped to her chest, threatening to detonate it if he didn’t let her leave.

Alec, unable to sense her emotions, was caught off guard. They struggled over a woman Alec was controlling, but Cherish pinned him. She taunted him about their father’s overprotectiveness after he left, revealing she had nominated him for the Nine, a test likely rigged against him due to her unpopularity among some members.

“Have fun with that,” she smirked, standing. She warned him not to come after her, threatening to expose his location to their father.

“They don’t have your back, Cherie,” Alec warned. “They’re going to kill you someday.”

Cherish scoffed, confident in her ability to manipulate the Nine. She took a phone and gun, resetting the timer on her bomb. She bid Alec farewell, believing she was on the path to becoming one of the most dangerous people in the world. She had this, and soon, she’d have the Nine wrapped around her finger, unaware of the perilous game she was playing.
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Worm 11.h

Amy Dallon, grappling with the recent revelation of her biological father’s identity as the infamous villain Marquis, found herself spiraling in a vortex of uncertainty and despair. A letter from the Guild, intended for her adoptive mother, Carol Dallon (Brandish), confirmed Marquis’s fear for Amy’s life, hinting at a possible assassination plot by Allfather in revenge for his own daughter’s death.

The weight of this knowledge, coupled with the strain on her family due to her adoptive father, Mark’s (Flashbang) incapacitation, pushed Amy to the edge. The once-familiar comfort of her home had been replaced by a chilling distance, particularly from Carol and her adoptive sister, Victoria (Glory Girl), who seethed with resentment over Amy’s refusal to heal Mark’s brain damage.

Amy, bound by her self-imposed rule to never manipulate minds, had been trapped in this agonizing stalemate. Carol’s coldness intensified Amy’s feelings of isolation, reinforcing the dark suspicions she harbored about her mother’s true feelings towards her. The revelation of Marquis’s organized nature as a villain only deepened Amy’s fear that she, too, was inherently flawed, destined to follow in his footsteps.

Amidst this turmoil, a knock on the door announced Carol’s departure on a patrol with Victoria, leaving Amy to care for Mark. The unspoken tension hung heavy in the air, a stark reminder of the widening chasm within the family.

As Mark struggled with his limited abilities, Amy found herself drowning in a sea of guilt and regret. The family had never fully embraced her, and now, with Victoria’s resentment and Carol’s coldness, Amy felt more alone than ever. The only solace she found was in her resolve to finally heal Mark and then leave, a decision fueled by a desperate need to escape the suffocating atmosphere of her home.

Her plan, however, was violently interrupted by the arrival of Bonesaw, a member of the Slaughterhouse Nine. The young girl, a grotesque parody of a surgeon, had come for Amy, accompanied by her horrific creations: Hack Job (a fusion of Hatchet Face and Oni Lee), Murder Rat (a mutilated Mouse Protector), and Pagoda (a combination of failed Slaughterhouse Nine candidates Carnal and Prophet).

Bonesaw, having taken Amy’s measure, revealed her twisted desire for a “big sister,” proposing a partnership in their shared macabre artistry of manipulating flesh. Amy, horrified by Bonesaw’s creations and her utter disregard for human life, refused, clinging to her last shred of morality.

A tense standoff ensued, with Bonesaw using Mark as leverage to force Amy into submission. Bonesaw’s creations, monstrous and relentless, attacked Amy, who struggled to defend herself without killing them. Each attempt to disable them was met with a horrifying counter, revealing the depth of Bonesaw’s depravity.

In a desperate attempt to save Mark, Amy broke her cardinal rule and killed Pagoda by reversing his regeneration. The ease with which she took a life sent a chilling realization through her: she was capable of the same darkness as her father.

Undeterred by Amy’s refusal, Bonesaw, guided by Jack Slash’s twisted philosophy, sought to break Amy, to push her past her limits and awaken the monster within. She revealed the truth about powers, that they were accidents, unintended consequences of moments of extreme stress, and that Amy’s inability to affect brains was a self-imposed limitation, a mental block she could overcome.

Using a remote-controlled device, Bonesaw inflicted further damage on Mark’s brain, forcing Amy to finally break her rule and heal him. As she delved into his mind, restoring his lost abilities, Amy knew she was opening a door she could never shut again, unleashing a part of herself she had desperately tried to suppress.

Mark, now healed and empowered, fought back against Bonesaw and Hack Job, his light orbs exploding with concussive force. In the chaos, Amy grappled with a scalpel spider, her fear and desperation mounting. Mark’s ferocious counterattack drove Bonesaw to retreat, leaving behind the remnants of her horrific creations.

In the aftermath, Mark, his voice rough from disuse, offered a quiet “thank you” to Amy, a stark contrast to the condemnation she expected. He arranged for Mouse Protector’s remains to be destroyed, a final act of mercy for the mutilated heroine.

Amy, overwhelmed by guilt and the magnitude of what she had done, decided to leave. She packed her belongings, leaving a note for her family, apologizing for her delay in healing Mark and expressing her love.

As she fled into the night, Victoria intercepted her, demanding answers. Amy, unable to explain her actions, revealed her parentage, hoping to make Victoria understand her need to leave. Victoria, though initially supportive, was horrified by Amy’s confession of her romantic feelings towards her, feelings she had just manipulated Victoria into reciprocating.

The realization of what Amy had done shattered the last vestiges of their bond. Victoria, disgusted and betrayed, refused to let Amy “fix” her, choosing instead to grapple with the unwanted emotions herself. Amy’s desperate pleas were met with scorn, Victoria accusing her of surpassing even Marquis in her cruelty.

Amy, left alone in the flooded street, was broken. She had lost everything: her family, her sister, and the last remnants of her self-imposed morality. The darkness she had fought so hard to contain had finally consumed her, leaving her with nothing but the bitter taste of despair.









12.01


Interlude 12.01

Taylor, as Skitter, has set up base in a new lair, grappling with the challenges of leadership and the restrictions of her new circumstances under Coil. She enlists Charlotte and Sierra as her first two minions, assigning them to survey her territory, gather information about its residents, and identify their needs. Their compensation is generous: two hundred and fifty dollars a day each, a rate that reflects Taylor’s desire to secure their loyalty, a principle she gleaned from observing Coil’s methods.

To ensure their safety and maintain communication, Taylor devises a clever signaling system using origami paper boxes, each containing a live fly. Crushing the box serves as an emergency beacon, alerting Taylor to danger through the death of the fly. She also establishes visual cues using her bugs to convey information about the number of people and the presence of weapons in their vicinity.

The lack of a mask for Charlotte becomes a minor issue. Taylor sees her minions as a way to project a more humane image, but Charlotte’s desire for anonymity, fearing recognition, prompts Taylor to provide makeshift masks from her costume design experiments. These masks, remnants of her attempts to replicate Lisa’s old one, are offered in various dark shades.

Taylor had been anxious, while the pair was visiting their families, about them having second thoughts, or worse - turning her in. To her relief, they return, and she sets about the dual tasks of costume creation and overseeing her minions’ work. She uses her multitasking ability, honed through controlling her swarms, to work on the costumes while simultaneously monitoring Charlotte and Sierra’s progress.

Her efforts extend to addressing the immediate needs of her territory. Through Coil’s intermediary, Mrs. Cranston, she arranges for waste removal and the clearing of blocked storm drains, crucial steps towards improving the living conditions in her area. Taylor’s foresight into these logistical issues showcases her strategic mindset, leveraging her powers to facilitate solutions and maintain order.

An unexpected call from Charlotte interrupts Taylor’s routine, alerting her to a severe rat infestation affecting two families. Recognizing the urgency, Taylor springs into action, deploying her swarm to systematically exterminate the rodents. Her swift and effective response underscores her commitment to her people, even as it reveals the limitations of her resources and the depth of the challenges they face. She meets Grue, and he had already been on the way to her before calling, implying a matter that needed in-person discussion rather than a social call.

In the midst of her efforts, Grue arrives, prompting a discussion about the broader implications of her actions and the economic realities of maintaining her territory. Grue, ever the pragmatist, challenges Taylor’s approach, questioning the sustainability of her non-profit model and highlighting the necessity of generating revenue to ensure Coil’s continued support. Their exchange lays bare the tension between Taylor’s idealistic vision and the harsh demands of their situation.

The conversation takes a more serious turn as Grue reveals the true purpose of his visit: the Slaughterhouse Nine have been active in the city, seeking recruits among the local capes, including Regent and possibly Hookwolf. The revelation adds a new layer of complexity to their predicament, forcing them to consider the risks and potential benefits of attending a meeting called by Hookwolf, who may be a target of or a new member of the Slaughterhouse Nine.

Despite the inherent dangers, Taylor leans towards attending the meeting, recognizing the importance of staying informed and maintaining their standing among the city’s power players. Grue, though hesitant, acknowledges the strategic sense in her decision, and they agree to participate, aware of the potential for violence and the need to be prepared for any eventuality. The meeting, scheduled for that very night, promises to be a critical juncture, with the fate of their group and the balance of power in the city hanging in the balance.





12.02


Chapter 12.02 Summary (1077 words)

Skitter, along with Grue, Bitch, and her dogs, embarks on a boat ride across the Endbringer-made lake, a part of the city devastated by Leviathan. She finds the experience exhilarating, a stark contrast to the constant anxiety that has plagued her for the past year and a half. She reflects on how her life before gaining powers was consumed by worries about school, her family, and social interactions, all of which now seem trivial compared to her current challenges.

The Undersiders arrive at a partially submerged building, their meeting point with other villain groups, including Hookwolf’s Chosen, Faultline’s crew, the Merchants, the Travelers, and Coil. The meeting is tense, with old rivalries and recent conflicts simmering beneath the surface. Hookwolf reveals that the Undersiders and Travelers have been secretly taking over territories in the city, using the distraction of the Slaughterhouse Nine’s presence to secure their positions.

Trickster admits they didn’t know about the Nine’s activities before starting their takeover, but Hookwolf accuses them of exploiting the situation. A truce is proposed: the Undersiders and Travelers must abandon their territories while the other groups focus on the Nine. Coil reveals a prophecy from Dinah Alcott, stating that if Jack Slash survives his visit to Brockton Bay, the world will end in a few years.

Despite the dire warning, the Undersiders and Travelers refuse to give up their territories, fearing that the other groups will use the truce to consolidate their power and attack them later. Hookwolf, seeing an opportunity to eliminate his rivals, manipulates the other groups into siding against the Undersiders and Travelers. Miss Militia suggests a compromise where all powered individuals from each group move to neutral territory, but this is rejected due to the risk of being attacked by the Nine or betrayed by rivals.

Hookwolf, having successfully divided the groups, offers a truce to the Merchants, Pure, Faultline, and Coil, leaving the Undersiders and Travelers isolated. They are forced to leave the meeting, their plans to take over the city thwarted and their alliance with Coil strained. The chapter ends with them departing by boat, facing an uncertain future and the enmity of the other villain groups.

The boat ride is a new experience for Taylor, and she finds herself surprisingly enjoying it, likening it to the thrill of riding Bitch’s dogs, but without the underlying fear. She reflects on the constant state of anxiety she had lived in for the past year and a half, a life filled with worries about school, her family, and social interactions. Now, amidst a dangerous situation, she feels a strange sense of calm, realizing there are moments when she is helpless to act, and accepting the present.

Upon reaching the meeting place, they find Hookwolf and his Chosen, along with other groups like Faultline’s crew, the Merchants, and the Travelers. The atmosphere is tense, with past conflicts and grudges evident. The arrival of the Merchants, with their noisy and flashy tinker-made boat, further escalates the tension.

Hookwolf reveals that the Undersiders and Travelers have been making moves to take over territories in the city, using the Slaughterhouse Nine’s presence as a distraction. Trickster claims they were unaware of the Nine’s activities before implementing their plan. Purity expresses surprise at this revelation, confirming the takeover.

Miss Militia states that their priority is to gather information about the Slaughterhouse Nine, but Hookwolf insists that the Undersiders and Travelers are taking advantage of the situation to conquer the city. A truce is proposed: the Undersiders and Travelers must cease their territorial expansion and stay in a hotel on the Protectorate’s tab until the Nine are dealt with.

Coil adds a new layer of urgency by sharing information from his sources, claiming that if Jack Slash survives his visit to Brockton Bay, it will have dire consequences for the world. He reveals that Jack Slash is a catalyst for an event that will lead to the deaths of a significant portion of the world’s population. Weld identifies Dinah Alcott as Coil’s source, a precog who has been missing since April.

Coil admits to offering Dinah training and relief from her powers in exchange for a year of service, claiming he did not kidnap her. Hookwolf sees this as an explanation for Coil’s past successes against the Empire. Coil insists that Jack Slash must die to prevent the catastrophic event.

Hookwolf, seizing the opportunity, demands that the Undersiders and Travelers agree to the truce and give up their territories to maximize their chances against the Nine. Coil supports this, as do Skidmark and Purity. The Undersiders and Travelers are caught off guard by Coil’s willingness to sacrifice their progress for his anonymity.

Trickster points out the unfairness of the deal, as it would allow the other groups to strengthen their positions while the Undersiders and Travelers are sidelined. Grue and Trickster refuse the terms, leading to further arguments. Faultline emphasizes the need to prioritize collective survival over personal gain, but Trickster insists they will still help against the Nine without giving up their territory.

Hookwolf accuses them of planning to attack the other groups from behind, while Grue denies any intention to betray a truce. Miss Militia proposes a compromise, suggesting that all powered individuals from each group move to neutral territory. However, this is rejected due to the risk of being gathered in one place, making them vulnerable to the Nine or internal betrayal.

Hookwolf, having successfully divided the groups, asks the Merchants, Pure, Faultline, and Coil if they are willing to form an alliance against the Undersiders and Travelers. Purity, Coil, and Skidmark agree, while Faultline refuses, citing their mercenary nature. Hookwolf then negotiates a truce with Miss Militia, agreeing to minimize their activities and avoid attacking civilians while focusing on the Nine.

The leaders of the new alliance shake hands, leaving the Undersiders, Travelers, and the heroes isolated. The Undersiders are forced to leave the meeting, their plans to take over the city thwarted and their alliance with Coil strained. They depart by boat, facing an uncertain future and the enmity of the other villain groups.
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Chapter 12.03 Summary (911 words)

Grue, upset by Coil’s actions during the meeting, vents his frustration as the Undersiders and Travelers regroup. Tattletale suggests Coil’s actions might have been a necessary strategy given his powers and situation, but Grue remains unconvinced. Skitter points out Coil likely has more undercover agents, possibly even within their own ranks, suggesting he might be assisting them indirectly.

Trickster, the leader of the Travelers, joins them, and they discuss the meeting and the Slaughterhouse Nine’s recruitment efforts. Imp, Grue’s sister, has stayed behind to spy on the meeting, causing Grue concern. Skitter reveals she can enhance her ability to sense through her bugs, a skill she had previously abandoned due to its overwhelming nature, but now sees its potential value.

Trickster suggests they relocate to Ballistic’s nearby headquarters to discuss strategy. At the Travelers’ hideout, they unmask and discuss the Slaughterhouse Nine, comparing them to chess pieces. Jack Slash is likened to the king, Siberian to a special queen, Crawler to a special rook, Shatterbird and Burnscar to bishops, and Mannequin to a knight. Cherish, Regent’s sister, is a wildcard, capable of manipulating emotions at a distance. Bonesaw, the medical tinker, is a game-changer, capable of altering the rules of engagement.

Trickster patches in Noelle, a former field commander for the Travelers, via webcam. Tattletale lies to her about working on a solution to her unspecified problem, as instructed by Trickster, who suspects Coil knows something he doesn’t want the Travelers to find out. Noelle suggests a strategy against the Nine: to change the game, making the predators the prey. They discuss the possibility of capturing and controlling some of the Nine, like in the game of Shogi, where captured pieces can be used as one’s own.

They consider targeting Jack, Bonesaw, Cherish, Burnscar, or Shatterbird. Grue, Tattletale, Skitter, and Bitch head back to retrieve Imp. As they reach the parking garage entrance, they encounter four members of the Slaughterhouse Nine: Siberian, Jack Slash, Bonesaw, and Cherish. Jack Slash, noticing them, remarks, “This is not an exit.”

The Undersiders and Travelers gather, Grue expressing his anger at Coil’s betrayal. Tattletale offers a possible explanation for Coil’s actions, suggesting it may have been his only option. Skitter suggests Coil’s undercover agents might be a form of assistance, and Trickster reveals Genesis is also spying on the meeting. Grue worries about Imp’s safety, and Skitter mentions her untapped ability to sense through her bugs, which she had previously dismissed as useless. Realizing its potential, she decides to work on it.

They decide to meet at Ballistic’s headquarters to discuss strategy. Along the way, they discuss the Slaughterhouse Nine’s recruitment targets: Regent, Armsmaster, and one of the Travelers. They also deduce that Burnscar likely visited Faultline’s crew.

At the hideout, they unmask and compare the Nine to chess pieces, with Jack Slash as the king, Siberian the queen, Crawler the rook, Shatterbird and Burnscar the bishops, and Mannequin the knight. Cherish is difficult to categorize, but her emotion-manipulating powers make her a priority target. Bonesaw is the wild card, capable of changing the rules of the game with her medical tinkering.

Trickster connects them with Noelle, a former Traveler leader, via webcam. Tattletale, as instructed, lies to Noelle about working on a solution to her problem. Noelle suggests changing the game to make the Nine the prey, and they consider capturing and controlling weaker members, similar to Shogi.

They discuss potential targets, ruling out Jack, Bonesaw, Siberian, Crawler, and Mannequin due to their defenses or abilities. Cherish is also deemed too risky due to her familiarity with Regent. They settle on Burnscar and Shatterbird as the most viable options.

Grue, Tattletale, Skitter, and Bitch leave to pick up Imp. As they approach the parking garage entrance, they encounter Siberian, Jack Slash, Bonesaw, and Cherish. Jack Slash smiles and says, “This is not an exit.”

Grue is furious about the meeting’s outcome. Tattletale speculates that Coil’s actions might have been his only option, given his power and operational constraints. Skitter proposes that Coil might be aiding them indirectly through his undercover agents.

Trickster informs them that Genesis is also spying on the meeting. Grue expresses concern for Imp’s safety, prompting Skitter to reveal her neglected ability to perceive through her bugs. She resolves to develop this skill further.

They agree to convene at Ballistic’s headquarters to strategize. En route, they discuss the Slaughterhouse Nine’s recruitment targets: Regent, Armsmaster, and a member of the Travelers. They also infer that Burnscar likely attacked Faultline’s crew.

At the hideout, they remove their masks and analogize the Nine to chess pieces: Jack Slash as the king, Siberian as an unstoppable queen, Crawler as an unkillable rook, Shatterbird and Burnscar as far-reaching bishops, and Mannequin as a stealthy knight. Cherish’s emotion-manipulating abilities make her a high-priority target. Bonesaw, the medical tinker, is deemed a game-changer due to her ability to modify the rules of engagement.

Trickster establishes a video call with Noelle, a former Traveler leader. Following Trickster’s instructions, Tattletale deceives Noelle about working on a solution to her unspecified problem. Noelle suggests altering the game to turn the Nine from predators to prey. They explore the possibility of capturing and controlling some of the Nine, akin to the game of Shogi, where captured pieces can be redeployed.

They discuss potential targets, eliminating Jack, Bonesaw, Siberian, Crawler, and Mannequin due to their defenses or abilities. Cherish is also deemed too risky due to her familiarity with Regent. They conclude that Burnscar and Shatterbird are the most feasible options.

Grue, Tattletale, Skitter, and Bitch depart to retrieve Imp. As they approach the parking garage entrance, they encounter Siberian, Jack Slash, Bonesaw, and Cherish. Jack Slash, spotting them, remarks, “This is not an exit.”
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Chapter 12.04 Summary (911 words)

“This is not an exit,” Jack Slash remarks, prompting a tense standoff. Tattletale quips about the reference, earning a brief “I try” from Jack. Skitter assesses their dire situation: running is futile against Siberian’s speed, and fighting is suicide. She considers using bugs and Grue’s darkness as cover, but Cherish detects her “clever idea.”

Cherish reveals Skitter’s newfound self-worth, calling her a “poisonous” worm. Jack warns Skitter that any action will provoke Siberian and himself. Skitter concedes, knowing an escape attempt would be disastrous. Jack addresses the group, questioning their potential recruits, plural. Bonesaw expresses her desire to meet them and design a “fair” test, hinting at her internal conflict about challenging herself and not wanting to repeat past tests.

Cherish criticizes the notion of fairness, but Bonesaw insists, especially since Regent and Bitch are siblings. Bitch’s ominous silence and Siberian’s stare add to Skitter’s unease. Tattletale’s comment about their plotting against the Nine horrifies the group, but Jack admits he was already aware.

Jack explains the Nine’s recruitment process: each member presents a test, some always the same (like Mannequin’s self-alteration or Siberian’s hunt), while he prefers variety and unfairness. Failure doesn’t always mean death, but it’s always “worse.” Regent, curious, asks about Cherish’s tests. Jack reveals she killed Hatchet Face, endured Bonesaw’s power-stripping parasite, survived Siberian’s hunt, and withstood Shatterbird’s psychological torture in a glass shard-filled room. A clue emerges: Shatterbird’s offensive range exceeds Cherish’s.

Burnscar’s failed test remains a secret. Jack orders Cherish to reveal her back, showcasing a gruesome, realistic tattoo of a festering heart, surrounded by images of decay and self-deprecating words. The tattoo is scarred and raised, adding a disturbing depth. Jack notes that this defacement broke something in Cherish, marking her as one of them.

Regent asks about Jack’s test, which involved repeating all six tests. Bonesaw reveals she brought back Hatchet Face for a second round, which Cherish failed. Tattletale’s attempt to manipulate Jack backfires when Cherish exposes her long-term plan to control the Nine with her powers. Jack, disappointed, silently orders Siberian, who slashes Tattletale’s face, spraying blood.

Skitter, blinded momentarily, rushes to help Tattletale, whose wound is severe. Jack, lamenting the ruined plan, dismisses Cherish’s concerns. Skitter tries to stop the bleeding, but Jack claims it’s futile. Bonesaw offers to “fix” Tattletale in a disturbing way. Jack then addresses Regent and Bitch, warning them about an incentive for two hero candidates and advising them to stick to bottled water due to a biological weapon. He also announces Shatterbird’s imminent city-wide “song” in 34 minutes, urging them to avoid glass.

Tattletale, fumbling for a pen, writes “Deal” and “Game.” Skitter, understanding, asks Jack about the outcome if more than one candidate survives. Jack says they’ll fight each other. Skitter relays Tattletale’s proposal: if more than half the candidates survive, the Nine leave with only volunteers. Jack, intrigued, considers the challenge. Bonesaw likes the idea, seeing it as a way to fix her test. Jack agrees to discuss it, hinting at a steep penalty for their potential loss.

Tattletale loses consciousness. Skitter, torn between helping her and warning her father about Shatterbird, receives a silent order from Tattletale: “Go.” Ballistic suggests calling Coil for transport, but Skitter knows it’s too slow. She calls her father, but the number is out of service. With less than 30 minutes left, she starts running, facing a daunting five or six-mile journey through treacherous streets.
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Chapter 12.05 Summary (836 words)

Skitter contemplates a suicidal attack on Jack, Bonesaw, and Cherish. Their proximity makes them vulnerable to her bugs, and the thought of avenging Tattletale and potentially saving countless lives is tempting. However, Siberian’s invincibility and Bonesaw’s medical expertise make success unlikely. The potential consequences, including the lives of her friends and Dinah’s freedom, weigh heavily against this rash act.

She grapples with the moral dilemma: is her life and the lives of her loved ones worth less than the countless people the Nine could kill? The decision isn’t binary, she realizes. She can’t sacrifice everything for a slim chance at victory. Instead, she resolves to save who she can now and prepare for a more strategic confrontation later.

Her urgency to reach her father intensifies. The flooded streets and her unsuitable footwear slow her down, but she can’t dwell on the morality of killing now. She must save people. Using her power, she begins a massive multitasking effort, checking for glass hazards and waking residents through open windows in the powerless downtown area.

She contacts Sierra and Charlotte, urging them to warn the hospital and others about Shatterbird’s imminent attack. Her range and fine control increase, allowing her to reach more people. The physical strain is immense, and the terrain treacherous, but she pushes on.

A detour at a construction site forces her to stop for the first time. She climbs a fence, wasting precious minutes, and realizes she won’t reach her father in time to get him somewhere safe. Her only option is to save him using her powers, just as she’s doing with others.

She discards her phone, knowing the time is uncertain and the device is now a liability. Sirens approach as she nears her neighborhood. She wakes more people with her bugs, then focuses on her house.

Her father is in bed, alone. The image is a painful reminder of their isolation. She draws bugs to his room, preparing to wake him, but a high-pitched sound from the windows signals Shatterbird’s attack. She knocks over his alarm clock just as the glass shatters, a wave of destruction washing over the city.

The sound is deafening, like a colossal impact followed by the rain of trillions of glass shards. She rushes to her father, finding him bloodied but alive. He had taped his windows, heeding her earlier warning.

Relief is short-lived. He’s badly injured, and internal bleeding is a concern. They need a hospital, but she knows they’ll be overcrowded. As she’s assessing the situation, two figures appear in the house.

Her first thought is the Nine, but they’re paramedics. She prepares to fight, but they’re helping her father. Relief turns to suspicion – their timing and preparedness don’t add up.

They load her father onto a stretcher, and one takes her aside. He hands her a bundle containing her mask and armor, revealing they’re with Coil. They were sent by her teammates but couldn’t find her in time.

Then comes the gut-punch: Coil wants her to attend to her territory, to leave her father in this critical moment. He offers a choice, but it’s clear what he expects. The paramedic promises the best care for her father, but it’s a hollow comfort.

She kisses her father goodbye, ignoring his pleas to stay. She orders the paramedic to take care of him, then turns away, tears streaming down her face. A torrent of curses fills her mind, directed at everyone and everything that has led to this moment, especially herself.
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Chapter 12.06 Summary (1005 words)

Leviathan’s destruction, ironically, lessened Shatterbird’s impact. Fewer windows meant less glass to weaponize. Still, the sand was brutal, leaving people with horrific sandburns. Skitter arrived at her claimed territory, finding two ambulances, stripped of glass, attending to the wounded. The air was thick with dust, raising concerns about respiratory health.

The scene was fraught with potential chaos. Hundreds, maybe thousands, were injured, overwhelming the limited medical resources. Panic was inevitable. Skitter, her mind on her father and Tattletale, struggled to focus, but she had to act.

She spread her swarm, using it to amplify her voice, urging calm. She asked for uninjured volunteers, but the Dock residents, unaccustomed to community spirit, hesitated. Skitter realized her mistake – in a crisis, direct commands, not requests, were needed. But she’d already set the precedent of ignoring her, making the situation worse.

Three options remained: look weak and abandon the plan, plead and look even weaker, or force compliance through intimidation. The last option was distasteful but necessary. Before she could act, Charlotte arrived, a timely reprieve.

Skitter had been using her bugs to locate injured people. She pointed Charlotte to a warehouse with a wounded woman and children, then singled out a shirtless young man to assist, overcoming his concern for his injured mother by assigning others to her care. She directed two more men to a bleeding man in a factory, her heart pounding as they hesitated before obeying.

Next, she ordered a man, R.J.’s father, to help a blinded man. He resisted, ungrateful for her earlier help, but Skitter’s sharp question to another bystander, a woman with a makeshift eyepatch, shamed him into action. She sent out more groups, using social pressure to ensure compliance.

The greater problem remained: how to manage the scared, restless crowd awaiting help? They were crowding the paramedics, demanding attention. Skitter, spotting a mother picking glass from her son’s wound, realized a solution. She instructed the mother on safe glass removal, then a plan formed. She needed supplies from her lair, but couldn’t leave.

Using her bugs, she gathered pens, markers, bandages, iodine, hydrogen peroxide, candles, and needles. Retrieving them was tricky – flying bugs couldn’t carry the heavier items. She had her spiders spin silk, creating makeshift harnesses for the bugs to carry the supplies.

Addressing the crowd, Skitter explained a marking system: dotted lines for visible glass, circles for potentially embedded pieces, and a ‘T’ for tetanus shot status. A paramedic confirmed the need for this information. She demonstrated on an old man, instructing him to mark others.

The paramedics needed space. Skitter announced a move to a nearby factory, a safer, more spacious location. People moved, marking wounds and tetanus status as they went. A pinched-faced woman, a doctor, questioned Skitter’s use of hydrogen peroxide. Skitter defended it, arguing it was better to delay healing than risk infection. The woman, unimpressed, took the iodine, her demeanor softening only when tending to patients.

Skitter gathered more supplies, sending her bugs to scout for more. She wished for a working phone to check on Tattletale and her father but knew most electronics were fried. She had to focus on the task at hand, spreading her bugs to detect threats, both on the ground and airborne. She had her spiders spin suture thread, a necessary if imperfect solution.

The doctor criticized the thread’s sterility. Skitter, irritated, defended it as a necessary compromise. The doctor repeated her earlier question about Skitter’s medical credentials, but Skitter was distracted. The paramedics hadn’t emerged from the ambulance.

She found them dead, their necks broken, a patient with a fresh chest wound, still warm but not breathing. They’d been murdered, silently, despite her watch. Panicked, she rushed back to the warehouse.

Inside, she found Mannequin, one of the Slaughterhouse Nine. He held a telescoping blade to the doctor’s throat, his other hand wagging a finger admonishingly. Before Skitter could react, he killed her, arterial blood spraying. He taunted Skitter, evading her swarm with delicate precision on his knife-stilt feet.

Skitter drew her baton and knife. Mannequin extended his arm blades, longer and sharper than hers. He had hostages, speed, strength, and durability. His power, a twisted version of his past as a tinker specializing in self-contained ecosystems, countered hers perfectly.

“Motherfucker,” Skitter snarled, her voice amplified by her swarm. “I have no idea how the fuck I’m going to do it, but I’m going to make you regret that.”
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Chapter 12.07 Summary (1436 words)

Mannequin lunged, his bladed toes digging into the ground, moving fast, arms trailing like ribbons. He stopped short, turning to swing with his right arm, a three-foot blade attached. It extended on a chain, aimed at my head. I parried with my baton, the hit heavy, like a sledgehammer. Losing grip, I threw myself back as he spun, his arm circling. Reeling the arm in, his fingers gripped his foot. He dropped his other foot, feigning a collapse, then thrust out with a bladed leg.

It caught me in the stomach, slashing up toward my collarbone, lifting me off the ground. I landed on my back, armor absorbing the impact. Remembering Grue’s lessons, I scrambled back as Mannequin strode toward me. I drew my bugs around me, rolling and sprinting to his left. Struck from behind, I fell face-first. The surprise was as bad as the pain.

He stood over me, winding fingers into my hair, pulling my head back. I struggled, aiming for his knee with my baton, but he wrenched me, a blade pressing against my throat. He pulled the blade across my throat, smooth and hard.

In a heartbeat, I acted. I grunted, choked, then went limp, my bugs ceasing movement. Flies drifted down like snowflakes. He let go, my mask hitting the floor. I heard screams and shouts. Swallowing, I checked my throat. My costume had saved me, but the onlookers had seen. It would have been better if the bugs had blocked their view.

I needed a second to think. Mannequin could press an assault indefinitely. It was like sparring with Brian, but worse. Mannequin was stronger, faster, had more reach, didn’t tire, and was versatile in ways no ordinary human could be.

He could sense me somehow. Not sight, or his sight was limited. Not super hearing. He wasn’t using radar, my bugs would have picked it up. This wasn’t helping.

He sharpened his blades, steel on steel. A man whimpered, and Mannequin turned. He stood still, observing. I needed a plan before someone tried to run.

I needed a weak point. But he was smart, having been on the brink of solving world crises before his transformation. No blatant weaknesses. He’d fought better, learned, and improved. Like me, but with years more experience. And he was insane.

What would I do in his shoes? I’d have no vital openings, focus on being a closed system, recycling waste, dissipating excess energy, absorbing heat. Was that how he sensed the world? Heat? Or something else? Radiation? Radio waves? Electromagnetics?

Why this form? An eternal reminder of his family lost to the Simurgh? Why resemble a human? To mislead? Maybe his organs weren’t human at all. Redundancies for everything, like Aegis. No need for a heart, kidneys, or a conventional digestive system. More room for equipment, for self-sustaining systems.

His torso was the biggest section. Likely contained his brain, sensory organs, and control mechanisms. Or maybe not, to avoid putting everything in one basket. Some could be in his thighs and forearms.

I’d have spent hours balancing the ‘ecosystems’ of each part. Exacting, fine-tuned, sensitive, fragile. Resistant to impacts, but heat and cold? A crack in the exterior? It could wreak havoc.

None of that mattered if I couldn’t hurt him. Bugs dealt with hard shells all the time. A hundred solutions. That was the spark. I had a plan. Not good, but something. And just-in-case measures. It would be two minutes before I could start, judging by the time it took for my bugs to deliver supplies.

I made mental notes: an easier opening to my lair, a clock for precise time tracking. I had to guess. Two minutes. Controlling my breathing was hard, my heartbeat intense. Staying still was one of the hardest things I’d ever done.

“Mommy,” a toddler said. “I don’t want to be here!”

Mannequin went still. Shit. I stood, bugs swirling around me. I sheathed my knife, gripped my baton.

“Mannequin!”

He turned.

“Yeah,” I said. “You didn’t get me.”

He walked toward the mother and child.

“Hey!” I shouted. “Fight me! Don’t you have the balls to take on a teenage girl? Or did you cut them away!?”

He didn’t slow.

“Bastard!” I ran for him. He might be baiting me. But I couldn’t let them get hurt. I threw myself at his legs, hitting his knees and calves. He teetered and fell backward, his legs on top of me.

“Go!” I screamed. “Run!”

She did. Mannequin tried to blade her leg, but someone helped her. His leg snaked around my throat in a headlock. I tried to slip out, but couldn’t. Less than thirty seconds?

Four blades sprung from his calf, rotating like a fan. I swung my baton into the blades. They stopped, then started again, slowly. I might have been relieved, but I was still in his grip.

He heaved me up, holding me high. I drew my knife and struck at the ball joint of his leg, near my face. Once, twice, three times. He shifted on the fourth hit. He turned over, his hand closing over my face. He whipped me around, letting his arm go free, and I hurtled across the room.

I crashed into a pile of boards with nails. They jabbed at me but didn’t penetrate my costume. I tried to stand, but the boards slid. His hand was still on my face. He pulled me forward. I slammed the knife into the gap between his hand and my face.

Tattletale said it was strong enough to be a crowbar. She was right. I freed myself, his fingertips scraping my scalp. His arm clicked back into place. I had a scratch on my mask’s lens.

The pain hit me. Bruises, I could deal with. A building headache. How much time had I bought? One minute? One and a half? Could I hold out? Could the bystanders? The moment my bugs arrived, I could start my plan. But there was no guarantee it would work.

Thirty seconds to a minute. I panted, counting every second. What was going on behind that mask? A battle plan? Maybe not. He didn’t need one. Maybe he was calculating how to ruin me. Lifelong scars, or murdering the civilians. Both devastating.

Or maybe he was in mental anguish, reliving the day he lost everything.

There was nothing I could do about his past. He was a monster now. I had to stop him.

Time for battle plan number one. I set my swarm on him, smothering him. It didn’t accomplish anything. He ran toward me, unimpeded. I ducked his first swing but couldn’t avoid the second. It hit my shoulder and chest. The pain was momentary, but it knocked me out of his reach.

Some bugs squeezed into the slots where his weapons emerged. Nothing organic inside. Sealed off. I lodged bugs in the mechanisms, spilling their innards onto anything sensitive.

Mannequin stepped back, retracting his blades. A wave of pressure and heat killed the bugs. Plan one down.

For plan two, I needed my baton. I searched with my power and eyes. My bugs were almost here. I found my baton. I’d have to get by him to get it.

Fetch, I ordered, as Mannequin lunged. I didn’t have time to tell them how. This time, his attack was frenzied. I hopped back, then backed up as he spun, a whirl of blades.

I missed it when he tilted, kicking out wide with his leg. I was knocked back onto the wood pile, falling to the ground. He retracted his leg. My bugs tugged the baton, but Mannequin spotted them. He kicked it away.

Fuck. I grabbed a two-by-four. Old, dusty, damaged, with rusted screws. Better than nothing. He sharpened his blades, then lunged. I struck with the wood, hitting the uppermost blade, driving it down. He collided with me, blades striking my armor. Pain, but no impalement. He whipped his arms, throwing me.

I smiled a little. My swarm had arrived.

The bugs flowed in, half sweeping over Mannequin. He wobbled, then turned to me, uncaring. Better he didn’t pay attention. Behind him, the bugs moved in a kaleidoscopic pattern, expanding outward. He paused, looked over his shoulder. He could sense my bugs on the floor, in the air, but hadn’t known I was still alive. My plan hinged on whether he’d grasp what I was doing and if he could stop it.

The formation ceased expanding, then swept over him. He staggered. He charged through the bugs, running toward me. I parried one swing, jumped away from the second. I lost my grip on the wood when I tried to block his kick. He kicked me again, hard. Nausea rose in my throat.

Third pass with my swarm. They focused on his legs, nearly unbalancing him. He paused, head tilting. To his right, my left, the swarm gathered, expanding slowly.

The swarm consisted of pairings: flying insect and arachnid. Spiders clutching bees, wasps, or dragonflies. A thousand pairs. They drew out five hundred lines of webbing, mostly dragline silk, with enough sticky webbing to attach to him.

I hadn’t used the black widow spiders earlier, fearing he’d realize my plan. Now I brought them into play, focusing on his joints, reinforcing the stronger webs. Their silk was nothing compared to the black widows, but it was something.

He moved without a problem, unaware or uncaring. Silk strands stretched and snapped. Together, they were stronger. Like my costume.

He tried to retract the blade in his right arm, but it caught. Pressing the point against the ground, he bent it back into alignment. It retracted on his next attempt. My second just-in-case measure hadn’t worked.

That same arm disconnected and extended towards me. I turned to avoid being caught. He fired the other arm out, and I caught hold of it before it could grip my costume.

My swarm made a fourth pass, focusing on the chain of his extended arm and the joints where webbing had accumulated. Fifty or sixty spiders stayed on the extended chain, spitting out their stickiest webbing.

He tried to maneuver the arm I was holding, his fingers and wrist bending unnaturally. He changed tactics, making the blades spear out at random. When that failed, he whipped the chain. I let go just in time. He reeled it in, getting about three-quarters of the way before a snag.

The last quarter was slower. Silk glue gumming up the works, I hoped. He looked at his arm, flexing the fingers.

While he was distracted, I made a fifth pass, more subtle, draping the silk over him.

He attacked, stretching out the arm I hadn’t gummed up. Pain slowed me, and his fist collided with me, knocking me over. I backed it off me and hurried to my feet.

While the arm was still partially extended, I deposited spiders on the chain. They began producing silk glue around the retraction mechanisms. One spider wasn’t much, but together, it added up.

He realized what I was doing. Extending the chain, he flung it across the room, the blade cutting a wide swathe. I ducked, but two bystanders were struck down. When he tried to retract the chain, the mechanism stalled.

His body was like Armsmaster’s powersuit, but every piece of equipment necessitated cutting away flesh. Elegant, efficient design over rugged craftsmanship. Lightweight, using minimal energy, maximum effect.

He tilted his head, looking at the arm that refused to retract.

I made my sixth sweep. His head snapped up, looking at me. He knew.

I couldn’t spare the breath for a quip. I hurt too much.

The chain dropped from his elbow socket. He paced over, picked it up, tore out the remaining chain, and clicked it into place.

“Come on,” I muttered.

Blades speared out all over his body. Then he began spinning furiously, cutting webs.

Different tactic. The swarm took its time passing over him, thirty or forty spiders working at a time, cutting threads so they drifted down like strings in the wind. Falling gently, they would drape over the spinning blades, attach to other silk, forming a looser cloud.

I’d anticipated this.

What caught me off guard was when he changed tactics, going after the civilians again.

“Hey!” I shouted.

I’d hoped to be more subtle about my second phase of attack.

Half of the swarm was still waiting. I deployed them while running after Mannequin, stopping to get another two-by-four.

Someone screamed as Mannequin started cutting. Two or three people, cornered. One already in harm’s way.

“Fucker! Stop!” I shouted, useless.

I moved on to the second phase. My bugs arrived with supplies. Scraps of silk cloth from my costume work. They were caught by the blades rather than being cut. Mannequin soon had a dark blur whirling around his upper body.

Other bugs packed the remainder of my costume supplies. Tubes of paint were cut, creating small, wet, colorful explosions. A large bottle of glue made its way to my hand. I tore off the lid, and bugs carted it off, holding it upside-down over his head so streams of glue could spill onto his head and shoulders. Packages of dye were torn in half, expanding into clouds of black, brown, gray, and lavender powder, sticking to any liquid, filling every gap to highlight the hidden slots and seams.

Swinging underhand, I brought the two-by-four up toward the widest part of the buzzsaw whirl. I managed a glancing blow on the end of a blade, knocking it up. The momentum of his rotation did the rest. He tipped and crashed onto his side, literally falling apart. Lengths of chain connected everything, but nothing was in the right socket. A defense mechanism against heavy impacts?

My swarm flooded over him, drawing out more lines of silk, spilling glue where possible.

He began to reel the parts in. I grabbed the arm he’d disconnected and hurled it away. Then I seized his head.

I knew he wouldn’t have anything valuable in his head. Too obvious a target. But it was easy to get, not connected to too many things, and there was a chance he might want to keep it.

Holding the head, I hauled back, pulling more chain from the neck. With one hard pull, I hauled half of his body toward me. Another pull, and I dragged his body another half-foot, but I got one or two feet of length from the neck-chain.

Even with stuff gumming up the works, his chest clearly had stronger mechanisms. The chain began slowly retracting.

Someone appeared behind me, gripping the chain. He added his strength to mine, and Mannequin’s body was dragged another two or three feet back.

“Where?” he asked. A burly bystander with a thick beard, glasses, and a red and black striped t-shirt. One of my people.

I pointed to a metal frame that had once stood around equipment.

“Stand back,” he said. I let go and backed off. He hauled Mannequin another four or five feet, then another haul, close enough to the frame.

I hurried forward, gripping the head, winding it through and beneath the bars, tying it in a crude knot, tangling it in the bars. It dangled, the stump facing the ceiling. Fifteen feet of chain trailed between it and Mannequin’s body.

Mannequin had reconnected his remaining arm and was attaching his legs.

I had seconds.

I knew where to find what I was looking for. I hefted a cinder block.

I wasn’t halfway back to the head when I saw Mannequin stand. I dropped the block and stepped away, circling him, putting distance between myself and his head. His attention seemed to be on me.

Had I pissed him off?

He wasn’t spinning, and I could see the damage. Dense webs and scraps of cloth had collected across his body, only half of the blades retracted. Color streaked him, liquid and powder.

I gathered my bugs into another formation. Low on silk, but I’d have to deal.

He stepped forward, movements awkward. Good. The ball joints might not be pristine.

He moved again, disconnecting the chain to free himself. He wasn’t focusing on me. I felt out with my bugs.

His arm. It crawled weakly for him, using the fingertips to scrape forward.

I redirected a portion of my swarm to the hand. Then I limped to put myself between him and his target. My swarm passed over him. The seventh strafing run. He slashed at it, a surprising display of emotion.

He reached into the hole where his neck should be and withdrew a small knife.

I adjusted my posture. A tinker knife. It could be anything.

He pressed a switch, and it was surrounded with a gray blur. Armsmaster’s tech.

A weapon with that effect had done horrendous damage to Leviathan.

He stepped forward, and I stepped back. Behind me, the arm jumped. Mannequin was using the telescoping blade to push it. It was trying to take a circuitous route around me.

My bugs made their eighth sweep.

He lunged for me. No blocking, no letting my armor absorb it. His movements were ungainly, but he was nine feet tall and had reach.

I backed off, aware my spiders weren’t working fast enough. I was running out of room.

There was a sound, a heavy impact, ringing metal. Mannequin stopped and whirled, striding back.

The sound came again. I chased, trying not to limp, knowing there was little I could do. I crossed half the factory before I saw what had earned Mannequin’s attention.

The man who’d helped me had the concrete block and brought it down on Mannequin’s head for the third time. The head came free and fell to the ground.

The man hefted the block, saw Mannequin approaching, and changed his mind. He dropped the block onto the head and ran.

Mannequin didn’t chase. He stooped to pick up his head, then stood straight. I stopped.

For long moments, Mannequin held the head at arm’s length. Then it fell.

Seconds stretched on as his arm flopped its way toward him. My spiders swarmed it, surrounding it in silk. Only the blade was allowing it to move, the fingers struggling around the silk.

Mannequin turned his attention to his arm. I set my swarm on it. A thousand threads of silk, each held by as many flying insects as I could grip it with, all carrying the arm aloft. I brought it up to the ceiling, fixing it in place, building a cocoon around it. My enemy turned his attention to me, shoulders facing me square-on. With no head, his body language was hard to read. Had I irritated him?

He stepped forward, and the silk hampered his movement. His leg didn’t move as far, and his missing arm displaced his balance. He collapsed.

“Want to keep going?” I asked, heart in my throat, ready to react.

Slowly, he pulled himself to his feet. Twice, he used the knife to slash at the silk. On the second attempt, I hit him with the formation of bugs for an eighth sweep, hoping to throw him off-balance enough that he’d stab himself. No such luck.

Standing straight, Mannequin shifted his grip on his knife, then raised one finger. Wagged it left and right, that same gesture of disapproval, condemnation.

Then he turned to leave, striding for the door. I didn’t try to stop him. I didn’t have it in me.

I watched him leave with my bugs. Felt him get three, four, then five blocks away before he was out of my range. The second he was gone, all the strength went out of my legs. I collapsed onto my knees.

I hurt all over. If Mannequin hadn’t broken something in my ribs or collarbone, he’d fractured something. Physically exhausted. Emotionally? Doubly so.

Charlotte appeared, offering a hand. Murmurs of conversation started. I tuned it out. I couldn’t take criticism, and I didn’t deserve praise. How many had been hurt while I fought Mannequin? How many had died because I hadn’t been on the alert?

With Charlotte’s help, I stood. I shook my head at her offer for support. Moving slowly, I walked over to the dismembered head.

A drop of black fluid beaded at the seam in the neck. Apparently that was enough of a flaw for Mannequin to abandon it. I left it.

Then I hobbled over to the body of the gray-haired doctor. Getting onto my knees was painful. I turned her head, stared into her open eyes. Light blue, surprised.

“I’m sorry,” I told her.

I couldn’t think of anything more to add. A minute or two passed before I gave up. I left her eyes open; closing them seemed presumptuous and trite.

I cut the threads with my bugs and let the arm fall from the ceiling. More than one person was startled.

“Throw the head and the arm into the ocean,” I said. “Somewhere deep.”

“Okay,” Charlotte said, her voice quiet.

“I’m going to go. I’ll be using my bugs to watch for more trouble,” I said, limping toward the door.

I’d won. So to speak.





12.08


Chapter 12.08 Summary (922 words)

Exhausted and injured from her fight with Mannequin, Skitter struggled to get out of bed, every movement a painful reminder of the encounter. A cold shower, the best her damaged lair could offer, did little to improve her condition. The city’s infrastructure was in shambles, mirroring her own state.

Descending to the second floor, she found a semblance of order, thanks to the metal shutters protecting the windows. The third floor, however, was a disaster. Sierra and Charlotte, two of her people, were already downstairs. A shattered spice cabinet dashed Skitter’s hopes for a decent breakfast. Frustration mounted as she realized the extent of the damage and the limitations it imposed. The inability to protect her people and the city from the Nine weighed heavily on her.

She assigned tasks: Charlotte was to deliver a message to Regent, a friend, and gather information, while Sierra was to start cleaning and prepare a makeshift meal. The mention of Armsmaster during a conversation with Sierra brought a fresh wave of weariness. A reminder of a past she’d rather forget, a past where she’d aimed to be a hero but ended up on a different path.

As Skitter began sweeping up the glass in her bathroom, she used her bugs to collect smaller shards throughout the house, a small attempt to regain control amidst the chaos. Uncertainty about Tattletale and her father, coupled with the disruption of her routine, soured her mood further. The task of cleaning, while providing a semblance of order, couldn’t fully distract her from the weight of her responsibilities.

An unexpected visitor, Grue, arrived, expressing concern over Skitter’s reckless confrontation with Mannequin. She defended her actions, citing the immediate danger to her people. Grue, however, remained unconvinced, pointing out the high probability of death according to their earlier calculations. He urged her to prioritize rest and adopt a defensive strategy. Skitter, driven by a hidden motive, refused.

Their conversation shifted to Tattletale’s condition. While not life-threatening, she had sustained an injury that would leave a scar. Grue found her nonchalant reaction perplexing, but Skitter offered an explanation, suggesting that Tattletale dealt with stress by confronting it head-on, a trait evident in her combat style.

Grue then turned the focus back to Skitter, expressing concern over her relentless drive. He questioned her recent actions, attributing them to a deal she had made with Coil. Skitter, hesitant at first, revealed the partial truth: the deal involved proving her worth to Coil in exchange for Dinah’s release. However, she harbored doubts about Coil’s intention to honor the agreement, suspecting that Dinah’s abilities were too valuable for him to relinquish.

An interruption, signaled by Sierra, brought them back to the present. Three young individuals, remnants of the ABB, approached, offering their services. They had heard of Skitter’s fight with Mannequin and, surprisingly, expressed respect for her. They acknowledged her past conflicts with the ABB but were willing to work for her, seeking a different kind of leadership. Skitter, emphasizing her focus on protecting her territory and its people, laid down the rules: no violence, no drug dealing, no prostitution, no threats, and no substance abuse outside of personal time.

She led them to a large, relatively undamaged garage, assigning them the task of cleaning it up. The building, she explained, would serve as a central hub, a place to consolidate her people and resources, fostering a sense of community and improving their collective resilience. Grue expressed skepticism, but Sierra interjected, suggesting that the timing was opportune, as word of Skitter’s actions against Mannequin was spreading, bolstering her reputation.

Another group of young men arrived, also seeking to join. Skitter, surprised by the sudden influx of volunteers, instructed Sierra to oversee their work, promising payment for their efforts. Grue reiterated his concern about her accelerated pace, but Skitter remained resolute, driven by the urgency of her mission to save Dinah.

Finally, she confided in Grue the full extent of her dilemma. If she failed to impress Coil, he would likely keep Dinah, leaving Tattletale and her with the daunting task of taking him down, a task she believed they would fail. This revelation underscored the immense pressure she was under, the reason behind her relentless drive, and the precariousness of her situation.





12.x (Interlude; Jack)


Chapter 12.x (Interlude; Jack) Summary (1009 words)

“Which one of you dripping rectal cysts is brave enough for this one!?” Jack Slash’s voice boomed from atop Squealer’s monstrous, modified helicopter, addressing a bloodthirsty crowd below. The scene was a twisted festival hosted by Skidmark, featuring a dangerous drug cocktail and deadly challenges. Participants who survived a potent dose and a near-death experience, like being buried alive, would earn a green armband and discounts from the Merchant leaders.

As Jack held up a bowl of powdered pills, a sudden, violent interruption silenced the revelry. Skidmark, the host, was brutally dismembered, his blood and organs spilling out as he tried to crawl away. His desperate attempt to use his power was futile; he was sucked into the helicopter’s blades and instantly shredded.

On a nearby rooftop, Jack flicked his wrist, retracting the blade of his straight-razor. He smiled thinly at his assembled team: the Slaughterhouse Nine. Bonesaw, perched on Siberian’s shoulders, braided the feral killer’s hair. Shatterbird and Burnscar stood apart, the former with a book, the latter displaying miniature replays of Skidmark’s demise in flickering flames. Bonesaw’s monstrous creations and the rotting Hack Job waited nearby. Cherish, pale and fearful, stood in the shadow of Crawler, the most monstrous of them all.

Crawler, a behemoth with features of a bear and panther, was covered in armor plates, scales, spines, and coarse hair. His oil-slick body, studded with a hundred black eyes, dripped caustic venom. Six forked limbs, ending in scimitar-like claws, tentacles, and human hands, added to his terrifying appearance.

“Looks like Skidmark’s hosting a party,” Jack announced with irony. “Be sure to thank our hosts.”

Crawler leaped into the crowd, initiating a massacre. Shatterbird and Burnscar attacked the crowd’s edges with glass and fire, while Bonesaw’s creations herded the fleeing Merchants. Siberian, carrying Jack and Cherish, dropped from the roof, spared from impact by her unique nature.

As Siberian joined the carnage, Bonesaw, mounted on a mechanical spider, used an array of surgical tools to drag away a wounded victim. The terrified crowd scattered, lacking the courage to fight back.

Jack instructed Cherish to watch the show. An explosion rocked Squealer’s aircraft, now piloted by Siberian, who tore apart a Merchant before the vehicle crashed. The panicked Merchants, abandoning their friends, sought escape amidst the chaos.

Siberian, perched atop the wreckage, spat out a piece of flesh before leaping away. Jack, questioning Cherish’s loyalty, hinted at a future punishment being devised by Bonesaw.

Crawler rampaged through the crowd, his paralytic venom incapacitating those he didn’t kill outright. A gunman, turning from Crawler to Bonesaw, was dispatched by Hack Job, who then exploded in a puff of white dust.

Mannequin, headless and missing an arm, appeared, marred by paint and dust. Shatterbird, descending with a cloud of bloody glass, judged him for his failure. Bonesaw, skipping toward them, mocked Mannequin, causing Jack to caution her about her epidemic rule. Bonesaw assured him it was a limited cycle, with decreasing potency.

Shatterbird’s arrival coincided with Burnscar igniting Mush’s sandy form. Shatterbird ignored the chaos, studying Mannequin. Jack, deflecting a potential conflict, reminded them that occasional losses were acceptable, even beneficial.

A boy with glowing hair and eyes engaged Crawler, inflicting severe wounds with white flashes of energy. Crawler, despite losing chunks of his body, including his face, rapidly regenerated, his healing powers accelerated. Siberian, about to pursue the fleeing boy, was stopped by Jack, who had other plans.

Crawler rejoined the group, along with Burnscar. Jack revealed that Tattletale, a cape close to one of their candidates, wished to level the playing field. She proposed a game: if the Nine couldn’t reduce their candidates to one, they would take the first volunteer and leave, a blow to their reputation.

Cherish protested, recognizing Tattletale’s manipulation, but Jack saw it as a test. Limitations, he argued, fostered creativity and growth. Shatterbird pointed out that they always succeeded in the past, leading Jack to suggest a time limit and turns for each member, with penalties for failures and rewards for successes.

Bonesaw raised concerns about fairness, but Jack proposed adjustments. Mannequin, Crawler, and Cherish agreed to the new rules. Mannequin would go first, penalized a day for his loss, and would target the bug girl to avenge his failure. Cherish would follow, with a last chance to impress the group.

Jack outlined the rules: candidates must be informed, fail, and be eliminated or punished until one remained. Siberian’s test would remain the same, with the team assisting her in communication.

Jack announced the candidates: Panacea, Armsmaster, Bitch, Regent, the buried girl, and Hookwolf. They needed to eliminate five. After establishing their superiority, they would kill Tattletale and her allies.

The Nine returned to their carnage, Jack observing their dynamics. He noted Shatterbird’s pretense of civility, Siberian’s hunger, and Crawler’s explosive impatience.

Jack’s strategy involved balancing carrots and sticks, manipulating each member’s desires and fears. Shatterbird craved validation, Siberian sought stimulation and companionship with Bonesaw, Bonesaw desired family, Crawler longed for strength and a worthy opponent, Burnscar needed careful management, Mannequin had his mission, and Cherish lived in fear of her impending punishment.

Jack planned to manipulate the contest, ensuring either Hookwolf or Bitch survived, maintaining the group’s balance. He relished the challenge, the wind carrying the scent of smoke and blood.





12.x (Bonus Interlude; Jamie)


Chapter 12.x (Bonus Interlude; Jamie) Summary (1807 words)

Jamie, feeling skeptical, drove to a remote farm, questioning if she was being tricked. The GPS in her necklace, a gift from her dad, reassured her slightly. Arriving at a dilapidated barn, the final destination from a mysterious email, she waited, growing restless. She began her Tai Chi exercises to calm herself, but no one showed. About to leave, she heard a voice. A dark-skinned woman in a lab coat, calling herself “Doctor,” appeared. The barn’s interior transformed into a sterile, white-tiled space with a glass ceiling and fluorescent lights.

“No names,” the Doctor insisted, suggesting anonymity. Jamie chose her name, a nod to a planned younger sister. The Doctor explained that her employee was relocating this part of her office, and they needed to hurry. Jamie, leaving her car behind, stepped into the transformed space. A rush of wind and a disorienting shift later, they stood in a sterile hallway, reminiscent of an empty hospital. “Welcome to Cauldron,” the Doctor announced.

“How did you find me?” Jamie asked. The Doctor mentioned Cauldron’s methods, hinting they owned fake websites offering tinker-made gear, which Jamie had browsed. “Creepiness is an unfortunate reality,” the Doctor explained, citing the need for secrecy. Revealing their ability to grant powers would invite war and theft. The Doctor smiled faintly at the mention of rival businesses, a subtle evasion that intrigued Jamie.

In a spartan, white room, devoid of personality and even dust, the Doctor outlined the process. They discussed Jamie’s situation, budget, and goals. A two-month waiting period with physical and psychological testing followed. The Doctor clarified that the tests were not to prevent clients from turning villainous. “We give powers to anyone who pays,” she stated, offering to end the meeting if Jamie had ethical qualms. Jamie declined.

The Doctor explained Cauldron’s strict secrecy policy. “Countermeasures” were in place for leaks, tailored to the offense’s gravity. They avoided murder due to the attention it drew, opting instead to discredit and neutralize leakers. Jamie, assured she wouldn’t break the rules, shared her story.

Her father, a detective, had helped capture criminals Ramrod and Fleece. After a lengthy legal process, they were to be sent to the Birdcage, but a mercenary named Madcap broke them out. Jamie, frustrated by this perversion of justice, sought powers to stop Madcap and others like him, to restore a sense of fairness.

The Doctor typed, confirming Madcap wasn’t one of theirs. Jamie revealed she could sell a property for about $730,000. Cauldron offered to buy it directly, expediting the process. With an additional $5,000 from her relatives, Jamie detailed the payment structure: two-thirds upfront, the rest over six years or default, resulting in countermeasures, possibly power revocation. The Doctor clarified that this was done by in-house capes, not through a flaw in the process.

The Doctor presented a graph showing power cost, expected range, and “P” value. Jamie’s budget was low, unlikely to grant the power needed to face a Striker 7 like Madcap. She inquired about “P” and the uncertainty. The Doctor produced a binder with laminated pages, each showing a vial of metallic liquid, a list of powers, and a grid with letter values. Each sample had a common theme, but the powers varied.

The letters “O,” “P,” and “R” determined 90% of a sample’s cost. “O” was for uniqueness, “P” for raw power (PRT rating), and “R” for reliability. Some samples were predictable, like T-6001 granting flight in most tests, while others, like B-0030, were dangerous, having killed two subjects. The Doctor mentioned the numerous tests, hinting at Cauldron’s resources without elaborating.

The graph showed cost increasing with “P,” “O,” and “R.” Jamie’s budget limited her to low values, risking unwanted physical changes or powers. She wasn’t fixated on a specific power, prioritizing effectiveness. The Doctor adjusted the graph, removing high uniqueness samples. The question was how much Jamie was willing to gamble.

“How unreliable is a five, if we’re talking about ‘R’?” Jamie asked. A five meant a 3-4% chance of unwanted physical changes, a 0.5% chance of severe changes, and buying a category of power, not a specific one. Jamie considered the “O” of three and “P” of five, a power rating of five to Madcap’s seven. There was a chance for a higher “P,” but also a chance for a lower one.

Jamie asked about improving the results. The Doctor mentioned “Shaping” and “Morpheus” packages for refining powers, but they were expensive and not suitable for her budget. The “Nemesis program” was also unsuitable, as Jamie wanted a fair fight.

Jamie offered to help with testing. The Doctor mentioned a required unspecified favor, usually simple tasks. Jamie, nervous, asked if it involved illegal activities. Sometimes, the Doctor admitted, but often it was about managing information leaks or intimidation. Agreeing to three favors could extend a discount.

The graph expanded, showing dark blue cubes. Jamie asked what they’d ask of her. The Doctor didn’t know yet, a subtle lie Jamie detected. She agreed, hoping to do enough good to offset any wrongs.

Jamie’s fourth visit was less out of the way. The hallway was transplanted into her apartment. She knew where to go, striding down the empty hallways, past countless doors. She’d checked the GPS; she was in the Ivory Coast.

She’d had psychological testing and a full workup. The psychiatrist and doctor were tight-lipped. In the stress test room, she found the Doctor waiting. A canister and a chair were nearby. Jamie changed into a provided bodysuit, labeled “Jamie” on the front and “Client” on the back.

She signed the contract, agreeing to every term, including the three favors and details of her kidnapping nine years ago, which she’d downplayed to the psychiatrist. The Doctor confirmed Jamie hadn’t eaten and was healthy. The sample had a short-lived regenerative effect, a selling point for some clients.

The Doctor handed her a vial, no bigger than a pen. “The faster you drink it, the quicker the transition,” she advised. Jamie asked about the “dream quest.” Some experienced it, some didn’t. She should relax and not dwell on stressful thoughts.

Jamie downed the liquid. It burned, intensifying until she thought it couldn’t get worse. It did. “Hurts,” she groaned, trying to stand. “It’ll get more severe,” the Doctor said, “A minute, maybe two.”

It felt like it was consuming her, melting her insides. Her vision darkened. She panicked, fearing it would cause physical changes. She tried to calm herself, using Tai Chi techniques. The pain disconnected, replaced by a sense of adriftness.

An image flickered: a landscape of biological shapes, constantly shifting. Chasms tore through it. Another image: Earth, everyone and everything on it, from every angle. Then another everyone and everything. It wasn’t her doing the looking.

Utter blackness and silence. An undercurrent, a reaching, frustrated and frustrating. The pain vanished. She was on her hands and knees, tears streaming down her face. “What was that?” she asked. The Doctor claimed not to know, a lie Jamie detected.

“Did I… change?” Jamie asked. “You glowed briefly,” the Doctor replied, “You look the same.” Jamie, exhausted, nodded. The Doctor prepared to leave, advising Jamie to rest and then test her abilities.

As the Doctor reached the door, Jamie tried to stand, but her balance failed. She felt a click, a slow-motion sensation. She reached for the chair, but it flew across the room, shattering against the wall. She fell hard. “Seems you have something,” the Doctor said.

Madcap rolled a PRT van. The driver of the second tried to avoid him, but Madcap stepped in its path. The van hit him, crumpling its hood. He kicked it, sending it skidding into a third van.

“Stop!” Jamie stood in the street, in a low-budget black bodysuit and domino mask. “You’re cute,” Madcap said, “But you don’t want to try to stop me.” He wore a customized costume with a grinning faceguard, black facepaint, and a pointed black leather cap.

“I hit pretty hard myself,” Jamie replied. She saw two drivers running from a nearby van, a decoy. She swung a torn-off bumper at Madcap. He blocked it, sending it flying. He tapped her chest, sending her tumbling. She couldn’t stand.

Two PRT soldiers tried to foam him, but he dispatched them. Madcap tore off van doors, freeing the prisoners. Jamie tried to move, but everything hurt. “No,” Madcap said, stopping the freed villains from approaching her, “Hands off.” They left.

“My power didn’t work,” Jamie told the Doctor, “I was strong, and then I wasn’t.” The Doctor suggested investigating the intricacies, but it would cost. She had another idea.

“Consider this your first favor,” she said, “Cauldron would be much obliged if you could join the Wards, and then graduate to the Protectorate as soon as possible.”

“The Protectorate? Why?” Jamie asked, “To sabotage it?” The Doctor asked her just to join, for resources and training. Jamie agreed, knowing it was for a reason.

“Round eight, puppy?” Madcap taunted, “Maybe you can finally win one!” Jamie charged, her team following. Madcap dodged Legend’s beams, crashing through a wall. Jamie pursued, finding him leaping over her.

Her elbow caught him mid-air. She slammed him into a wall, following with a kick. He rebounded, ducking her kick and throwing her down the hallway. Calm, she focused, building her power. She contorted herself mid-air, touching the wall and landing in a crouch.

Legend’s lasers hit where Madcap had been. He sprinted toward Jamie, accelerating. “Battery!” Legend called, “Stop him!” She held on, concentrating. Madcap changed direction, crashing through a wall.

She released her power, strong, fast, invincible. She ran, crashing through two walls, closing in on Madcap. He turned, blocking or grabbing. She pulled a chair into his path with her power. It crumpled, but he stumbled.

Legend caught him with a laser blast. Madcap tumbled, then darted for cover. Another blast smashed him down. He was unconscious. “Good job, Battery,” Legend said, “Finally, huh?” “Finally,” she agreed.

“I really don’t want to go to the Birdcage,” Madcap said, covered in containment foam. “You’ve committed somewhere in the neighborhood of a hundred felonies,” Legend replied, “I don’t think you have many options.”

“Felonies, sure, but I haven’t killed anyone,” Madcap countered, “What if I switched sides?” “Get real,” Battery said. “I’m serious, puppy,” Madcap grinned, “You guys need more bodies on the field, I don’t want to go to the Birdcage, it’s win-win. I’m strong.”

“You’ve spent nearly six years perverting the course of justice for others,” Battery retorted. “And now I can make amends!” Madcap’s smile was mocking. “You spent the last five and a half years getting people out of the Birdcage, claiming to be against it and everything it stood for, but now you’re willing to work to put people in there?”

“Maybe you’ve changed me,” Madcap said, “Your good looks, your winning personality, and your diehard persistence in the face of so many defeats at my hand.” Battery asked if they could gag him. “Sadly, no,” Legend said, “And he raises an interesting idea.”

“He’s going to run the second he gets a chance,” Battery warned. “There are options,” Legend suggested, “Tracking devices, or perhaps Myrddin can put some countermeasure in place.” “I’m down for any of that stuff,” Madcap said, glancing at Battery, “But I want some concessions.”

“Concessions? You asshole,” Battery said, “You should be glad that we’re even entertaining this asinine idea.” “I think you’ll find them pretty reasonable,” Madcap told Legend. “Let’s hear it,” Legend said.

“I think this would work best if I took on a new identity,” Madcap proposed, “New costume. My powers are versatile enough that I doubt anyone’s going to draw a connection. It also means I don’t have any enemies or any paranoid customers from my shady past coming after me.”

“That could be arranged,” Legend agreed. “And I want to be on her team,” Madcap pointed at Battery, “Puppy changes to a new city, I go with.” “Hell no,” Battery said. “Why?” Legend asked.

“It’s funny,” Madcap said, “It’s going to irritate the piss out of her, and I’ve got just a little bit of a sadistic streak in me. If I don’t channel it somehow, this just isn’t going to work out. Just give me this, and I’ll be a boy scout.”

“Boy scout? You’ll be on your best behavior?” Legend asked, “This would be more than even regular probation.” “No,” Battery said. “Yes,” Madcap answered Legend. “No,” Battery said, “I’ve been a damn good hero for you guys. My record is spotless, I’ve put in the hours, I’ve put in the overtime hours. I’ve done the jobs nobody else wants to do, the unpaid volunteer crap, the patrols at the dead of night when nothing happens. This is a punishment.”

“You’re right,” Legend sighed, “It would be a heavy burden for a good heroine. So it’s up to you. You decide if Madcap joins the Protectorate or not. I won’t judge you if you say no.” “But you think I should say yes,” Battery said.

“I do, if it makes us stronger in the long run,” Legend replied. Battery looked at Madcap, who offered her an exaggerated pout. “Fuck me,” she said, “You’re going on paper as the one making the call, Legend, and you’re taking the hit if this backfires.”

“That’s fair,” Legend said. “Yes!” Madcap grinned. “I’ve died and gone to hell,” Battery muttered. It was everything she’d become a hero to prevent. But she knew it was for the greater good.

“I already have a name in mind for my goodie-two-shoes costumed self,” Madcap grinned, “You’re going to like this one, puppy.” “You’re going to have to stop calling me that,” Battery warned, “Or your identity as Madcap is going to become public knowledge, fast.”

Madcap rubbed his chin, “Maybe. I’ll agree to stop if you accept my name.” She sighed, “I already know I’m going to hate this.” “You’ll love it. Assault. Get it?”

It took her a second to process, “No!” “No? But it’s perfect. We’ll be a pair! People will know from the second they hear it.” “The connotations are horrible! No! You’re not allowed to change the intent of my name like that!”

“Fine, fine. Point taken. Puppy.” Battery looked at Legend, “Can I maybe get a raise, for putting up with this?” The leader of the Protectorate folded his arms, “Something can be arranged.”

“It can be a coffee,” Assault told her, “Or a beer after a night of patrols. Nothing fancy, low stress.” “Low stress? You’re forgetting the part where I’d be spending more time in your company than I have to,” Battery retorted.

“Hon, you need to unwind. Relax. You’re too rigid, and I know for a fact that you haven’t had a boyfriend or a girlfriend in the two years I’ve worked with you,” Assault said. “Stop implying I’m into women, Ass,” Battery said.

“Well, you know, you keep turning me down, so it kind of makes a man wonder,” Assault replied. “I’ve been too busy, and even if I did want to date, rest assured, you would be my last pick for company,” Battery said.

“So hurtful!” Assault pressed a hand to his chest, “Look at me, I’m like a knight in shining armor, now.” “A wolf in sheep’s clothing, more like,” Battery retorted. “Arooo,” Assault howled.

Miss Militia stopped in the doorway, “Need rescuing?” “If you could put a bullet between his eyes, I’d owe you one,” Battery said. “No can do,” Miss Militia grimaced apologetically, “You okay, though?”

“I’m okay, thanks,” Battery replied. Miss Militia left, and Assault smiled, “Listening to her, you’d think every second in my company was torture.” “Oh, you’d be surprised,” Battery retorted. She topped off her coffee, and Assault started a new pot, a nice gesture marred by his smug look.

“Come on. Give me a chance. Let me know what it takes to get one night of your company. Tell me to bring you a star in the palm of my hand, or slay a dreaded Endbringer, and I’ll get it done,” Assault said.

“You’d just find some loophole and bring me a plastic star or kill an Endbringer in a video game, which would only give you an excuse to harass me further,” Battery replied. “Then think of something else. Anything,” Assault urged.

Battery sipped her coffee, “Anything? Armsmaster was looking for volunteers for some unpaid work at one of the primary schools. I already said I’d do it.” “You do all of that crap,” Assault rolled his eyes, “It’d be admirable if you weren’t trying so ridiculously hard at it. It’s like you’re trying to make up for some wrong you think you’ve committed.”

Battery frowned. The grin dropped from Assault’s face, “Hey, seriously?” She shook her head, “No. No wrong committed, real or imagined.” “But the way you looked just now-” Battery interrupted, “If you come on this errand with me and do part of the speech for the kids, I’ll maybe consider possibly going out with you for lunch someday.”

“Excellent!” Assault grinned, striding off like he’d won the lottery. She smiled. If he only knew this was her shot at payback. The squealing, screaming grade schoolers, pulling on your costume, demanding demonstrations, asking endless questions. He’d have to put up with it. She would relish this.

“…And caught out little suck-a-thumb. Snip! Snap! Snip! The scissors go; And Conrad cries out – Oh! Oh! Oh!…” Assault read to the ninety kids, all leaning forward, eyes wide. “He’s so good with kids,” the librarian murmured.

“Of course he is,” Battery said, perhaps with a hint of bitterness. The librarian gave her a funny look. She plastered on a fake smile. “…both his thumbs are off at last!” Assault finished. The kids squealed in delighted horror.

Pain in the ass, she thought. If I were reading that one they’d all be crying. Battery’s phone vibrated. She excused herself and checked the display.

Customer wants product hand delivered by known parahuman. Package waiting in your apartment. Second task. -c

Cauldron had sent it to her Protectorate phone? To a number only they had? Did that mean something? She deleted the message. Easy enough. If the recipient turned villain, she’d stop them.

Assault caught her eye, a smug, sly smile spreading across his face. He knew how much this irritated her. “Jackass,” she muttered. But she couldn’t stop a smile of her own.

The glass in her front door was shattered. It fell at her feet as she pushed it open. “Ethan!” Battery called. “You’re okay,” Ethan said, coming down the stairs, still in costume, a cut on his cheek.

“I didn’t know where to find you, and since the cell phones don’t work anymore, and you weren’t at headquarters, I thought I’d come here,” Ethan said. “I know. I thought much the same thing, but I came here first,” Battery replied.

“You’re okay?” Ethan asked. “I’m okay, puppy,” Battery said. She punched him lightly. He swept her up in a tight hug. “We should go on patrol,” he said, “This is going to be bad. They’re kicking us while we’re down.”

“Right. Patrol together or apart?” Battery asked. “Together at first, assess the situation,” Ethan replied. “Okay,” Battery said. “A courier dropped this off for you,” he pointed at an envelope on the hall table.

She saw the lowercase ‘c’ and felt her heart sink. “Puppy?” Ethan asked. She picked up the envelope, finding a blank slip of paper. A joke? A reminder? The last one had been two years ago.

“Let’s go,” she said, crumpling it. She charged and ran, Assault covering a similar distance with his leaps. She felt a tingle from her hand. The note? She spent a charge, but didn’t run. Again, the tingle. She focused her power on the note as she smoothed it out.

A pattern emerged: simple black lettering. The paper started to smoke. She had seconds to read before it ignited.

Siberian and Shatterbird are to escape the city, and our business with you will be done. Thank you. – c. 

The burning scraps drifted to the road, but she only felt cold.

Every action had its consequence.
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Chapter 13.01 Summary (913 words)

Skitter, passing through the door into Coil’s underground base, found Brian waiting with a paper detailing the Slaughterhouse Nine’s terms of engagement. The Nine proposed eight rounds of tests, each lasting three days, with bonus time for successful tests or executions of candidates, and penalties for defeats. They demanded no interference from outside heroes like Legend, threatening severe consequences for the city if they eliminated five of the six candidates or if any candidates left.

Inside, the Undersiders, Coil, and the Travelers (minus Noelle) were gathered. Lisa, sporting a Glasgow smile from a recent injury, explained that the Nine had penalized Mannequin a day for his perceived loss. Skitter, however, felt the victory was less clear-cut. The group discussed the candidates: Bitch, Armsmaster, Noelle, likely Hookwolf, and another hero. The identity of the final hero was unknown, adding uncertainty to their already precarious situation.

They discussed the risks of Jack leaving town, as Dinah’s prophecy suggested it could lead to disaster. Hookwolf’s proposal for an all-out attack was dismissed as impractical. Instead, they focused on their strengths: information gathering, escape, and their unique team composition. They decided to split into two groups for better defense. Skitter, Brian, Imp, Bitch, and Genesis would form one, while the others, including the injured Lisa, would make up the second.

Coil revealed the Merchants had been eliminated by the Nine, a loss of seven or eight parahumans who could have fought against them. He refused to let Circus join the field, prioritizing his long-term plans and her safety. The groups discussed communication, with Coil promising satellite phones and shielded equipment against Shatterbird’s attacks. Lisa detailed Shatterbird’s powers, speculating on her reasons for large-scale attacks.

Aisha (Imp) proposed spying on the Nine, a risky idea that Brian rejected due to Cherish’s ability to sense emotions. Skitter supported Brian, suggesting Imp would be more useful in direct combat. Lisa requested surveillance equipment, hoping to contribute from a safer distance, which Coil agreed to provide.

Riding their canine mounts, Skitter, Brian, and Bitch reached Skitter’s territory. They met with Genesis, who had been helping with reconstruction. Skitter tasked her people with setting up an early warning system using spider silk and ants. To their surprise, Mannequin was detected almost immediately, but he quickly retreated.

The encounter left Skitter shaken. She realized the daunting nature of the challenge ahead: eight rounds of relentless attacks, each lasting days, with the Nine growing stronger and the defenders growing weaker. The initial hope she felt about Tattletale’s deal with Jack began to fade, replaced by a growing sense of dread. Brian tried to reassure her, but Skitter wasn’t convinced they would make it through unscathed. The reality of their situation, the constant threat, and the potential for loss weighed heavily on her.
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Chapter 13.02 Summary (887 words)

Grue, Bitch, and Skitter, mounted on their transformed dogs, patrolled their territories, searching for signs of the Slaughterhouse Nine or their chosen candidates. Aisha was missing, and despite their efforts to keep track of her, she was nowhere to be found. Skitter proposed that Tattletale might be able to monitor Imp and relay information, a suggestion Grue found only mildly reassuring.

Skitter conducted a thorough sweep for enemies, her progress slowed by the need to avoid Mannequin’s detection using her bugs and the desire to replenish her insect swarm. She deposited spiders and beetles on Lucy’s back, building her arsenal. Grue outlined their route: finishing his territory, helping Bitch in hers, then passing through Tattletale’s on their way back to Skitter’s. Bitch remained distant, deliberately avoiding Skitter, creating a palpable tension within the group.

Recognizing the danger in Bitch’s silence, Skitter urged Grue to confront her. Using a swarm of bugs to form words in the air, she spelled out ‘Confront her’ and then ‘Be leader’, changing it to ‘honest’. Grue initiated a conversation, demanding Bitch explain her behavior. Bitch, resistant at first, eventually snapped, revealing her frustration and anger at their scrutiny. She rode off, not to escape, but to gain space, leaving Skitter and Grue to grapple with her volatile emotions.

A phone call from Tattletale interrupted their tense patrol. She reported Panacea’s unusual presence at a shelter in Ballistic’s territory, far from her undamaged home. Tattletale’s scouts indicated Panacea was trying to remain unnoticed, sparking suspicion. Despite Skitter’s reluctance due to Panacea’s dislike of her, Tattletale insisted she was the best choice to approach her. Skitter, Grue, and Bitch agreed to investigate, hoping to uncover information about the Nine’s candidates or Bonesaw’s plague.

As they approached Panacea’s location, Skitter’s bugs alerted her to Panacea’s presence. Panacea, detecting the unusual bugs, used her powers to scramble them, forcing Skitter to eliminate them to avoid incapacitation. They found Panacea waiting, exhausted and wary. Skitter, after requesting Grue and Bitch to give them space, initiated a conversation.

Panacea, or Amy, revealed she was hiding after hearing her aunt was looking for her. Skitter explained the Nine’s twisted game and the need to identify the sixth candidate, a hero. Amy, fidgeting, admitted Bonesaw had nominated her, believing her powers complemented her own and that she would be a “good fit” for the Nine. Skitter, despite acknowledging Amy’s past actions, expressed her belief that she wasn’t a monster, citing her dedication to helping people in hospitals.

Amy, however, confessed her hatred for her powers and the burden they placed on her. She revealed her inner turmoil, her longing for her powers to disappear, and her constant struggle with the weight of her responsibilities. Skitter empathized, acknowledging the toll her powers had taken on her, but urged her to help them fight the Nine, offering protection in return. Amy, torn by her conscience and the desire to escape, remained uncertain.

Suddenly, a chain constricted around Skitter’s throat, lifting her into the air. Mannequin, repaired and upgraded, attacked. He impaled Amy’s hand to a wall with a knife and engaged Grue and Bitch. Skitter, suspended above, struggled to free herself while sending her bugs to assist. Mannequin, now equipped with firearms, shot Bentley and Lucy, incapacitating them.

Skitter finally freed herself but was left dangling from a metal ring on the roof. Mannequin, after seemingly contemplating killing her, turned his attention to Bitch and fatally stabbed Bentley. He then departed, leaving Skitter, Grue, and Bitch to deal with the aftermath. Amy, after being freed by Grue, fled in a panic. Bitch mourned Lucy’s death, her anger replaced by sorrow.

Grue discovered a message inscribed on the knife used to impale Amy: “CHANGE. 2200/2012164”. He realized this was related to Bitch and Amy’s tests, a deadline set by Jack Slash. Skitter, contemplating why Mannequin spared her, suddenly realized he was targeting her gang, her people. The reality of the Nine’s ruthlessness and their personal vendetta against her set in, leaving her shaken and determined to protect those she cared about.





13.x (Bonus Interlude; Aisha)

The user wants a summary of chapter 13.x from the web novel Parahumans. The summary needs to be in the same style as the author, compressed to about 1/5th of the original length, and formatted in markdown.

Plan:


	Read through the chapter to understand the main events and themes. 2. Identify key plot points and character interactions. 3. Rephrase the content in the author’s style, focusing on concise language and vivid descriptions. 4. Compress the information, ensuring all essential details are retained while removing redundant phrases and less important subplots. 5. Maintain the author’s narrative voice and tone. 6. Format the summary in markdown. 7. Double-check the word count and compression ratio. ### Chapter 13.x Summary (836 words)



“Sam! Sam!” Celia’s voice grated. The heavyset man, Sam, lumbered in. Celia, in a white t-shirt and panties, sat on the floor. Sam leered. “Takes you five minutes to find your wallet?” Celia snapped. Sam tossed her a movie rental card. She cut open a block of powder, arranging lines on the coffee table. “You’re not having any?” Sam asked. “I told you. I’m pregnant.” Jennifer appeared, staring. “I didn’t think you’d actually use any of the stuff.” Celia explained how they’d gotten the drugs after the Merchants fell apart. “Little bit of everything.” Sam tasted some. “H.” Jennifer recoiled.

Aisha watched, detached. Disappointment, embarrassment, disgust. But the pregnancy punched her with sadness. Her mind jumped to a bleak hope – a miscarriage. How much was her mom, how much the environment? Men cycled through, each with their own rules. Thinking about them was like a dull ache, a broken arm. Being ignored by her brother and Skitter mirrored this.

“Sam, do you have any papers?” Celia asked. “It’s just weed. I need to have something.” Aisha bit her lip. Maybe hope was wrong. Maybe it’d be better if the kid was spared this. She’d spent years seeing her mom’s lack of control.

“Come on, Jennifer,” Celia urged, puffing a spliff. “Oh fuck! Sam, you jackass! This isn’t just weed, is it?” “Thought it was.” “There’s a kick to it.” Aisha walked to the table, unnoticed. A dark joke – as she figured things out, the world went to hell and she got her power. Invisible if she lost concentration. Not truly invisible, but forgotten. Her power pushed memories away. Like the broken arm, if she didn’t push, she could sense it doing more, pushing away memories unrelated to her, but it retreated if she noticed. Frustrating.

How easy to just take the drugs? Give them to Coil. But likely someone would get violent. Idle hopes of her mom pulling it together. She sat opposite her mother, plucked the spliff, and crushed it. Her mother blinked. “Sam? Got any more papers?” Aisha covered the papers. “No.” More blinking. “Sam?” “Kitchen.” “But I don’t want to get up.” “You keep going down this road, your kid is going to be born without a face or something,” Aisha said quietly. “You know how hard school was for me?” “Go get some papers, Sam.” “I don’t want to get up any more than you do.” “Mom,” Aisha tried. “You’re going to have some fucked up kid, and then you’re going to die of an OD.” “Fine,” her mother said, standing. Aisha sighed. Cowardice or experience? Maybe if things with the Nine worked out, she could get her mom help. But not now.

Aisha went to her old room. It smelled of sex and urine. Girl guide stuff in the back, with a tape recorder and binoculars. Old notebooks. Everything went into a handbag with her taser and knives. Small comforts. The Merchants’ attack on her mom’s place was a starting point.

Worse than expected. Police tape, PRT vans. Blood spattered the streets. White and brown sheets covered bodies. The worst carnage at the edges and center. Hoped for a lead. Overabundance of evidence. Cops worked silently. If something was to be found, not here. Blood near the police cars, but victims gone. Ambulances? Next alleyway, same. Third blockade offered something – thicker blood. Smear on a building. They’d gone this way. Rain masked the trail. Men outside an apartment building – detectives. Blood on the lobby door.

Elevator out. Blood on the stairwell. Dragged body. Stupid idea, but she went up, taser and knife ready. Third floor, blood to one apartment. Power active, she pushed inside.

Only a few of the Nine. Crawler slept, massive. Shatterbird and Burnscar on the couch, Burnscar with flames dancing. Bonesaw at the table, a mechanical spider assisting, a bound man open on the table. The spiders. One moved past her, unnoticed. She moved further in. Could slice Shatterbird’s throat, but Shatterbird would kill her. Or Burnscar or Crawler.

Walked to Bonesaw. Could she kill the kid? Removing Bonesaw would help. But murder, a kid. A squeaking sound. Air escaping. Bonesaw smiled. “You’re going to have to speak up if you want me to hear you, Jonathan.” His heart beat in Bonesaw’s hands. Horror gave her strength. “Sorry kid,” she said, plunging the knife into Bonesaw’s throat. Bonesaw screamed, shrill. Pulled the knife, slashed. No blood. Stabbed her eye. Flame erupted, glass flew. Crawler stood. “Ow, ow, ow, ow!” Bonesaw shrieked. “It hurts!” Why isn’t she dead? Taser ready.

“Is it Jack?” Burnscar asked. “It’s not Jack,” Bonesaw said. The spider sutured her neck. “I gave Jack the same safeguards.” Shatterbird scowled. “Then who or what was that? Crawler, do you know?” Crawler blocked the hall. “I don’t smell anyone.” Smells can’t find me. “Torch the apartment?” Burnscar asked. “No,” Shatterbird said. “Cherish has a hard time tracking Mannequin.” “I’m okay,” Bonesaw said. “Quiet,” Shatterbird cut in. “It’s about the audacity. Burnscar, put out the fires.”

“Really hope you don’t have another way of sensing me, big guy,” Aisha said to Crawler, ducking past him. None reacted as she left. Lesson learned – the ‘vulnerable’ Nine weren’t. Sheaths?

Detective dead in the lobby, throat slit. Two blood trails to the manager’s office. Weapon drawn, she reached for the knob, colliding with Jack. “What’s wrong?” Cherish asked. “Nothing,” Jack said. “You grab the last body.” Aisha watched Cherish drag the body. Her heart pounded. Another chance. Attack one while separated. Which?

Followed Cherish into the office, shut the door. “Put the weapon away,” Cherish said quietly. “You can hear me?” No response. “Put it away, or I’m going to leave you quivering.” “You can’t hear me.” Cherish whirled. “I’ll scream. He’ll come in here.” “It’s not invisibility.” “Put your weapon away,” Cherish said, measured. “We only have a few seconds. Listen. I want to strike a deal.”
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Chapter 13.03 Summary (1055 words)

As Skitter, Grue, and Bitch raced through the streets on their monstrous dogs, chasing Mannequin. Skitter rode with Grue on Sirius, while Bitch rode Bentley, cradling Lucy’s lifeless body. They had lost precious time retrieving Lucy’s real body from her transformed state, a grim process Skitter likened to an anti-childbirth. Mannequin, surprisingly swift, was outpacing them despite their dogs’ enhanced abilities.

Bitch had taken a serious wound to the stomach, but she was determined to press on, fueled by a fierce desire to help. Skitter struggled to hamper Mannequin with her bugs, but he was nearing the edge of her range. She worried about their ability to catch him, given his enhanced senses and resistance to her usual tactics. He entered a penthouse but emerged from a lower floor seconds later, leaving Skitter’s range.

With Sirius growing and gaining a bit of speed, they pushed on, knowing their destination was Skitter’s territory. Skitter contacted Genesis and Sierra, urging them to clear the area. Her mind, usually a wellspring of plans, was blank with the weight of the situation. As they arrived, they found Mannequin standing amidst fallen members of Skitter’s group. Genesis, in a powerful armored form, lay dissolving. Mannequin’s silent, mocking laughter filled the air.

Bitch charged on Bentley. Skitter’s bugs started dying around Mannequin. A trap, Skitter realized too late – a colorless, odorless, fast-spreading gas. Bentley collapsed, and Bitch tumbled, gasping for air. Bastard, Bitch’s puppy, hesitated, unnerved by the scene and the gas. Skitter commanded him to fetch Bitch, and he obeyed, dragging her back.

Grue, unable to dismount due to an injured leg, helped Skitter lift Bitch onto Sirius. Skitter, tethering Bastard, urged Grue to use his darkness to displace the gas while she fell back. They split, and Mannequin pursued Grue. Skitter racked her brain, analyzing Mannequin’s actions. Why had he let them find him? Why hadn’t he shot Bitch or Bastard? Conserving ammunition? What changed after he closed his mouth?

A realization struck her – he hadn’t been running or shooting because he was releasing flammable gas. His terraforming background suggested he was loaded with gas-generating organisms. It was a dangerous gamble, but the potential for a massive explosion was their only hope.

A spear of darkness from Grue signaled trouble. Skitter rushed to him, finding him and Bitch sprawled, covered in rubble. Mannequin’s mouth was open, releasing gas. Skitter lit a matchbook, threatening to ignite him. He backed off, his foot on Grue’s chest. As Skitter reached for Grue, Mannequin closed his mouth and aimed a gun hidden in his palm.

Skitter shoved Grue and stepped in the way, ready to take the bullet, praying he wouldn’t kill her. Mannequin shrugged, and three things happened simultaneously: Skitter was shot in the chest, Grue shrouded them in darkness, and an explosion rocked the alley.

Pain surged through Skitter, but she was alive. Grue helped her up. The explosion had knocked Mannequin down, but he was virtually unscathed, having disconnected his parts. Bastard attacked, biting off Mannequin’s arm. Mannequin countered, stabbing Bastard, but Skitter intervened, getting knocked down in the process.

Mannequin’s mouth was releasing gas again. Skitter, seeing the spreading flames, grabbed matches and a change purse. She lit tissues with the lighter, sending them towards Mannequin with dragonflies. The gas ignited. Grue shielded them with darkness. Mannequin was still standing.

Bitch whistled, and Bastard, now larger, bit down on Mannequin’s remaining arm, breaking it. Sirius pinned Mannequin while Grue, following Skitter’s instructions, prepared to smash Mannequin’s chest with a heavy piece of rubble. Before he could, a torrent of fire erupted, knocking them all down.

Burnscar appeared, tapping her nose. She’d broken Jack’s rules by interfering. She helped Mannequin up, and after a brief exchange, he tagged her in, forfeiting his turn. Burnscar cracked her knuckles, turning every flame on the street into a towering pillar, cutting off their escape. “My go,” she declared, “I’m taking round two.”
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Chapter 13.04 Summary (872 words)

Burnscar, with Mannequin lurking behind her, faced Skitter, Grue, Bitch, and their dogs in a burning alley. Walls of flame blocked any escape, rain falling uselessly on the flooded street. Burnscar’s sudden appearance had thrown Skitter off balance; unlike Mannequin’s calculated tactics, Burnscar was a pyrokinetic with teleportation, a whole different threat.

“Happy now?” Burnscar’s voice was flat, devoid of emotion.

“Not so much,” Grue replied.

Burnscar, following Jack’s rules, announced Bitch’s test: to destroy her greatest fear with violence. Skitter, searching for options, considered her limited arsenal: pepper spray, knife, baton, Grue’s darkness, the dogs, and her bugs. None seemed effective against fire.

“You’re going to have to face your greatest fear,” Burnscar declared, “Destroy any hold it has on you with violence, blood, and death.”

Bitch, instead of claiming fearlessness, narrowed her eyes, refusing to harm her dogs. Burnscar clarified – the dogs weren’t her true fear. It was the loss of her human connections, Grue and Skitter. This makeshift family, though flawed, was the best Bitch could hope for, and according to Cherish, it was falling apart.

“Rip off the band-aid,” Burnscar urged, “Finish off these losers… Do it, and I let you and your dogs walk away.”

Bitch, torn, considered the offer. She could fight for her found family or sacrifice them for her own and her dogs’ safety. Skitter, realizing Bitch might choose the latter, decided to act.

Grue, buying time, argued that Burnscar was deviating from Jack’s rules. Skitter prepared her capsaicin-laced bugs, her last resort. Mannequin, unable to speak, warned Burnscar. Too late, Skitter launched her attack. Bugs swarmed Burnscar, biting and stinging. Mannequin shoved her into a burning pile of trash, and she vanished.

“Run!” Grue yelled.

Bitch, on Sirius, charged through the flames, followed by Grue and Skitter. The heat intensified, but they couldn’t outpace the fire. They fell, burning. Grue used his darkness to smother the flames, patting Skitter down with his jacket and water. Pain and panic surged through Skitter as her senses were blocked.

They ran, stumbling, Grue leading, to the shattered Boardwalk and down to the beach. Skitter’s territory was ablaze. Grief and guilt washed over Skitter. She’d failed her people, her plans in ruins.

“We need to go find Genesis,” Skitter said, “She had it sent to my lair.”

Grue, after a moment’s thought, agreed, but warned that her lair might be on fire.

They reached the storm drain and Skitter’s lair. It wasn’t burning, but the flicker of flames was visible. Inside, they found Charlotte and a group of children, survivors of Mannequin’s attack. Genesis, in her sleeping form, lay on a bunk.

Charlotte explained that she’d gathered the children after Mannequin’s rampage. Skitter, numb, instructed her to take them to the storm drain for safety. Genesis, they realized, was vulnerable. Waking her could disrupt her fight.

Skitter, using her power, located Genesis, now a flying pufferfish form, battling Burnscar. Genesis vanished into a burning building. Skitter, trapped in a mental state akin to when she got her powers, felt overwhelmed.

“We can’t do this,” she said to Grue, “We can’t endure this… They’re going to ruin everything while they do it!”

Grue tried to calm her, but Skitter, fueled by anger, was determined to fight back. Grue physically stopped her, urging her to rest and plan. Genesis, in her wheelchair, appeared. She’d been unable to stop Burnscar, who’d forfeited. Genesis agreed to try to fight the fires, her reserves low.

Later, Grue found Skitter, distraught. Bitch wasn’t answering her phone. They decided to look for her.

“We’ll get through this,” Grue said, hugging her.

“No,” Skitter pulled away, “Not like this… We go on the offensive.”

“Offensive? Dinah said that a direct attack would be suicide.”

“So we go for the indirect attack. They want to play dirty? Let’s play dirty back.”
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Chapter 13.05 Summary (823 words)

Skitter found Bitch struggling to free Bentley from his monstrous, decaying form. Bitch, uncooperative as ever, still accepted Skitter’s help in cutting the dog loose. Despite the immediate danger, pain radiated through Skitter’s body, a stark reminder of their fiery encounter with Burnscar.

“The fuck are you doing here?” Bitch’s hostility was palpable.

“Helping,” Skitter replied, offering her knife.

The two worked together, freeing Bentley. Bitch, despite her gruff exterior, checked to make sure he was breathing. Skitter tried to bridge the gap between them, but Bitch remained resistant, even accusing Skitter of manipulation.

“Do you know how much fucking simpler my life gets if I get rid of you?” Bitch threatened, brandishing Skitter’s knife.

Skitter argued that betraying them would only isolate Bitch further, emphasizing that she was on Bitch’s side. Bitch, unmoved, told her to leave. Skitter refused, insisting they were a team, whether Bitch liked it or not.

“I just want to be left alone!” Bitch shouted, her frustration evident.

Skitter, drawing on her own past, tried to connect with Bitch, revealing her own experiences with relentless bullying. Bitch scoffed, unwilling to see the similarities. Still, Skitter pressed on, emphasizing their shared need for each other in the face of the Nine. She insisted she had put herself in harm’s way for Bitch.

“You are not my friend,” Bitch stated flatly.

“Fine! But you’re my friend,” Skitter declared, acknowledging their shared path and struggles.

Bitch finally revealed a past conversation with Coil, where he’d manipulated her with promises of power and solitude. Skitter seized the opportunity, warning Bitch that joining the Nine would only lead to a life of being hunted and manipulated.

“I want to take these fuckers down, no holds barred,” Skitter declared, seeking Bitch’s help.

“You had me at no holds barred,” Bitch agreed.

Together, they limped back to Skitter’s lair. Skitter, using her bugs, located Genesis, who was attempting to extinguish the fires. Inside the lair, Skitter tended to her own injuries, painful reminders of Burnscar’s attack.

Genesis returned, exhausted but alive. Skitter outlined a basic plan of attack, emphasizing the need for a surprise offensive.

“Being careful and being on the defensive isn’t getting us anywhere,” Skitter argued.

“So you want to be aggressive instead? Suffer a fast death?” Genesis questioned.

Skitter explained her rationale: the Nine were experienced and unpredictable, but they could be caught off guard. She questioned Genesis about the limits of her abilities, hoping to leverage them in the upcoming fight.

“Why are you asking?” Genesis inquired.

“Trying to assess the resources we have at our disposal,” Skitter replied.

Genesis revealed her history, explaining her disability and hinting at a connection between early trigger events and increased power. Skitter filed this information away, her mind already racing with possibilities.

The other Undersiders and Travelers arrived, and Grue put Tattletale on speakerphone. Skitter revealed her intention to attack the Nine, a risky move that surprised everyone.

“The Nine play things like my team does on good days… We play this like they play this,” Skitter explained, drawing parallels between their tactics and the Nine’s.

Coil offered his full support, and Bitch confirmed her participation. Skitter asked if Sundancer and Ballistic were prepared to kill, a question that hung heavily in the air. Ballistic agreed, but Sundancer hesitated, haunted by past actions.

“By killing them, you’re saving dozens, even hundreds of people,” Skitter argued.

“It’s not that simple!” Sundancer exclaimed.

Tattletale was tasked with locating the Nine, and Grue insisted on everyone getting six hours of sleep before the attack. Skitter agreed, despite her doubts about her ability to rest.

Skitter asked Trickster about deploying Noelle, but he refused, stating that using her power would result in everyone losing. Skitter then turned to Coil, requesting explosives and other munitions for their all-out assault.

“I’m talking about us packing guns and grenades. All of us. No holds barred,” Skitter declared.

Trickster, acknowledging that the Nine had broken the unspoken rules, agreed. Skitter finally revealed her plan, emphasizing that it could change depending on the circumstances. She draped a patchwork of old costume fabric over her lap, a makeshift skirt to protect her burned legs.
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Chapter 13.06 Summary (1236 words)

“Set up and act the second they stop moving,” Grue’s voice echoed through the walkie-talkie, outlining the plan.

Skitter, binoculars in hand, watched the Nine stroll down the street. Jack, Bonesaw, and Siberian led, with Cherish, Mannequin, Shatterbird, Crawler, and Hatchet Face following. Skitter’s focus was on Cherish, the emotion manipulator. No sign of recognition from her yet, but the tension was thick. They had to stop the Nine, no matter what. The plan was simple: stay far, maintain visual, and strike from a distance to exploit any surprise.

Sundancer pointed out they were about to lose sight of the Nine. Skitter, secured to Bentley with a makeshift harness, relayed the information. They moved, Bitch controlling Bentley as he scaled buildings with Sundancer aboard. From the Demesnes Soft Tower, they located the Nine at Lord and Tillman. Grue, Ballistic, and Sirius were positioned behind the Nine, while Trickster, Regent, and Genesis were to their left. Skitter, Sundancer, Bitch, and Bentley were on the right.

Tattletale, monitoring through Trickster’s camera, suspected the Nine were heading to Dolltown, Parian’s territory. A lure for the heroes. The plan hinged on surprise, a tall order. Jack continued his attacks, and Skitter fought the urge to intervene. It was a gamble; one wrong move and Cherish or Jack could spot them.

Grue ordered them to set up. Skitter helped Sundancer and Bitch unload boxes from Bentley, as Sundancer formed her miniature sun. Grue and Ballistic argued, Ballistic hesitating to target Cherish. “She looks like someone I used to know,” he said.

“She’s forced parents to mutilate and kill their kids,” Regent countered, remarkably calm.

Cherish turned towards Grue and Ballistic, sprinting. “Cover blown!” Skitter shouted. Trickster swapped Cherish with a corpse using his sniper rifle, leaving her behind as the rest of the Nine scattered.

“Hit the others,” Skitter ordered Sundancer, who hesitated.

“Kill them, then,” Skitter urged. Sundancer’s sun, now eighteen feet in diameter, rolled over Jack, Bonesaw, and Hatchet Face.

“Assume they’re all alive,” Tattletale warned.

Crawler scaled the building towards Grue and Ballistic. Trickster swapped Crawler with a pickup truck, resetting his position. Shatterbird attacked, and Skitter sent bugs her way as a distraction. Crawler charged for Sundancer’s sun, which disappeared just in time. Siberian was now protecting Jack and Bonesaw.

Bitch set up mannequins from the boxes, a signal for Grue and Ballistic. Trickster and Regent appeared, narrowly avoiding Siberian. Trickster detonated explosives on the rooftops, hoping to disorient the Nine.

Shatterbird and Cherish were down, but the rest were charging. Grue leaped from the roof, swapped with Shatterbird by Trickster. Regent knocked her off balance, sending her into a gap between buildings.

Genesis, in a sumo wrestler form, contained Shatterbird. Skitter used her bugs to communicate with Shatterbird, urging her to stop. They ran, dragging Genesis with the captured Shatterbird and Cherish.

They reached Coil’s base, where Tattletale and soldiers waited. Shatterbird was contained and scanned, then chained and stripped of her costume. Regent would take control of her, a process that would take hours.

Cherish, bleeding and trapped, was their next concern. Regent revealed a trap on her, a small explosive. Tattletale disarmed it, revealing it was a bluff. Cherish claimed Imp had visited her, seeking revenge on the Nine. She also revealed the Nine had Grue.

“They won’t agree to a hostage exchange,” Cherish declared, knowing they were compromised. The team was left with a grim choice, and a dangerous captive.
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Chapter 13.07 Summary (803 words)

“Where is he?” Skitter demanded, facing Cherish, the captive member of the Slaughterhouse Nine.

Cherish, despite her injuries, was uncooperative, refusing to give up Grue’s location. Tattletale intervened, attempting to negotiate. Cherish, however, wanted medical treatment, safety, and a billion dollars for her cooperation. Coil, present through his earpiece, implicitly refused the monetary demand, leaving the team in a bind. Trickster threatened her, but Cherish revealed Bonesaw had reinforced her body, making her more resilient to injury.

They discussed where to safely hold Cherish. Skitter suggested a buoy in the water, considering the coastline’s state after Leviathan’s attack. Coil agreed, ordering a soldier to find a medic to sedate Cherish. Tattletale deduced that Cherish planned to meet Imp downtown at six in a bathroom, likely in the same building as the rest of the Nine. She proposed setting up a dead man’s switch to deter Cherish from attempting suicide by cop, which Trickster agreed to arrange.

Cherish, trying to distract and demoralize them, taunted Trickster about his leadership and hinted at internal strife within the Travelers. She claimed Skitter had failed to save someone she cared about. Skitter, enraged, attacked Cherish, kicking her in the face before Coil intervened. Cherish continued to sow dissent, claiming Coil was using them and would discard them once the Nine were dealt with.

The team was left to ponder Cherish’s words, the trustworthiness of which was questionable. They shifted focus to rescuing Grue. Skitter suggested seeking help, despite the pact other factions had made against them. She pointed out one group hadn’t agreed: the Protectorate.

Trickster and Skitter set off to contact the Protectorate using surveillance equipment. Skitter assembled a swarm decoy and contacted the local heroes, including Legend, Miss Militia, and others. She offered to hand over Cherish in exchange for their help in rescuing Grue and stopping the Nine.

Miss Militia was skeptical, suggesting they simply kill Cherish instead. Legend questioned Skitter’s motives, referencing her past actions and ambiguous morality. Skitter defended her actions, emphasizing the urgency of the situation and the need to stop the Nine. She criticized the Protectorate for their inaction, comparing them unfavorably to Armsmaster.

Miss Militia revealed that Armsmaster had escaped from the hospital, adding another layer of complication to the situation. Skitter tried to convince the Protectorate to join forces, emphasizing their knowledge of the Nine and the unique opportunity to strike. However, Miss Militia and Legend ultimately refused, citing the risks and their commitment to a more cautious approach.

Skitter shared a final tip about Bonesaw’s enhancements to the Nine before ending the communication. Disappointed, she and Trickster were left to face the Nine without the Protectorate’s help. Trickster, however, had an idea inspired by the conversation. He urged Skitter to hurry, hinting at another plan.
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Chapter 13.08 Summary (1067 words)

Riding in trucks towards Dolltown, Skitter, Tattletale, Trickster, and Sundancer were tense, each coping in their own way. Skitter, mentally cataloging their resources and worrying about their allies, felt a growing unease. The Travelers were keeping secrets, and their unity seemed fragile. She couldn’t shake off the doubts about Coil that Cherish had planted.

They stopped near their previous battle site, where they had captured Cherish. The Nine were now inside Dolltown, and Skitter hoped the prior fight had scared off most residents. Regent struggled to control a furious Shatterbird, who they were using as part of their plan. Tattletale pointed out a building where the Nine were hiding.

Skitter wanted to warn the civilians in the area, but Trickster argued against it, prioritizing Grue’s safety and the mission’s success. He claimed that taking out members of the Nine would save more people in the long run. Skitter disagreed, but Trickster asserted that it was her call if she was sure she wouldn’t compromise the plan.

Purity and the ENE Protectorate arrived, signaling the start of the operation. Shatterbird and Genesis, in a monstrous form, engaged Purity’s group, distracting them from the Nine’s real location. Skitter, knowing the Nine’s position, used her bugs to guide civilians away, urging them to flee.

She found Grue in an improvised cell, a walk-in freezer, but couldn’t reach him due to the intricate and horrifying modifications he had undergone. His body was splayed open, organs displayed, connected by exposed nerves throughout the room. Any attempt to enter would cause him immense pain.

Skitter insisted they try to save him, suggesting Bonesaw could reverse her work. Tattletale was skeptical, but Skitter refused to give up, even if it meant Grue had to endure more suffering. They tracked the Nine’s movements as they battled Purity’s forces. Jack used decoys—hostages surgically altered to resemble the Nine—to draw fire and create chaos.

Trickster teleported Skitter, Tattletale, Sundancer, and Ballistic inside the building, leaving Bitch behind to cover their retreat. They searched for Bonesaw, finding her in an exercise room. Tattletale and the others suddenly collapsed, paralyzed by darts Bonesaw had hidden in a corpse.

Skitter, immune due to her armor, confronted Bonesaw, who revealed she had also dosed the others with an unspecified substance. Bonesaw refused to help Grue, considering his state a work of art. Skitter attacked, but Bonesaw released a cloud of powder and mechanical spiders that subdued her.

Dragged to the dining hall where Grue was held, Skitter, Tattletale, Trickster, Sundancer, and Ballistic were stacked like logs. Bonesaw revealed she had also captured Imp. She crouched in front of Skitter, promising a “fun” time.

Skitter’s internal monologue throughout the chapter reveals her exhaustion, doubts, and determination. She grapples with the moral implications of their actions, the unreliability of her allies, and the horrific reality of Grue’s situation. Despite the overwhelming odds and the gruesome nature of their predicament, she clings to the hope of saving Grue and stopping the Nine.

The chapter ends with Skitter and her team captured, their plan in shambles, and their hopes pinned on a delusional and sadistic Bonesaw. The battle outside rages on, the Nine’s chaos spreading, and the fate of Grue, Skitter, and the others hanging precariously in the balance.
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Chapter 13.09 Summary (1348 words)

Bonesaw hummed a morbid tune, selecting tools for surgery, while Skitter, paralyzed, could only watch. Her powers were partially suppressed, allowing only crude commands. In a desperate shout, she ordered every bug within blocks to attack, a wild, uncontrolled swarm.

Bonesaw, prepared, unleashed an aerosol, decimating the insects. Skitter’s unfocused command persisted, bugs organizing, attempting to outmaneuver the spray. Unfazed, Bonesaw claimed immunity to venoms and the ability to switch off pain, rendering the attacks a mere annoyance.

She produced test tubes, creating a gaseous barrier that killed approaching bugs. Explaining her interest, she touched Skitter’s head, discussing the Corona Pollentia and Gemma, brain regions unique to parahumans, responsible for power management. She detailed how she could manipulate these areas, disabling or modifying powers. The powder used on Skitter crippled the Gemma, hindering active power use while leaving the powers intact.

Intrigued by Skitter’s continued, albeit limited, control, Bonesaw prepared to dissect her, suspecting a strong “passenger” at work, an entity connected to the brain that facilitated powers. Despite Skitter’s conscious effort to maintain breathing, dizziness and disorientation set in. Bonesaw, making slow progress through Skitter’s mask with a small saw, remarked on her excitement to explore Skitter’s brain, promising to put it back afterward. She sliced Skitter’s forehead, blood stinging her eyes, before fetching a larger saw.

Skitter, helpless, tried to use her “passenger” for aid, but to no avail. Exhausted and demoralized, she contemplated giving up, but a stubborn part of her refused. Noticing movement, she realized Parian was present, her stuffed creations still inflated.

Bonesaw, searching for an outlet, continued her monologue about the planned modifications to Skitter’s body, intending to turn her into a living hive. Skitter, stalling, blinked to communicate, engaging Bonesaw in a conversation about her “art.”

Parian’s stuffed dinosaur attacked, interrupting the surgery. Bonesaw, injured but unfazed, deployed mechanical spiders against the dinosaur, while retrieving chemicals. Parian’s creation, though damaged, continued its assault, throwing Bonesaw into a shelf.

The dinosaur began to deflate, revealing Parian. Bonesaw, her face bloodied, taunted Parian about her family, revealing she had surgically altered hostages to resemble the Nine. Parian, enraged, impaled Bonesaw with needles, lifting her into the air.

Bonesaw, having anticipated this, spat a chemical, burning her own mouth but freeing herself. Parian, blinded, stumbled for water that wasn’t there. Bonesaw, declaring herself merciful, decided to leave Parian to her regrets.

Jack Slash and Burnscar appeared, announcing their departure. Bonesaw, allowed to take only three captives, chose Skitter, Tattletale, and Trickster. She began to kill Imp, but stopped, observing Brian’s reaction.

As Burnscar prepared to torch the remaining captives, Brian’s power manifested, a spreading darkness. Bonesaw, eager to record the event, was stopped by Jack. A monochrome, incomplete version of Brian appeared, seizing Bonesaw and her hard drive. Jack, ineffective against the apparition, severed Bonesaw’s hands.

The floor shattered, and the apparition vanished. Brian’s body began to painfully retract, his wounds slowly healing. The monochrome Brian reappeared, removing the restraints and laying Brian down.

Brian, touching Skitter, initiated a healing process, mending her wounds and restoring her powers, though they remained diminished. He then did the same for the others.

On all fours, weeping, Brian was comforted by Imp, who removed her mask. He stood, a barrier of darkness around him, and they began to leave. Skitter, watching Brian, felt utterly helpless, unable to offer comfort or even speak to him without fear of saying the wrong thing. Despite having just escaped Bonesaw’s clutches, she felt more powerless than ever.





13.10


Worm, Arc 13, Chapter 10 Summary

Skitter woke up at dusk in Brian’s headquarters, exhausted after escaping the Nine. She found herself unable to sleep, burdened by worries about Dinah, Coil, and especially Brian. Checking her surroundings with her swarm, she sensed Brian’s altered darkness and decided to check on him in person.

Brian, awake on the couch, invited Skitter to join him. An awkward conversation ensued, with Skitter unsure how to approach him. Brian revealed his power had changed, now affecting other capes’ abilities more significantly. He demonstrated how he could tap into these powers, healing the team using Othala’s and Crawler’s abilities. He also created a strange duplicate of himself, but couldn’t explain its origin, only that it felt different from borrowing Genesis’s power.

Skitter, forgetting to remove her contacts, complained about her sore eyes. After removing them, she noticed the change in Brian’s appearance, making him seem less tense. She asked Brian if he’d slept, he said he didn’t need or want to. She recalls him getting onto her for not sleeping enough before. They fell into an awkward silence, the conversation turning to their shared past, mostly centered around their cape lives.

Brian then confronted Skitter, accusing her of being reckless and manipulative, always pushing for dangerous plans that made the team dependent on her. Skitter, hurt and angry, defended herself, claiming she had valid reasons for her actions. She even offered to leave the team, believing she was causing everyone misery.

Brian backtracked, explaining his fear and insecurity despite his increased power. He confessed to thinking about Skitter during his trigger event, admitting respect for her but also worry and frustration over her recklessness. He apologized for his earlier outburst, attributing it to stress and fear. He asks Skitter to stay with him, because he doesn’t want to be alone with his thoughts.

Skitter, needing a break, went to the kitchen to make tea. She contacted Cranston, a woman assigned by Coil, requesting new glasses and asking her to relay a message to the Protectorate, informing them about Burnscar’s death, Bonesaw’s injury, and an opportunity to strike the weakened Nine.

Returning to Brian, they sat together in comfortable silence, watching TV. Despite their shared feelings and vulnerabilities, Skitter couldn’t help but feel a sense of disappointment, wishing their connection hadn’t emerged from such a dark and difficult situation.





13.x (Interlude; Piggot)


Worm, Arc 13.x (Interlude; Piggot) Summary

Director Emily Piggot surveyed her office, a chaotic landscape of paperwork. Stacks of reports, forms, and handwritten notes covered every surface, a tangible representation of the overwhelming responsibilities she faced. The shift from typed forms to messy handwriting mirrored the breakdown of order in Brockton Bay, a city fractured by parahuman conflict. The PRT, responsible for handling parahuman cases, was inundated with work. Every minor incident, every potential parahuman involvement, landed on her desk, a consequence of the city’s escalating crisis.

The ABB bombings, Leviathan, Shatterbird, and the rise of territories had shattered any illusion of normalcy. Civilians now lived with a constant undercurrent of fear, forced to navigate a world where parahumans held increasing power. The weight of the nation was on Piggot’s shoulders. People watched, hoping Brockton Bay wouldn’t become another lost cause, another Endbringer victim. They were counting on her.

Kid Win delivered a laptop, a small reprieve from the paper war. Communications were almost restored, granting access to the central database, a crucial tool in this battle won with preparation and information. She delved into the files on the Slaughterhouse Nine, her current priority. Videos and reports detailed their brutal history, including a harrowing early encounter with Siberian that had cost Hero his life. The footage, a testament to Siberian’s savagery, haunted her.

Legend, a veteran hero, interrupted her grim research, a letter in hand. They discussed the risks of having parahuman children, a reality he faced as an adoptive father. The conversation shifted to a note delivered to the PRT, hinting at Burnscar’s death and Bonesaw’s temporary incapacitation. Skitter was involved, no doubt. While it was a blow to the Nine, it shifted the balance of power, moving up their deadline.

A meeting with the Protectorate and Wards followed. The priorities were clear: take down the Nine, regain control of the city, and don’t die. The Nine’s challenge had reached a critical point, with twelve days left before their threatened “penalty,” likely a biological weapon. Piggot outlined the plan, a risky high-stakes attack. The Wards, except for Chariot and Kid Win, volunteered to participate.

The other factions were also discussed. The Undersiders, led by the enigmatic Tattletale, held the advantage of information, likely using some form of clairvoyance. They had captured Cherish and Shatterbird, adding to their arsenal. Coil, with his vast resources and precognitive asset, remained a wildcard. Hookwolf’s growing army of Nazi parahumans posed a significant threat, absorbing the remnants of the Merchants.

Armsmaster’s escape from Dragon’s custody added another layer of complexity. Was he truly so resourceful, or had Dragon aided him? The possibility of Dragon turning against them was a chilling thought, given their reliance on her technology.

The plan involved using incendiary explosives to target the Nine, delivered by a stealth bomber. Clockblocker would provide defense, using his time-stopping power on his costume. Vista would manipulate space to control the Nine’s movements. Flechette would attempt to pierce Siberian’s invulnerability. The capes would wear fire-resistant suits, masked to hide their identities from Jack.

Legend expressed reservations, but Piggot was resolute. She had a follow-up measure, using Bakuda’s confiscated bombs, some of which could bypass the Manton effect. It was a violation of the unspoken rules between capes, a risky move. But it was a world gone mad. Did she have to join the madmen to make a difference? Legend was against it, but Piggot had made up her mind. She would be the one to push the button. She wasn’t a cape, after all.
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Worm, Arc 14.1 Summary

Skitter woke up on Brian’s arm, disoriented from a deep sleep. Alec and Aisha, unmasked, were foraging for food. Brian, sleep-deprived and stressed, looked utterly exhausted. Skitter felt guilty for leaning on him, but Brian brushed it off, accepting her offer of coffee.

In the makeshift kitchen, Aisha accused Skitter of using Brian’s vulnerability to get closer. Skitter denied it, feeling bad enough for unintentionally making him uncomfortable. Alec, ever the pragmatist, suggested Brian wouldn’t mind the physical contact, given his recent trauma, but Skitter is not so sure.

Tattletale, Bitch, and three dogs returned from a patrol, reporting an unusually quiet city. Bitch was reserved, but accepted Skitter’s offer of food. As Skitter prepared breakfast for the group, the Travelers were roused by the smell, and Ballistic took over cooking duties.

Over breakfast, they discussed Bastard, Bitch’s wolf, a gift from Siberian. Lisa raised concerns about a potential tracking device, but Bitch dismissed the idea, citing Siberian’s words about freedom and being animals. Lisa speculated that Siberian might be a projection, with a vulnerable human body hidden somewhere, a potential weakness even Jack might not know about.

Bitch, however, believed Siberian’s words held truth, feeling a connection with the feral cape. Skitter suggested using Cherish to find out the truth, leading to a call to Coil. Cherish, imprisoned in the Boat Graveyard, offered a deal: two minutes to address the group, then information on Siberian and the Nine.

The team debated the risks, wary of Cherish’s manipulative nature. Lisa, sensing a trap, proposed a blind vote using torn book pages to gauge their hidden secrets and willingness to hear Cherish out. The results indicated a high level of secrecy, with one page numbered 325, suggesting a potentially unforgivable secret.

Lisa called Cherish back, negotiating for the Travelers to leave the room before Cherish spoke. The team agreed, and Cherish began her two-minute address, targeting Alec first, bringing up his past as a rapist and murderer. Alec, unfazed, countered by pointing out Cherish’s own sins and accused her of delaying tactics.

Cherish then threatened Brian with Bonesaw’s plans for revenge, causing him visible distress. She accused Skitter of manipulating Bitch, leading to a tense moment where Bitch threatened Cherish. Cherish’s time ran out, and she revealed Siberian’s weakness: a real, male body hidden near the Endbringer’s crater.

Siberian was currently hunting a candidate, a test of survival. Cherish refused to reveal the target, urging the team to hurry. Skitter realized the target was either Panacea or Armsmaster. They rushed to get ready, Skitter donning a makeshift mask. Bitch, enraged by Cherish’s words, was clearly ready for a fight.

As they left, Tattletale pocketed the torn book pages, hinting at future analysis. She asked Skitter if she was okay with finding and stopping Siberian. Skitter, determined, simply said she would “deal somehow.”
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Worm, Arc 14.2 Summary

Amy Dallon, Panacea, fled in terror from the Siberian, missing the tips of three fingers on her left hand. Siberian, a master of the hunt, effortlessly kept pace, toying with Amy like a cat with its prey. She could easily close the distance but chose to let Amy run, savoring the chase.

A group consisting of Skitter, Grue, Tattletale, Trickster, Sundancer, and two of Bitch’s dogs watched from a ruined building. Sundancer, anxious, suggested intervention, but Skitter, through binoculars, explained they couldn’t do anything yet. Siberian allowed Amy to escape again, clearly enjoying the game.

Skitter noticed Amy wasn’t bleeding as much as she should be, speculating she might be using her biokinetic powers to alter microbes for clotting. Skitter mused that she would use microbes for defense, like creating an opaque gas or finding hiding places, but Amy, lacking combat experience, was panicking. Skitter began gathering a swarm around Amy, but Amy, in her fear, used her power to disable Skitter’s bugs, mistaking them for a threat. Skitter cursed Amy’s foolishness, hoping she wouldn’t die for it.

Skitter’s power weakened as Amy continued to disable her bugs. She used her swarm to search for Siberian’s real body, a middle-aged man, as Cherish had described. The search was difficult, as she had to find him without alerting him and triggering Siberian’s attack.

Siberian let her hair down, flicking it over her shoulder. Skitter gathered her swarm into decoys, scattering them as Siberian advanced. Siberian tore through a pickup truck, hurling one half through five decoys and the other at Amy, hitting her but not fatally. Skitter realized using decoys had provoked Siberian, but Amy finally stopped disabling her bugs, understanding Skitter’s intent to help.

Trickster detonated a grenade near Siberian, creating a distraction. Grue unleashed his darkness, and Skitter mounted one of the dogs, joining him. They searched for Siberian’s creator, finding two men together but Siberian didn’t react to Skitter’s bug assault on them. Skitter and Grue couldn’t find the creator, but Siberian was distracted by the darkness.

Skitter wrote “run in 3” with bugs, then sent decoys in different directions. Siberian attacked a decoy, then threw a chunk of wall, hitting Amy. Skitter used her swarm-sense to map the area, guiding Amy with bugs on her hand. They looped around to check the twelve o’clock position from Siberian, hoping to find her creator.

Skitter directed Amy into a mall, then had Grue clear the darkness around her. She focused on guiding Amy, tracking Siberian, and searching for the real body. Siberian climbed a building, then dropped down, heading towards Amy. Skitter pulled Grue’s arm, directing him towards Amy.

Skitter couldn’t find Siberian’s real body, wondering if Cherish had lied. She tested another man fitting the description, but there was no reaction. She theorized about the link between Siberian and her creator, considering range limits and the need for protection.

Siberian was tracing the wall of a building with her hand and forearm, punching through it and its supports. Skitter realized Siberian was trying to collapse the building onto the mall. She used bugs to warn Amy, demonstrating the danger with a diagram. The building collapsed, but Amy escaped. Siberian entered the mall as Amy exited, and Skitter directed Grue to intercept her.

They looped around, heading towards Amy. Siberian was leaping around, searching. Skitter wondered if she sensed vibrations or used her power to detect impacts. Siberian started chasing them. Skitter realized she should be looking for a vehicle, not a person. She asked Grue to grab Amy, and they lifted her onto the dog.

Siberian crashed into them, knocking them down. Grue banished his darkness. Tattletale stood, facing Siberian, and said they were there for three reasons: to save Amy, to kill Siberian, and to waste her time. She revealed they knew about Siberian’s other self and that the rest of their team was attacking the other Nine. Siberian flickered and disappeared. Tattletale was shocked, and Trickster cursed. They needed to warn the others.





14.3


Worm, Arc 14.3 Summary

Tattletale’s gamble to reveal Siberian’s secret identity fails, as Siberian retreats. Skitter suspects Siberian’s controller is in a vehicle, a realization she comes to too late. The team discusses rescuing Ballistic and their allies, but Bitch’s dogs are weakening, limiting their mobility.

Amy, traumatized, expresses her despair over the state of the world. A tense exchange with Tattletale follows, where Amy blames her for the cascading misfortunes in her life. Tattletale, in turn, coldly points out Amy’s own grave mistakes. Despite the animosity, Skitter tries to utilize Amy’s healing abilities. Amy agrees to help stabilize the dogs but refuses to directly confront the Nine. She reveals Siberian’s power is a projection, like Crusader’s duplicates.

Tattletale provokes Amy, accusing her of being complicit in her own misery through inaction and cowardice. Urged by Tattletale’s harsh words and Skitter’s offer to help in a safer role, Amy reconsiders and decides to join the fight. Using modified insects as relay points, Skitter expands her range and locates Siberian’s controller in a speeding moving truck.

They intercept the truck, and Grue uses his darkness to blind the driver, causing the truck to crash. Tattletale signals Sundancer to deploy her miniature sun, creating a pit in the road ahead of the truck. Siberian and the truck are trapped but not defeated. They are stalled but not destroyed, they are still affected by gravity. Tattletale speculates that Siberian may not be able to use her power on her real body.

A group of heroes arrives: Legend, Battery, Cache, Chariot, and Glory Girl. Siberian bursts from the pit with the truck, tearing a part of the street free. Legend destroys it, and Cache attempts to trap Siberian in a geometric construct, but fails, injuring himself. Siberian charges, and the heroes scatter. Siberian, ignoring the heroes, continues on her path, causing significant damage to a nearby building. Chariot, Battery, and Glory Girl approach the Undersiders. Glory Girl confronts Amy with barely contained rage, blaming her for an unspoken act. Chariot interrupts, stating they have more pressing matters: the Nine. He offers an earbud to Tattletale, revealing that the Director of the PRT wants to speak with her.
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Worm, Arc 14.4 Summary

Glory Girl glares at Tattletale with hostility, as Chariot offers Tattletale an earbud connected to the PRT’s encrypted channel. Tattletale reveals she already has access, surprising Battery. Director Piggot contacts Tattletale via phone, acknowledging Tattletale’s information gathering. She reveals that Tattletale has been mislead by intentionally false information from PRT.

The Director questions the Undersiders’ recent actions, including their fight with Burnscar, the ambush on the Nine, and the current attack on Siberian. Skitter justifies their actions, stating they had to act against the Nine. Tattletale reveals Siberian’s weakness: she’s a projection controlled by a vulnerable man, who is likely nearby for better control.

The Director is skeptical but intrigued. Tattletale suggests the controller’s identity is tied to a past trauma, but the information isn’t immediately useful for tracking him. The Director states her intention to end the Nine today, revealing a plan to firebomb the Nine’s location.

Skitter protests, as her teammates are fighting the Nine. The Director states no alliance was made, so there’s no betrayal, and Legend had warned them against engaging. Tattletale deduces the Director is withholding the exact bombing time to observe their actions and possibly eliminate them as collateral damage.

Glory Girl angrily confronts Amy, severing their ties. Amy, overwhelmed, asks to be left behind, offering to create relay bugs for Skitter. Skitter agrees and provides instructions, warning Amy of potential danger from Mannequin.

Skitter locates the Nine, except for Mannequin. Regent’s group is fighting Crawler, using hit-and-run tactics to keep him pinned. Skitter informs Regent of the bombing, but he says they can’t retreat without Crawler pursuing.

Skitter, Grue, and Sundancer join the fight. Grue uses his darkness, and Sundancer attacks a building with her miniature sun, causing it to collapse on Crawler. They regroup, aware of the imminent bombing. With limited transport options, Genesis carries Imp and Ballistic, but Crawler emerges and attacks, injuring Genesis and forcing them to the ground.

Skitter directs her swarm to bind Crawler with silk, buying time. She realizes they can’t outrun the blast, especially with Imp injured. Skitter sacrifices herself, ordering the others to leave her behind. Crawler pursues, threatening Skitter.

Skitter desperately searches for an escape, considering the sewers or using her bugs to lift herself, but both options are risky. The heroes are retreating, preparing for the bombing, while Jack and Bonesaw also flee.

Amy creates a giant, flying beetle. Skitter mounts it, but it doesn’t know how to fly. After a crash, she uses her power to control its movements, successfully taking off. She realizes Amy created the beetle as both transport and firepower. Skitter flies past the others, confident in her control. Crawler remains bound by her bugs. Clockblocker freezes Cache and himself, preparing for the imminent bombing.
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Skitter directs her beetle mount skyward, feeling a sense of eerie quiet as her swarm’s sensory input diminishes. She reflects on how much she’s come to rely on her bugs, a stark contrast to her current limited sensory range. A plane appears, dropping a payload of bombs on the parking lot where Jack and Bonesaw were last seen. The area is engulfed in a sea of fire, higher than the smallest buildings. A wave of heated air buffets Skitter, testing her control over the beetle. She manages to stabilize and maintain her orientation, relieved they weren’t closer to the blast site.

Tattletale contacts Skitter, confirming everyone’s safety and mentioning Amy’s presence. They discuss the uncertain fates of Jack, Bonesaw, and Crawler. Tattletale suggests potential hiding spots for Jack and Bonesaw, such as the sewer or a bank vault, but acknowledges the dangers and limitations of such locations.

Genesis is creating a fire-resistant body, and Sundancer plans to clear some of the blaze. Tattletale instructs Skitter to scout for clues and track Crawler, who might lead them to the other members of the Nine. Legend is likely still pursuing Siberian.

Skitter struggles to locate surviving bugs amidst the inferno, finding only a few in sheltered areas. She observes Crawler moving towards the heroes, unfazed by the flames. The heroes are still frozen in time, except for Weld, who is battling Mannequin.

Mannequin, with his enhanced mobility and concealed weapons, launches cars at Weld and the frozen heroes. Skitter realizes the danger to Cache, who is storing other heroes in his personal dimension. She recognizes Mannequin’s tactics as his specialty: indirect attacks targeting the vulnerable.

Unable to directly intervene, Skitter contacts Tattletale, requesting gear. She lands her beetle, which struggles to land due to its modified physiology. Amy explains the alterations she made to the beetle, emphasizing the difficulty of her work. Skitter asks Amy to make the beetle bigger, but Amy refuses, stating she won’t indulge Skitter further.

Skitter, frustrated, turns to her teammates for help. Ballistic provides grenades, and Trickster gives her a spare handgun. Amy modifies the beetle to require less focus for flight, and Skitter takes off again. She tests the beetle’s altered flight, finding it less precise and more dangerous if she loses focus.

Skitter returns to the fight, finding Weld battling Mannequin. She drops a grenade, inadvertently saving the frozen heroes from being crushed by a car. Mannequin retreats, and Weld joins the fight.

Weld and Mannequin are both relentless, but Mannequin’s agility gives him an advantage. Skitter realizes they’re buying time, but Crawler is approaching. She warns Weld, but Mannequin uses the distraction to prepare another attack.

Skitter throws another grenade, disrupting both Mannequin and Weld. Crawler blindsides Weld, inflicting severe injuries. Mannequin signals to Crawler, who targets the frozen heroes with acidic spittle.

Cache comes to life, facing the daunting scene. He calls in the remaining heroes, but Mannequin and Crawler charge. Weld attacks Crawler, allowing Skitter to shoot Mannequin. She hits him once, then fires again as he rises.

Crawler is distracted, allowing Cache to bring in Glory Girl, Prism, Miss Militia, and Triumph. Glory Girl attacks Crawler, who retaliates with acidic vomit, severely injuring her. Skitter prepares to throw her last grenade but hesitates, unsure if it will help.

Crawler advances on the injured Glory Girl, while Skitter’s teammates are still far away. Cache collapses, leaving Glory Girl vulnerable. The situation is dire, and Skitter is unsure how to proceed.
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Weld rallies the remaining Wards, Vista and Flechette, to shield the acid-drenched Glory Girl from Crawler. Miss Militia coordinates the adult heroes, flanking Crawler with Ursa, Assault, Prism, Battery, and Triumph. Vista manipulates space, hindering Crawler’s attacks and movements, while Flechette pierces his face with a specialized bolt. Crawler, seemingly enjoying the pain, is barely fazed, even by Miss Militia’s rocket launcher and Triumph’s sonic blasts.

Prism and Battery engage Mannequin, their powers synergizing for a powerful offensive. Prism’s duplicative ability allows her to survive, while Battery’s charged attacks deliver devastating blows. Mannequin, agile and resilient, counters effectively, using his grappling-hook hands and harpoon to injure Prism’s duplicates.

Skitter, unable to use her swarm effectively in the intense fire, seeks a way to assist. Weld instructs her to drop more bombs on Mannequin, but she’s out. He then orders her to evacuate Glory Girl and Cache, a daunting task due to the beetle’s limited carrying capacity.

Cache uses his power to retreat into another dimension, giving Skitter an idea. She asks Weld if Glory Girl can fly, hoping to utilize her powers for escape. Despite Glory Girl’s insensate state, Weld catapults her towards Skitter.

Skitter catches Glory Girl, urging her to fly. The beetle struggles under the added weight, and Skitter fears Glory Girl’s touch. Glory Girl begins to lift, and they escape the battlefield, flying over Genesis.

Skitter names her beetle “Atlas.” They land near her teammates, and Amy’s reaction to Glory Girl’s injuries is one of shock. Skitter demands Amy heal her sister, but Victoria weakly refuses. Despite Victoria’s protests, Tattletale insists Amy proceed, and Glory Girl is paralyzed.

Amy explains the venom’s complexity, attempting to create a firebreak and stabilize Glory Girl. Tattletale prioritizes undoing Amy’s alterations to Victoria’s mind. Amy, desperate, works to slow the dissolving and repair the necrotized tissue.

Skitter suggests using bugs as a source of protein and other nutrients for Amy’s work, an idea she’d researched for potential food shortages. This sparks a discussion about the ethics of her plan and the creepiness of her power.

Amy incorporates the bugs into Glory Girl’s body as a temporary measure. Glory Girl’s condition improves, but she remains severely scarred. Amy insists on staying to fully heal her, but Tattletale argues for Victoria’s right to choose once her mind is restored.

Amy reveals she intends to leave after fixing Victoria, having “burned that bridge” with her family. Tattletale criticizes Amy’s actions as selfish, a means to soothe her guilt. Amy thanks Skitter for her help but reveals she’s made Atlas and the other modified bugs with no digestive system, ensuring their death.

Skitter, furious at Amy’s betrayal, is restrained by Tattletale. Grue attempts to modify Atlas’s digestive system using his power, but the outcome is uncertain. Skitter, restless and frustrated, decides to scout for Jack and Bonesaw.

Tattletale deduces their likely hiding place: the Endbringer shelters. She bases this on their last known direction and the shelters’ specifications: unoccupied, fortified, and stocked with supplies. Skitter agrees, realizing it’s the most logical location.
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Tattletale informs Skitter of three potential hiding spots for Jack and Bonesaw, settling on two based on their last known direction: a shelter beneath the central library and another near where Scion battled Leviathan. As they walk the perimeter of the bomb site, Sundancer clears the path. Skitter, walking with Tattletale, Grue, and Atlas, expresses a preference for checking the library first due to bad memories associated with the other location, a shelter where she’d confronted Leviathan.

Tattletale, curious, asks about the event. Skitter explains her mixed feelings, admitting she feels she didn’t try hard enough during the Leviathan fight because someone she hated was in the shelter. She attributes this incident as the turning point where her dream of being a hero faded.

The group discusses their strategy. Sundancer clears the remaining flames, and they decide on a direct approach, wary of a pincer attack if there are multiple exits. Tattletale suggests splitting up to cover both shelters, but Skitter raises concerns about the risk. They weigh the risk of letting the Nine escape and strategize against them.

Skitter proposes scouting the library alone while the others check the other site, leveraging her ability to fly and detect Jack at a distance. Grue expresses concern, but Skitter argues it’s the best balance of minimal risk and maximum effect, using her enhanced range from Amy’s modified bugs.

Tattletale, after considering, tells Skitter to go. Skitter takes off, flying erratically to avoid being an easy target. She uses relay bugs to sweep the area around the library, finding no sign of Jack or Bonesaw. The vault door is sealed.

An explosion alerts her to Siberian’s presence a few blocks away. Legend is engaging her, strategically destroying the environment to limit her movement. Skitter sends bugs to distract Siberian, but they are ineffective. She notices Legend holding back, seemingly conserving his strength for a prolonged battle of attrition.

Skitter, puzzled by Legend’s choice of battleground, continues to assist him, sending bugs into Siberian’s truck, only to find it empty. She informs Legend through a message written in the air with bugs: ‘TRUCK EMPTY – SIBERIAN BLUFF.’ She realizes Siberian might be using this as a tactic to outlast Legend.

Skitter contacts Tattletale, informing her about the situation and the empty truck. Tattletale mentions they’re about to breach the shelter door. Skitter asks for Tattletale’s insights on Legend’s strategy, expressing her confusion about his choice of location and tactics. Tattletale speculates that the Protectorate might have a larger plan.

Tattletale confirms the Nine aren’t in the shelter they breached. Skitter asks about opening the library’s vault door, and Tattletale explains it requires a command from the destroyed PHQ or PRT headquarters, suggesting Bonesaw might have hacked it.

Skitter, unable to use brute force, decides to involve Legend. She informs him about the Nine’s location with another message: ‘FOUND THE 9. UNDERGROUND SHELTER.’ and ‘MAYBE CIVILIANS INSIDE.’ Legend changes direction, heading towards the library while still engaging Siberian.

Siberian throws the truck at Legend, who obliterates it. He then uses a series of precise laser beams to cut open the vault door. Legend unleashes a barrage of lasers, some hitting Skitter, but they are surprisingly weak. Siberian gets close, forcing Legend to stop his actions.

Skitter sends bugs into the shelter, finding twenty civilians with mechanical parts, seemingly unharmed, and three more: Jack, Bonesaw, and Siberian’s creator. She attacks with her swarm, focusing on biting and tearing rather than a traditional sting.

Bonesaw, despite being flayed by bugs, calmly tries to use her tools but is hindered by silk threads. Jack, partially blinded, attacks, cutting Bonesaw in the process. Skitter attempts to burn Bonesaw’s anti-bug smoke with a chain of burning tissues, but it fails.

Legend, communicating with his team, dives towards the shelter. He grabs a civilian, gets mobbed, and blasts his way free, firing a laser through the library’s roof. Skitter warns the Undersiders to take cover as another stealth bomber appears, unleashing a devastating payload of various effects.

Skitter joins Legend, who thanks her for her assistance. He reveals that Crawler and Mannequin were in the blast zone, kept there by Piggot’s message to Crawler. The civilians in the shelter were controlled by Bonesaw’s spiders, and their deaths were a mercy.

Skitter asks if Brockton Bay can recover from this. Legend expresses hope, but Skitter’s bugs find Jack, Bonesaw, Siberian, and a fourth individual at the edge of the blast radius. Legend identifies the fourth man by his hand tattoos: a cauldron and a swan, calling him a “scholar.”

Jack looks up, and Legend fires, but Siberian pulls them to safety. The Undersiders and Travelers arrive. Legend, after firing at Siberian, reveals they need to back off, as they’ve broken enough of Jack’s rules, and Bonesaw’s “punishment” is likely coming.
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Skitter reports that the bomb took out Crawler and Mannequin, while the remaining Nine are on the run. Legend has asked Skitter to leave the area in case Bonesaw deploys her ultimate threat. Tattletale speculates that Bonesaw’s next move will target capes specifically, aiming to terrorize the powerful figures others look up to. They discuss the possibility of Bonesaw disabling powers on a larger scale, but Tattletale dismisses it, arguing it doesn’t fit Bonesaw’s artistic approach.

A distant skyscraper collapses, signaling a new development. They discuss Bonesaw’s potential plan, with Tattletale warning against drinking anything but bottled water. She emphasizes the strategic and terror-inducing nature of Bonesaw’s plan. Grue cautions Tattletale against getting lost in her own deductions, and she admits she might be speculating. Skitter suggests finding Panacea as a countermeasure, but Tattletale notes Panacea’s likely location near the docks after recent incidents.

Suddenly, the water around them turns crimson, accompanied by a red mist. Skitter realizes Bonesaw set this up in advance, needing only a catalyst. They flee on the dogs, but the spreading crimson water and mist threaten to engulf them. Sundancer creates a miniature sun to slow the water, but it’s not enough. Skitter instructs them to reach high ground.

Bentley struggles to climb a building with his passengers, and the mist approaches. Skitter creates a bug barrier, buying time but not solving the problem. They reach a rooftop, but the mist continues to rise. Trickster teleports Tattletale and Sundancer to a nearby building, leaving himself, Skitter, and Bentley behind. Skitter flies on Atlas to a taller building, but Trickster doesn’t teleport Tattletale, staying with her as the mist envelops them.

Sundancer reveals Tattletale’s message: “It doesn’t look like her plan will work out. Tell her I’m sorry.” Trickster’s power limitations might be preventing a timely rescue, or he’s deliberately staying. Sundancer, now alone, laments her isolation, contrasting her busy past with her current solitude. Skitter, watching Tattletale and Trickster in the mist, consoles herself with the thought that Bonesaw will likely draw out their suffering, giving Skitter hope she’ll see her friends again.

Skitter notices the bay water hasn’t changed, suggesting saltwater might neutralize Bonesaw’s agent. She spots Legend fighting, not the Nine, but his own allies. Everyone is hiding, and even Legend is pulling his punches, using nonlethal attacks. Skitter realizes the miasma is causing paranoia and aggression.

Skitter approaches Vista, who’s affected by the miasma, and tries to help, but Vista attacks her. Legend intervenes, shooting Skitter down onto a rooftop, cracking her armor and spilling her supplies. Vista traps Skitter under a folded piece of the roof, and Legend threatens Vista. Skitter, struggling to free herself, realizes she can’t remember her parents or the other Undersiders, understanding the miasma’s true effect: memory loss and paranoia.

Legend continues attacking others, and Skitter, after a long struggle, frees herself. She retrieves her scattered supplies and takes off on Atlas. Amidst the chaos, she tries to help the wounded but feels lost, unsure if she’s helping allies or enemies. A large, mutated creature appears, possibly one of Bitch’s dogs or Crawler. Skitter flees, fearing Crawler and unable to help if it’s Bitch’s dog.

Tattletale calls out to Skitter, explaining the miasma’s effects: agnosia (inability to process sensory information) and hallucinations, possibly caused by prions. Tattletale says the condition is terminal but potentially curable by Panacea. Grue appears, and Tattletale suggests contacting Cherish to find Panacea. Skitter, still suspicious, struggles to trust Tattletale, who kneels before Skitter with her forehead against Skitter’s gun, expressing her trust.

Skitter remains unconvinced, and Grue suggests she find a safe place. He argues they need to act from the heart to overcome the miasma’s effects and save everyone. Grue hugs Skitter, a gesture of trust, and pulls her along to find Cherish. Tattletale instructs Skitter to call their boss, Coil, once cell service is restored, to fill in the gaps in their memories. Skitter, still holding her gun, agrees, eager to be cured of the miasma’s effects. Tattletale jokingly tells Skitter not to swear, lightening the mood slightly.





14.9


Worm, Arc 14.9 Summary

Tattletale checks if Skitter’s powers are still working and confirms her short-term memory is intact. They agree to stay close to avoid losing track of each other due to the miasma’s effects. Skitter uses her bugs to scout, noticing the pervasive red mist and the unsettling feeling it creates. They realize they’re being followed and prepare to confront their pursuer.

Skitter sets up bug decoys to confuse their follower. Grue suggests they investigate the person, while Skitter argues they can’t be sure who they’re dealing with in the miasma. Tattletale insists the person is a threat, using her power to confirm. They decide to bind the follower with silk.

The follower, a woman with a mask, is caught. Tattletale identifies her as a Slaughterhouse Nine member, prepared for the miasma. Skitter hesitates to kill her, feeling uncertain. Grue and Tattletale push for lethal action, but Skitter refuses, wanting to prioritize finding a cure or the Nine.

Grue questions Skitter’s loyalty, bringing up a past event where she almost killed Siberian. Skitter argues the current situation is different, feeling uneasy about the ease of capturing a Nine member. Grue and Tattletale pressure her further, but she stands firm, prioritizing her gut feeling over their insistence.

Grue expresses his disappointment, suggesting Skitter doesn’t care about the team or him. He claims he’s in love with her but can’t trust her, calling her a traitor. Skitter, feeling increasingly uncomfortable, hides her gun and agrees to leave the woman behind.

As they move on, Tattletale uses her power to ensure the woman isn’t following. Skitter lies, saying the woman is out of range while secretly tracking her. They try to contact Coil for help finding Cherish, who can lead them to Panacea.

The woman breaks free, but Skitter keeps it to herself, gauging Tattletale’s power. Coil answers, discussing the agnosia-inducing mist and the need for Panacea. They negotiate with Cherish, who reveals Panacea’s location: Arcadia High. Cherish also delivers a cryptic message in Latin: “Si Jack effugit civitatem, mundus terminabitur.”

Skitter realizes Cherish was using double-speak, communicating with Grue and Tattletale, who are actually Jack Slash and Bonesaw. Cherish revealed her location and the message about Jack ending the world if he leaves Brockton Bay. Skitter, now aware of the deception, acts quickly, using Bonesaw as a shield against Jack’s knife attack.

Bonesaw throws vials at Skitter, creating a black smoke that joins the red mist. Jack admits he considered Skitter for the Nine but finds her too easy to manipulate. He slashes Skitter’s gun out of her hand. Skitter gathers her bugs, but Bonesaw counters with a white smoke that kills them.

Jack and Bonesaw flee towards Arcadia High. Skitter, unable to catch them due to the noxious clouds and lack of allies, calls Atlas for help. Mechanical spiders approach, further complicating the situation. Skitter realizes she’s outmatched, with minimal information on her opponents while they counter her powers effectively.

Skitter, now focused on damage control, takes to the air with Atlas, giving chase, but knowing the odds are stacked against her. She’s lost the element of surprise, her allies are enemies, and she’s facing a superior force with limited resources and information.





14.10


Worm, Arc 14.10 Summary

Arcadia High, once a prestigious school, now stands decrepit and unsettling, surrounded by faint tendrils of colored mist. Skitter, reciting the names and roles of Panacea, Jack Slash, and Bonesaw, believes this is where she’ll find them. The school is on a hill, relatively safe from the miasma, and the mechanical spiders have lost her trail.

Unable to use her phone due to lack of signal, Skitter contemplates how to signal for help without risking a bomb attack that could kill Panacea, who is crucial for curing the miasma’s effects. She carefully enters the school, using her bugs to map the layout and detect traps, finding areas where her bugs instantly die, marking potential locations of the Nine.

Skitter overhears a conversation between Panacea, Jack Slash, and Bonesaw. Jack discusses Marquis, Panacea’s father, and his unyielding adherence to his rules, suggesting that Panacea’s own rules are her weakness. He reveals that Marquis likely didn’t kill Allfather’s daughter, contradicting the story that led to Panacea discovering her parentage.

Jack manipulates Panacea, exploiting her guilt and desire for a carefree life, offering her a place among the Nine. He proposes a deal: if Panacea agrees to abandon her rules, the Nine will surrender. Skitter, preparing to intervene, realizes an opportunity when she hears someone step on broken glass.

She bursts into the music room, aiming at Jack, but the recoil throws off her aim. Jack is unharmed, protected by subdermal mesh, and Bonesaw escapes. Panacea tries to attack Jack but hesitates when he lashes out. Skitter, feeling a jolt of emotional paralysis, watches as Glory Girl’s living cocoon smashes through the wall, chasing Bonesaw.

Jack reveals that Bonesaw’s smoke protects them from diseases, including Panacea’s altered microbes. Panacea urges Skitter to kill Jack, even if it means her own death. Skitter, however, hesitates, unwilling to kill a bystander.

Jack taunts Skitter, suggesting her guilt drives her, much like Panacea. He attempts to distract her, but Skitter uses her bugs and silk cords to prepare an ambush. Jack, however, leaps through the door’s window, avoiding the trap and attacking Skitter.

A brutal fight ensues, with Jack’s skill and dual knives overwhelming Skitter. She takes numerous cuts, desperately trying to defend herself. Panacea heals Skitter’s wounds but reveals she can’t cure the brain damage caused by the miasma, as it would mean breaking her rules, which she considers worse than death.

Skitter pleads with Panacea, emphasizing the potential consequences of not acting. Panacea relents, explaining she can create a counter-agent to the miasma’s effects, but it will take time and she can’t reverse severe brain damage without direct intervention. Skitter, relieved to regain her memories, learns that the counter-agent will spread through bodily fluids, eventually neutralizing the miasma.

Panacea reveals that Glory Girl’s cocoon is made from animals, not humans, and that she’s working to ensure Glory Girl’s recovery. Skitter, anxious to stop Jack, is finally cleared to leave. She takes to the air with Atlas, finding Glory Girl searching for Bonesaw.

Skitter realizes that Bonesaw has used the mechanical spiders to spread the bug-killing smoke, creating multiple trails and effectively escaping. Skitter’s attempt to follow a trail leads her to a dead end, confirming that the Nine have used a tactic similar to Grue’s darkness to mislead her. She’s lost them, and her ability to track them is severely hampered.
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Skitter continues her search for Jack and Bonesaw, hampered by the bug-killing smoke trails left by mechanical spiders. She faces a difficult choice: head downtown to help her teammates or pursue a hunch that the Nine are targeting Cherish, a former member. Her gut tells her Cherish is the target, but the potential consequences for her friends weigh heavily on her.

Choosing to prioritize her team, Skitter heads downtown, hoping to find Tattletale first. She assesses the miasma’s spread, noting that the Docks, unusually, seem less affected this time. Her priorities are finding Tattletale, locating Siberian, and distributing the cure.

She finds Tattletale confronting Bitch and her mutated dogs. After a tense standoff, Skitter reveals she has a cure for the miasma, which is transmitted through bodily fluids. In a risky move, she kisses Bitch to transmit the cure, a modified parasite that overrides Bonesaw’s work. The cure works, and the water around them begins to revert to its normal state, indicating the cure’s spreading effect.

Skitter reveals that Jack and Bonesaw tricked her and Coil, discovering the locations of both Cherish and Amy. Jack left before achieving more than psychological manipulation, but he learned about Dinah’s prophecy. Tattletale suggests they may have encountered Siberian downtown, possibly with a new ally, Hookwolf.

Skitter and Tattletale learn that Siberian and Hookwolf are likely heading north, towards Cherish’s location, which is also north. They realize that any further encounters with the Nine will be extremely dangerous, especially with the addition of Hookwolf. Bitch agrees to help cure the others by dosing them with the modified parasites, while Skitter and Tattletale decide to pursue the Nine.

Riding Bentley, Tattletale accompanies Skitter, who flies on Atlas. They head towards the Boat Graveyard, where Cherish is hidden. Tattletale explains that Cherish knows their location but isn’t attacking. Skitter uses her bugs to scout, finding seven people in a ship’s hold, including a child she assumes is Bonesaw.

They debate their next move, wary of a trap. Tattletale suggests waiting and striking at an opportune moment, but Skitter is concerned about Atlas’s fatigue and the time limit on Bentley’s size. They consider that Cherish might be manipulating the situation, or the Nine could be baiting them.

Skitter, driven by a gut feeling and a desire to end the conflict, decides to approach the ship despite the risks. She asks Tattletale to leave and potentially arrange a firebomb attack if she doesn’t report back. Skitter cautiously enters the ship, finding decoys instead of the Nine. They’re paralyzed and forced into compulsive movements, mimicking the Nine’s appearances.

Skitter calls Coil for medical assistance, realizing this was another of Jack’s manipulations. She finds a note from Jack, revealing that the Nine are leaving Brockton Bay as per his agreement with Panacea. Cherish has been left in the bay, her powers amplified to experience the city’s negative emotions indefinitely.

Jack’s note indicates a departure marked by psychological torment rather than a grand spectacle, fitting his manipulative nature. The chapter ends with Skitter grappling with the implications of Jack’s actions and the Nine’s departure.
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Sierra and Jay, former ABB members, carry a door-turned-stretcher bearing one of the Mannequin’s victims. The weight of their task and the sight of the dead man weigh heavily on Sierra. She reflects on his life, now reduced to a statistic. They place him among twenty-nine other bodies, a grim collection of John and Jane Does.

Sierra, emotionally drained, asks Jay to find replacements to move the remaining bodies. She heads back to Skitter’s headquarters, navigating the dark storm drain. Inside, she finds Charlotte managing a group of displaced children, including many from the O’Daly clan, who were heavily affected by the recent attacks.

The city’s infrastructure is failing; no ambulances or support have arrived. Sierra and others have been moving bodies, and there’s talk of a mass grave, but legal and identification issues complicate matters. Food is being rationed, and Charlotte is organizing it by expiry date. Sierra requests dinner, and Charlotte suggests soup, bulked out with rice to feed everyone.

Sierra calls Bryce, her brother, who is with Tattletale’s group. He’s sullen and mentions training with weapons, which alarms Sierra. She learns Tattletale and Skitter have been gone for over a day. Sierra calls Jaw, a member of Tattletale’s team, to discuss Bryce’s training and punishment for his rudeness. Jaw also informs her that downtown is off-limits and a team member, Fish, has gone silent after entering the area.

Sierra tends to her bandaged hands and helps Charlotte distribute soup to the displaced people using the children as helpers. The children leave through the front door, which is not normally used, instead of the storm drain.

Jay, Sugita, and Yan, also former ABB members, arrive, uninvited. They threaten Sierra and the children, demanding food and claiming Skitter’s place as their own. Yan points a gun at Sierra, demanding she choose between getting shot in the hand, knee, or letting a child be shot.

Before Sierra can choose, Skitter arrives, her costume covered in insects. She silently threatens the intruders with a giant beetle and the promise of brown recluse venom. Yan is forced to the ground by the beetle, and the others are coerced into submission.

Skitter reveals she has dealt with the Slaughterhouse Nine: Burnscar, Crawler, and Mannequin are likely dead, Cherish and Shatterbird are incapacitated, and Siberian, Jack, and Bonesaw have fled. However, she states, “I didn’t say we won.”

Skitter has Yan, Jay, and Sugita bitten by spiders, threatening a slow, painful death unless they leave the city. She warns them that they have no safe haven in Brockton Bay, as her allies control every territory. They are forced to flee.

Skitter apologizes to Sierra for her absence, explaining that she thought the headquarters was a lost cause. Sierra mentions the Chosen are encroaching on their territory, but Skitter is unconcerned, planning to deal with them after resting.

Skitter reveals that the spider bites were not from brown recluses, but the threat was enough to scare the intruders away. She also mentions that her biggest challenge now comes from within their organization, hinting at a problem with “the man at the top.”
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Worm, Chapter 14.y (Bonus Interlude; Legend) Summary

Legend, a prominent hero, converses with Kid Win, a young Ward, as the latter compresses data for him. He praises Kid Win’s public speaking skills, referencing a past incident where he defused a heckling situation with humor. Kid Win, surprised by the praise, reveals he modeled himself after the deceased hero, Hero, a pioneer tinker. Legend reassures him, suggesting Hero would be flattered, and discusses Hero’s possible specialization in manipulating wavelengths.

Kid Win shares his struggles in finding his own tinkering specialization, initially trying to emulate Hero but now leaning towards modular, adaptable gear. Legend encourages this, highlighting the value of Kid Win’s struggles in understanding and helping future teammates.

After Kid Win finishes his task, Legend departs, reflecting on his relationship with his husband, Arthur, before heading to a crucial meeting. He flies over the Atlantic to an oil rig, where a portal to a hidden facility appears.

Inside, he meets with the Doctor, Alexandria, Eidolon, the Number Man, and an unnamed woman. He reveals that Jack Slash and possibly other members of the Slaughterhouse Nine escaped Brockton Bay. He then drops a bombshell: a precog in Brockton Bay predicts the world’s end in two years, with Jack Slash as a catalyst, potentially causing the deaths of 33-96% of the population.

The Number Man calculates the devastating aftermath of such an event, suggesting a 72% global death toll, with further decline over subsequent decades. Eidolon proposes taking preventative measures, but Alexandria suggests the precog’s vision might already account for their actions. The Doctor reminds them that the Endbringers already posed an existential threat, making these measures vital regardless.

Legend shifts the conversation to the Siberian, revealing he saw the man controlling the projection and that the man had Cauldron’s mark. This contradicts their understanding of William Manton, the presumed controller of Siberian. Legend accuses the Doctor of lying about Manton’s activities and questions who is truly conducting human experiments while using Cauldron’s mark.

The Doctor denies involvement, and Alexandria, using her kinesics training, vouches for her honesty. Legend apologizes, but the mystery of Manton, the experiments, and the impending apocalypse remains.

After the meeting, Legend returns to New York but heads to his office instead of home. He isolates his computer and connects a device from Kid Win to listen to a recording of the meeting. The device identifies lies in the conversation, revealing that the Doctor lied about human experimentation and Manton, and Alexandria lied about the Doctor’s honesty. Even Eidolon’s statement about his powers not helping is flagged as a lie.

The chapter ends with Legend realizing that Cauldron, the organization that gave him his powers and that he has supported, is involved in unethical human experimentation. He recalls the dying words of Battery, a hero who bought her powers from Cauldron and was asked to help Siberian and Shatterbird escape. She died from a toxin engineered by Bonesaw, begging Legend to find the truth. Legend is left with the horrifying realization that the people he trusted most have been lying to him, and the organization he defended is deeply corrupt.









15.1


Worm, Chapter 15.1 Summary

Skitter orders her followers to clear debris, enforcing safety rules for power tool usage. Bitch arrives with her monstrous dog, Bentley, and Skitter offers her lunch as a peace offering, hoping to rebuild trust after past conflicts. Bitch, Biter, and Barker join Skitter in her lair, where Charlotte prepares food. Biter inquires about Skitter’s relationship with Bitch, and she offers them advice on how to deal with their leader, emphasizing honesty, assertiveness, and respect.

Barker tests Skitter with a concussive blast, but she retaliates swiftly, incapacitating him with pepper spray-laced bugs. Bitch returns, observes the scene, and accepts Skitter’s explanation after Biter confirms Barker started the altercation.

A conversation with the unpowered girl in Bitch’s group reveals her desire for a greyhound, leading Bitch to offer her Ink, a dog from her shelter, under the condition that the girl provides a proper home. Skitter is relieved, seeing this as a step towards improving Bitch’s relationship with her underlings.

Lisa calls, informing Skitter of their imminent arrival. Skitter takes a moment to reflect on the draining nature of managing people and maintaining her image. She then presents Bitch with a custom-made spider silk jacket and a mask resembling her power’s effect on dogs. Bitch accepts the gift, though her reaction is difficult to read.

Grue, Tattletale, Imp, Regent, and Shatterbird arrive, and Skitter distributes their new costumes, each tailored to their needs and preferences. She emphasizes their collective change since the Slaughterhouse Nine incident.

Lisa initiates a discussion about their future with Coil, prompted by Skitter’s concerns about Dinah’s captivity. They acknowledge the risks of continuing to work for him and the need for a unified approach. Alec and Rachel, initially motivated by self-interest and Coil’s offerings, agree to support Skitter’s plan, despite Alec’s cynicism about the world’s impending end.

Bitch expresses her resentment towards Coil for his broken promises and confirms her willingness to oppose him. The team agrees to stand together, acknowledging the challenges ahead, including the upcoming mayoral elections and the possibility of the city being condemned.

Lisa outlines the threats they face: the Chosen, Coil’s forces, the Travelers, the heroes, and Coil’s own strategic mind. The team recognizes the need for a different approach, one focused on subterfuge and control, as direct confrontation could be disastrous. They have a short window before Dinah’s powers return, making Coil significantly more dangerous.

Despite the grim outlook, the team finds a sense of unity and purpose in their shared opposition to Coil, viewing it as a way to make the most of the time they have left before the predicted apocalypse.





15.x (Bonus Interlude #1; Carol)


Worm, Chapter 15.x (Bonus Interlude #1; Carol) Summary

Darkness presses on Carol, a physical weight borne of fatigue, hunger, and thirst. She’s trapped, unsure of how long it’s been. Beside her, a girl’s voice whines, “I’m hungry.” A man with a lantern enters, bringing a plate of meager food. Carol thanks him, surprising the girl and herself.

■

Alan Barnes finds Carol in the office, alarmed by the lights and unlocked doors. Carol assures him she’s fine. He’s back temporarily, in case the city is condemned. Carol’s been digitizing old files, a task she finds meditative. Alan asks what’s wrong. Carol explains her commitment to balancing her job and New Wave, even after Leviathan’s attack.

She recounts Mark’s injury and Amy’s strange refusal to heal him, until she suddenly did, then ran away. She briefly mentions the Slaughterhouse Nine’s visit, but quickly moves on, saying it would derail the conversation. She reveals Victoria’s disappearance after being injured in a fight with the Nine and taken by the Undersiders. Carol, on the verge of breaking down, came to the office to compose herself. Alan offers to organize a search party, but Carol declines, citing the danger and lack of cell service.

■

A man wakes Carol, announcing “Time’s up.” A different man from the one who brought food. Sarah’s voice is thin. He has a knife. Sarah screams, “No!” The light blinds Carol. The man is on his knees, and Sarah is standing, floating. She attacks him with blinding light, beating him. Carol feels a flicker of hope.

The first man returns, gun in hand. He fires, but a glowing wall appears, protecting them. Carol feels betrayed. The gun fires again, and Carol flinches. Then, silence.

She’s on a flat plain, bodiless, seeing in all directions. A crack appears, then more. An egg. It hatches, creatures unfolding, vast and incomprehensible. They pair off, embracing around the egg. The egg vibrates, multiple copies appearing, then collapsing into one, which detonates. The creatures soar into the void.

Carol is back in the room, facing the betrayer. Sarah is on the ground. Carol attacks him with a crude weapon of light, severing his leg. She kills him. Sarah hugs her, and Carol cries, a raw, primal wail.

■

Lady Photon knocks on the door, asking what Carol’s doing. Carol needed time to think. Lady Photon says they’ve found Tattletale, struck a deal for a two-week ceasefire. Carol is skeptical but hears that Tattletale revealed the location of her daughters.

■

Brandish orders Marquis to stand down. He’s nonchalant, claiming he’s won every time. The Brockton Bay Brigade closes in. Marquis transforms into a sea urchin of bone spears. Brandish creates a force field. Manpower slams his foot through the floor but gets hit by bone shards. Flashbang falls, foot slashed. Lightstar is pierced. Brandish avoids bone splinters on the ground. Lady Photon fires lasers. Marquis creates a bone shield, burrowing into the ground.

Lady Photon prepares to shield the injured. A bone barrier rises, protecting a closet. Marquis emerges, driving a bone spike through the floor. Lady Photon asks what he’s protecting. He says she wouldn’t believe him. He asks to change venues. Manpower says to take every advantage. Marquis says they shouldn’t.

Brandish realizes Marquis is stalling, putting himself at a disadvantage. She breaks free from a bone blindfold. Marquis traps Lady Photon in bone. He duels Manpower, using a bone scythe, calculated to hit the injured if it follows through. Brandish charges, creating an energy lance. Marquis creates a ripple of bone, tripping her. She forms a cage around her. She creates energy knives, cutting through.

Brandish throws herself in the way of the scythe. It explodes. Manpower charges. Marquis sinks into the ground, surrounded by bone plates. Brandish charges the closet, slashing through the bone and door. Marquis appears, and she stabs him. She presses the sword to his throat, ready to finish him.

The others recover. Manpower asks what Marquis was protecting. Marquis says it’s his most precious treasure. Lady Photon opens the closet. A girl, clutching a pillow, in a silk nightgown. “Daddy,” she says. Marquis introduces her as Amelia, saying the Brigade will take care of her now. He’s injured and won’t escape.

Lady Photon asks what he means. Marquis says he has enemies who’ll target Amelia. Manpower says they won’t know. Marquis says they’ll find out. The girl says she wants her daddy. Lightstar is shocked Marquis has a kid. Marquis says Amelia’s mother is dead, and they met a year ago. He loves her more than his crimes.

Brandish is disturbed, reminded of the nameless man she killed. She hates Marquis, possibly connected to that night. She likes him on some level, a dissonance. The girl cries, “You can’t take him away!” Brandish says it’s the law. The girl screams she hates them.

Manpower calls the PRT. Marquis asks for medical treatment. Brandish waits outside. Lady Photon brings Amelia out, puts her in the car. Lady Photon says they can’t let Amelia go into foster care. People will fight over her, kidnap her to exploit her powers. Brandish says Lady Photon should take her. Lady Photon says they don’t have the money. She suggests Mark and Carol take her.

Brandish is reluctant. She never planned to have kids, only had Vicky because of Mark. She has trouble trusting people. She could have Vicky because she’d know her from day one. She can’t bond with another child, especially Marquis’. Lady Photon says Amelia needs them. Brandish says she doesn’t want her. The girl in the car stares at Brandish. Lady Photon says Carol grew to love Mark; she could love Amelia.

■

“Liar,” Brandish says to Amy, who can’t meet her eyes. “Where’s Victoria?” Amy says she’s sorry. Brandish asks if Victoria is dead. Amy says no. Brandish demands an explanation. Amy says she calmed Victoria with her power, wrapped her in a cocoon to heal. Lady Photon coaxes Amy to continue. Amy says she didn’t want Victoria to fight or hate her, so she put her in a trance, to forget everything.

Amy says she wanted to say goodbye, to see Victoria smile again before leaving forever. She changed Victoria, using extra material from the cocoon. She got tired, scared, lonely, changed more things, lost track, forgot how to change her back.

Brandish sees Victoria, a caricature, flesh spilling over the mattress. Amy says she doesn’t know what to do. Brandish feels betrayed. Amy pleads for help. Brandish turns to strike, then stops. Amy is weak, a victim of herself. She looks like Carol did, years ago.

■

“I’m sorry,” a digitized voice says. Carol watches Amy, who seems changed, relieved. Amy can’t meet anyone’s gaze. “Everyone’s sorry,” Carol says. Dragon asks if she’s okay. Amy shuffles forward, cuffed. Carol can’t speak. She hugs Amy tightly, unable to forgive, but sorry. Amy boards the truck to the Birdcage.

Carol returns to the office. Dragon’s face is on the screen. Carol says two daughters are gone. Mark went with Victoria to Pennsylvania. Carol wants to watch Amy’s arrival at the Birdcage. She waits for hours. Dragon wakes her.

On the screen, an elevator door opens. An announcement: “-one-two, Amy Dallon, AKA Amelia Lavere, AKA Panacea. Cell block E.” Amy steps out, drops a gas mask. A crowd gathers. Marquis appears, looking older. Lung is with him. They move through the crowd. Marquis stops before Amy. “I’ve been waiting,” he says. Carol leaves, the reunion playing on the screen.





15.2


Worm, Chapter 15.2 Summary

The Undersiders, following their major meeting, had taken time to handle personal affairs and plan their next steps. Skitter focused on cleaning up and organizing her territory. They prioritized dealing with the inevitable, deciding to confront the Chosen, who were bound to attack.

Regent, walking with Imp, called Skitter a dork for thinking about priorities. Imp expressed her desire to follow the planning, feeling left out of the “trio” of Tattletale, Skitter, and Grue. Regent and Imp joked about forming their own spin-off team.

Tattletale mentioned the upcoming mayoral elections, a potential complication with Coil’s involvement. She also discussed the fracturing of the white supremacist groups, the Chosen and the Pure, following the deaths of Kaiser and Hookwolf. Imp vehemently opposed any alliance with the racist groups. Tattletale clarified she meant a ceasefire, not an alliance, to buy them time. She had already negotiated a similar deal with New Wave, lying about Panacea and Glory Girl’s whereabouts.

Skitter mentioned wanting a tinker on the team, appreciating their value after encounters with Bakuda, Armsmaster, Mannequin, and Bonesaw. Tattletale pointed out the time investment required for tinkering, but Skitter argued that Bonesaw had accomplished a lot with minimal prep time. Regent jokingly called Skitter a tinker for creating their costumes, but she dismissed the comparison, saying she merely maximized her power’s potential while tinkers created new possibilities.

They arrived at Regent’s territory, marred by the Chosen’s graffiti. Shatterbird, under Regent’s control, cleaned the area using her powers. Regent’s taunting of Shatterbird disturbed Skitter, but he explained he was trying to keep her emotionally drained to prevent her from rebelling.

Tattletale confirmed that the people in the area were Chosen members. The Undersiders attacked, using Skitter’s bugs and Shatterbird’s glass shards. They identified Rune, Night, and Fog among the enemies. Victor, a skill-stealing cape, was quickly subdued.

Skitter decided to lure Night away, nervous but prepared. She tracked Night with her bugs, noting her enhanced form’s agility and lack of sensory organs. Fog advanced, slowed but not stopped by Shatterbird’s glass barrier.

Skitter, riding Atlas, pursued Night. She used her bugs and silk to hinder Night but struggled to counter her flashbangs. Night, avoiding direct confrontation, headed toward the others. Skitter kept pace, preventing Night from reaching her teammates.

Night suddenly slowed down, reverting to human speed. Skitter caught up, and Night retreated into a restaurant. She used smoke canisters but didn’t transform. Night collapsed, subdued by Imp, who had used a taser.

They returned to find Shatterbird containing Fog. The Undersiders had won decisively. Tattletale demanded the Chosen leave their territory. Rune argued, claiming they had nowhere else to go. Skitter countered, stating the Undersiders had earned the city through their actions against the Nine.

Tattletale announced they would “tax” the Chosen, taking their valuables. Imp pushed a protesting Rune to the ground. Tattletale declared they would also “borrow” one of the Chosen’s teammates, shocking everyone but Regent.





15.3


Worm, Chapter 15.3 Summary

Tattletale’s light smile didn’t reach her eyes as she proposed a “cliché” to the defeated Chosen: “the easy way or the hard way.” Othala snarled a defiant “Fuck you.” Skitter, feeling betrayed, realized she’d been left out of the Undersiders’ plan to enslave Victor. Despite numerous calls, no one had informed her, possibly because they knew she’d object. Now, objecting would make the group appear weak, a fact Tattletale was likely exploiting.

Silently fuming, Skitter positioned herself to observe everyone. Tattletale offered Victor, their “tax payment,” a chance to “pick up something useful, talent-wise.” Victor, arrogant even while bound, refused to betray his team. Regent mentioned the PRT’s master-resistance training, hoping Victor had absorbed some techniques.

Victor, exuding an air of old-world nobility, wore a black breastplate with a stylized ‘v’, a red shirt, and black slacks. Othala, in a tomato-red bodysuit with a rune-centered icon, kneeled injured, unable to heal herself. Rune, barely older than Imp, wore a dark blue, rune-lined cloak.

Regent, hoping Victor could teach him master-resistance, got a flat “No.” Imp, following Tattletale’s cue, kicked Othala, prompting a furious reaction from Victor. Tattletale calmly deduced Victor and Othala’s relationship, born from a tragedy involving Othala’s cousin. Victor, initially dismissive, grew agitated as Tattletale exposed his insecurities about his feelings for Othala, suggesting he was lying to himself about loving her.

Skitter found the idea of feigned confidence becoming real “hollow.” Victor defended their relationship, citing trust, respect, and attraction. Tattletale countered, arguing their public identities forced them together. She predicted Victor would cheat, seeking the infatuation he lacked with Othala. Victor, enraged, accused Tattletale of manipulating Othala.

Tattletale admitted she was using a “more civilized” method than torture to pressure Victor. She threatened to dismantle his group further while they looted the Chosen’s belongings. Othala offered to “open up” their relationship, but Victor told her to relax, not panicking to avoid playing into Tattletale’s hands.

Skitter, to emphasize their power, placed black widow spiders on Victor’s face, warning him and the others to remain still. Imp and Tattletale returned with loot, and Imp sealed Fog in Shatterbird’s glass cube with spray paint. Tattletale explained that Victor’s power worked by proximity and contact, potentially draining skills.

Victor, unable to speak, didn’t respond to Tattletale’s query. Skitter, maintaining eye contact with Tattletale, moved the spiders at her request. Victor, still defiant, claimed he was “undecided.” Regent offered a reduced sentence if he cooperated, which Victor accepted.

Skitter released Victor, ordering the others to stay put until they were gone. She signaled them once the Undersiders were out of range. Back at their headquarters, Skitter confronted Tattletale about being left in the dark. Tattletale apologized, admitting she underestimated Skitter’s concern but argued that Victor wasn’t different from Shadow Stalker, whom Skitter had been okay with controlling.

Skitter, having spent time with Shadow Stalker, felt she could judge her psychopathy but had no such knowledge of Victor. Tattletale should have consulted her. Regent criticized Skitter’s hypocrisy, given her undercover activities. They argued about concessions and compromises, with Regent pointing out Skitter’s initial desire for revenge against Shadow Stalker.

Skitter denied it, but Regent insisted she was dishonest. He asked if she could “return the favor” of going along with the group’s plans, as they had with hers. Tattletale clarified they were using Regent’s power on “legitimately fucked up” individuals and acknowledged her mistake in not informing Skitter. She apologized, asking Skitter to accept and move on.

Skitter raised concerns about the potential repercussions of Regent’s power, fearing it could unite their enemies. Regent defended his limited abilities, arguing that group discussion wasn’t always feasible. Skitter proposed capturing potential targets, discussing it, and releasing them if necessary. Regent countered that this wouldn’t alleviate paranoia.

Tattletale argued that fear was beneficial, and their enemies were already banding together. Regent’s status as a target might distract from more crucial team members. She also pointed out the strategic advantage of having Regent on the team, as enemies would hesitate to attack him for fear of releasing Shatterbird.

Tattletale revealed the plan’s multiple objectives: acquiring uncrackable data from the PRT headquarters, possibly outing Coil’s involvement with them, and giving Grue a chance to gain permanent enhancements from Victor’s power. She also hinted at using Victor to gather intel on Coil’s skills and background.

Skitter, though still wishing for prior discussion, accepted Tattletale’s reasoning and agreed to move forward. Regent jokingly asked for Skitter’s faith in his judgment, which she denied. He mentioned going to Coil’s to handle the next phase. Tattletale decided to join, while Skitter opted to return to her territory and manage her priorities, including protecting her father and people, organizing equipment, and maintaining communication with the team and Coil.

Imp, having stayed behind to watch Night, approached Skitter for a favor, something she didn’t want Coil to overhear. Skitter, frustrated by the constant influx of crises, wondered how she’d manage everything.





15.y (Bonus Interlude #2; A guy with the second trigger event)


Worm, Chapter 15.y: Bonus Interlude Summary

He hammered the punching bag, a relentless, arhythmic assault. His form was ingrained, automatic: knuckles aligned, weight shifting, the thuds echoing. His dad’s warnings about injury were irrelevant. He needed this release, this physical exhaustion to silence his thoughts. But frustration only intensified, a gnawing fear that this was his new normal, a permanent state of agitation.

A roundhouse kick sent the bag swinging. He turned away, drenched in sweat, hands trembling, breath ragged.

“Jesus, bro. You look like you’re going to have a heart attack.”

Aisha stood in the doorway, masked, her black scarf loose around her neck. He recognized her instantly, yet the initial jolt of surprise lingered, an unending tension. She seemed oblivious, existing in a different reality. For a fleeting moment, he saw Bonesaw instead - similar height, dress, bloodstained apron, wide, darting eyes. He blinked, dispelling the image. Aisha’s survey of the room was casual, unlike Bonesaw’s manic intensity. His room, atop their shared headquarters, was spartan: a punching bag, weight bench, sink, bed, costume stand, and a TV.

“You’re back,” he grunted. “Didn’t tell me you were going.”

“You mean I didn’t ask permission. No. I totally wanted to hang around here with you wound as tight as a new clock.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” he said, still breathless. His chest ached. He splashed water on his face.

“Sue me. Not like I’ve ever seen a wind-up clock. Not like you’ve ever seen one either. Don’t pretend you’re so much more civilized.”

“Grandpa had one.”

He nodded, still struggling to breathe. This isn’t just the exercise. Something else. Can’t let her see it.

“Still good to see…” he paused, catching his breath, “You’re okay.”

“Of course I’m okay, dumbass. Nobody knows I’m there.”

“Not good enough.” He peeled off his gloves.

“I’ve got the costume Skitter made me. I had no idea she was wearing something like this,” Aisha stretched the fabric. “It’s so smooth and so light, I thought she was bullshitting about the fact that you couldn’t cut it. But I tried and she was right. It’s crazy. But yeah, I’m as safe as any of you. Safer.”

That’s not saying that much. He examined his torn, bloody knuckles.

“Jesus fuck,” she gasped. “Any time I’ve spent in the gyms, it’s ’cause Dad dragged me there, so I wasn’t paying attention so much as I was looking for the nearest exit. But I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to be bleeding like that.”

What was he supposed to say to that?

“Why did you do that to yourself?”

“Just trying to tire myself out.”

“You’re already tired, you dumbass! This isn’t going to improve the situation. How long were you fucking hitting that thing? The entire time I was gone?”

I’ve handled worse, he thought, a humorless joke that failed to amuse.

“Incision here… saw through the breast bone, there we go. You’re cooperating so nicely! Not that you have much of a choice. Oh, here. This part is always cool. See, the ribs are flexible, and with the sternum separated, a little bit of help from Spider thirty-three here, they unfold like a bird slowly spreaaaaading its wings.”

He leaned over the sink, gripping the edges, chest tightening further.

Her tone changed. “Hey, seriously, are you okay? You’ve been breathing really hard for a bit now, and now you’ve gone really quiet for, like, a minute. I didn’t use my power, either, so I know it’s not you ignoring me because of that.”

He suppressed a harsh retort, an urge to tell her to shut up, to leave him alone. If he did, she would; she’d run away from home six times in four years, bouncing between their parents and foster care. Each time, there was a reason, some argument or incident. Any excuse would do. She was flighty, like a wild animal ready to bolt.

If he lashed out like he had with Taylor, he doubted Aisha would forgive him so readily.

“I’m okay,” he lied. “Tired.”

He couldn’t scare her away, but he feared he would. He couldn’t trust himself in this state, on the verge of snapping.

The fear fueled his anxiety, creating a vicious cycle. Rest and rational thought could break it, he knew. The exercise had failed.

He flinched at a hand on his arm.

“Hey,” Aisha said. “Zoning out again.”

“Mm.”

“I was going to go out on a patrol near the school. Tattletale said there’s some leftover members of the Merchants hanging around over here, thought I’d scare them off. Maybe see if I can drive them into Ballistic’s territory, if I can’t push them out of the city.”

“Don’t antagonize him,” Brian said.

“Just saying, he’s better suited for a straight-up fight, and these guys are low-level mooks. We want them to panic, to see there’s no place to go.”

No place to go.

“I’ll come,” he decided.

“No!” She emphasized, “No you won’t. I’m perfectly capable of handling this. I’d stay to keep an eye on you, if I didn’t think it would do more harm than good.”

“Alright,” he conceded. “Alright. Some quiet sounds good.”

“I don’t want you doing this again, okay?” she gestured towards the bag, then his hands. “Really, it’s more than a little creepy. I know I don’t have a nurturing nature, like, at all, but I’m gonna feel pretty terrible if I come back and you’re a bloody mess.”

“Oh,” Taylor’s voice, a croak. “Oh, Brian.”

He winced.

“Poor choice of words,” Aisha said. Quieter, she added, “Sorry.”

“We shouldn’t be going anywhere alone,” he said, his breathing finally নিয়ন্ত্রণে.

“Tattletale did. Skitter did. Regent sort of did.”

“Tattletale and Skitter can see trouble coming. Regent’s got Shatterbird so he’s not alone.”

Aisha shook her head. “Which doesn’t do him any good if he gets shot. Shatterbird would get free, and then everyone loses.”

Don’t want to argue. Don’t want to get too deep into this. There’s already too many things to keep track of, too many variables to consider. “Hopefully everyone has more common sense than that. He really should be keeping her in containment unless she’s needed.”

“We were taking on the Chosen, and some of Purity’s people. It’s all good. We picked up Victor, and Tattletale’s hoping you’ll try your power on him, see if you can’t pick something up.”

Brian nodded, “After.”

“So I’m gonna go now-”

He grimaced. “I don’t want you going alone.”

“I’m going with Regent. Relax.”

Not sure that makes me feel better. “Not sure that’s the company I want you to keep.”

He knew her annoyed look well. She forced it away, saying, “It’s fine. He’s your buddy, and our powers actually work well together. You and me, we can’t… what’s the word?”

“Synergize.”

“We can’t synergize. I do my thing, you do yours, but we get in each other’s way. You blind me, I wipe myself from your memory. With Regent and me, I can set people up for him to mess with, give him a chance to use his power. Or we mix it up a little, so I spook people, then he uses his power to make them feel like they’re being pushed around while I deal with others, to freak them out. Or I go in first and then give him word on what’s going on.”

“You’ve been out with him before,” he realized.

“Couple times. Just doing what you asked, not going out alone. You weren’t exactly up to it.”

He looked down at his hands, picking at a peel of skin.

“Um. So yeah. You stay right here, try to take it easy?” She sounded tense.

“Yeah,” he replied.

“Maybe we could go for a walk later? Check on one of the ’rents?”

It was so unlike her. He could count on one hand the times she’d been this conciliatory. She always wanted something when she acted like this.

Brian forced a smile. “Maybe. You go. Be safe.”

He was both relieved and terrified when the door shut behind Aisha.

So many things were like that now. Bad with the good, or just plain bad.

Didn’t realize she’d been out with Regent. Need to catch up on things.

He flexed his hands, feeling the pain, and went to the war room.

The war room was opposite Aisha’s room. Satellite images of the city were printed on large, laminated sheets, shelved on the wall. He picked his territory’s roll and unfurled it.

Southwest end of the Docks. Residential areas, schools, small businesses. Hiding places for troublemakers he was supposed to deal with, and keep others from setting up shop. Tattletale shouldn’t have to shoulder the full load, she had her own territory.

Coil provided the map, Tattletale the details. Symbols marked enemy locations. Stars for nobodies, an M with two dollar-sign lines for Merchants’ stragglers, a wolf’s head for Fenrir’s Chosen. His own were in block letters, noting priority, locations, and operations. Drug dealers and looters here, Chosen selling families as slave labor there.

But the map was altered. Red ‘x’ symbols crossed out two-thirds of the symbols. Barely legible handwriting filled the white border: ‘Gone’. ‘Left city’. ‘Hospitalized’. A circle around one of the Merchants’ symbols at the school. The next target.

He should feel relieved. Aisha had been helping, even if she wasn’t good at expressing concern.

He only felt guilty.

He’d been wallowing, and Aisha had been taking out enemies, clearing their territory. A big task for two, and she was doing it alone.

Why am I here? He wasn’t a leader, wasn’t doing his job, wasn’t protecting anyone, wasn’t working towards anything…

He shook his head, trying to shake off the thoughts.

Four or five days since the Nine left, and he’d been spinning in place, sinking deeper into negativity.

He hated this. Hated that his body, always under his control, was betraying him with anxiety and weakness. His power, too, now carried negative connotations.

He hated that everything seemed ugly. The city was soiled, friends and family tainted.

Seizing territory felt hollow, a reminder that this might all collapse, leaving him with nothing but unwanted memories. Hard to care, especially with the alleged end of the world.

Of course, he couldn’t not deal with Coil. Taylor wouldn’t stick around if they didn’t, and Dinah deserved to be rescued.

I spent three hours in that refrigerator. Dinah’s spent nearly that many months with Coil.

And he feared the nebulous future. He’d been so sure of his path, A to B to C, but now the possibilities were open-ended.

Even sleep was hard, riddled with terror dreams that left him exhausted.

He clenched his fist, feeling the sting of his bleeding hand.

He’d go after Aisha, lend assistance, make sure everything was okay.

He couldn’t even explain his own line of thinking. He didn’t always like her, but he could barely think straight when he imagined her suffering anything close to what he had.

Aisha would be annoyed, even upset. She was feeling pressured, but he had his own pressures, his own concerns. It would reach a critical point, but for now he needed to check on her.

He paused in his room, facing his costume. Horned eyes, teeth curled into each other. A demon, a creature of nightmare.

“…I could give you a skull face like that helmet of yours, only real… and crank your power up to the max, always on, give you some biological imperative to encourage cannibalism, see how long it takes for them to eliminate you if they can’t see or hear you…”

“You’re gone,” Brian growled to the empty room, seizing the mask. “We won. Shut up.”

Her giggling was so vivid it sounded like she was right next to him.

He stared at the mask, glad it wasn’t the skull mask Bonesaw had referenced. Hard to explain why.

He was reaching to pull his mask on when he felt something brush against his bare arm.

A moth?

“I sure hope that’s you,” he said. “Because I’m talking to myself too much already.”

The moth flew in a lazy circle in front of him.

“Right. Meet you at the door,” he said.

He hesitated, then put the mask back on the stand.

A few minutes passed. He wondered if he’d misinterpreted the moth’s movements.

I remember when I didn’t have these doubts about what I was doing.

She wasn’t in costume. Odd, seeing her approach from a distance, observing her uninterrupted. She conveyed an eerie confidence he knew she didn’t have at her core. She didn’t react as the wind blew her hair, didn’t look around as she crossed the street.

He might have to say something about that. If that was her using her power to assess her surroundings, she should avoid doing it in civilian wear.

She stopped a short distance away, holding grocery bags, tucking her hair back into place. Tank top, jeans, rubber boots, a sweatshirt tied around her waist to conceal weapons, he guessed. Her glasses caught the light, turning opaque as she looked his way.

“Decided to check in on me?”

“Imp asked me to,” she said, her stare uncomfortable, analyzing him.

He nodded. Imp’s earlier behavior made more sense. She’d wanted him here for Taylor’s arrival. He felt self-conscious of his wounded hands. She’d seen them, but hadn’t commented.

“But I wanted to anyways,” she added.

He nodded again. What could he say? He changed the focus, asking, “The bag?”

“I thought I’d make dinner for the two of us, if you wanted. You can say no.”

“Okay. Sure.”

He let her inside, then shut and locked the door.

Not that a lock would do anything against the kinds of people who haunted his nightmares. The ugly side of dealing with capes, knowing there was no security that would stand up to all of the bad guys. Always people like the Nine, like Leviathan and Behemoth. Forces as inevitable as a natural disaster. Like the Cold War, bombs could drop at any moment, and there was nothing anyone could do.

Unlike the major players in the Cold War, the monsters he was thinking about weren’t so rational that they’d stand down with Scion in the picture.

“Hey,” Taylor spoke up, “You okay?”

“Hm?”

“You’re sort of staring off into space. Come on, sit down and talk to me.”

Brian nodded and followed her into the kitchen. He opted to stand.

“Chicken breasts okay?”

“Sure.”

She retrieved a ziploc baggie with marinated chicken. “Was going to bring pork chops, but I just served this huge pork shoulder roast for everyone in my territory the other night, and then we had leftovers so I’ve had it for lunch a few times. Kind of sick of it.”

“Ah.”

“We’ve got lots of kids running around. It’s kind of nice, but hard. It’s like they’re totally unrestrained, so when they’re happy, they’re ecstatic, and when they’re unhappy they’re miserable, you know?”

“I haven’t spent a lot of time around kids. Only Aisha, when I was younger, and I think she might have been a special case.”

“She’s really coming into her own, getting comfortable with her powers, figuring out where she needs to be and when. Can’t be easy, when the rest of us don’t know where she is half the time.”

“Did she put herself in any danger?”

Taylor started frying the chicken. “Yes and no. She took down Night, but Night wasn’t able to use her power, had no idea she was there. She was safe.”

Took down Night. Aisha?

That bothered him, and he couldn’t say why.

“We got Victor. Not sure if I like how Lisa sprung that on me, but we got him. We were thinking you could try borrowing his power, see if you don’t get any permanent boosts.”

“Sure. Aisha mentioned that. I don’t know if it’ll work.”

“No?”

Brian tried to organize his answer. What had Bonesaw said? Something about passengers.

He glanced at Taylor, busy with the sides, sweet potato, parsnips. She looked over her shoulder, and he was struck with the image of her lying on the ground, Bonesaw straddling her, her forehead a bloody mess, a small electric saw grinding through her skull.

He looked away.

“What is it?”

“Trying to get my thoughts in order. Tired.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

He shook his head. “Victor’s power… If we supposedly have these ‘passengers’ in our heads, guiding our power use, giving us the brain structures we need to manage the powers, I don’t think I have that with any powers I borrow. They’re weaker, but I don’t have that knowledge about what’s going on, or that extra measure of control.”

“Want to try on me? I know I wasn’t ok with it before, but I think I can handle it if I know it’s coming.”

He considered. “Okay.”

He reached out, darkness streaming from his fingertips. It coiled and lunged, heavy, spilling to the ground. It didn’t obscure his sight, but he could tell where it was, almost like seeing in black and white, but the color was still there. Bad analogy. The difference was stark, but he couldn’t pinpoint it.

Contact with Taylor was like opening his eyes as a firecracker burst, seeing sparks scattered, alive, moving.

Unsure how to use the ability, he pushed out. No control, no sense of what he was controlling. He was the wind, Taylor’s bugs the leaves.

She pushed back, winning easily. He could feel her moving individual bugs, casually picking them out.

“It’s sort of calming, when you think about it,” she said. “You realize how small you are in the grand scheme of things. We’re not really the rulers of this planet, we’re just tenants, and it’s the small stuff, the bacteria and insects and the plant matter that really runs it all. Even the big stuff, the nasty, scary stuff, it’s all pretty small in the grand scheme of things, isn’t it?”

Is that a good thing?

“I know I sound a little crazy when I say that, but really, you get a glimpse of these bugs as they go about their lives, almost mechanical in how they follow their instincts, you see them breeding, eating, building nests, and dying, and you see how they just saturate every aspect of our existence, in the air, the dark corners, the insides of the walls, they eat our dead. I can’t sense them, but there’re skin mites all over our bodies and in our eyelashes… I guess it takes me out of myself when I think about it, reminds me that we’re only one part of this vast system, we’re cogs in the universe, in our own way. Seeing the little details makes me feel like the big problems aren’t so personal, they aren’t as overwhelming.”

Rambling aside, she looked more at ease than he’d ever seen someone in his darkness. Blind, deaf, leaning against the counter, staring off into space as she talked. Even the talking, it caught him off guard. Blind, unable to see reactions, most people would struggle, like speaking to an answering machine.

“I don’t know if that makes sense, but I usually try reaching out to these guys when things get bad. In retrospect, it kind of centers me.”

“I wish I could find the same comfort in my power,” Brian murmured.

“Did you say something? I think I just felt some vibrations in the air, but it’s hard to tell with your power out there.”

He didn’t reply.

Instead, he looked at Taylor. Not conventionally attractive, he had to admit. Wide mouth, large ears sticking out of her messy black curls. Narrow, bony shoulders, deceptively delicate. Self-conscious yet unaware of how she held herself. The seeming fragility accented by the angles she settled into: wrist bent, leg raised, shoulders tilted forward. As if her skin didn’t fit.

Not dramatic, but a quirk he noted as he studied her. Like a bird, or one of her insects, but… he didn’t feel he was being unflattering.

In fact, he could note how long her arms and legs were, the length of her neck and torso. Still growing, she had grown even in the months they’d known each other. The groundwork was being laid for the finished product, a body that wouldn’t be skinny, but slender, long-legged. If she was still growing, and if her dad was any indication, she’d be tall.

Would she be a trophy wife, or turn heads? Probably not. But he could see how someone might come to look past the quirks, even come to like them, and they’d find nothing to complain about in her. How someone might want to hold her in their arms-

She spoke, interrupting his train of thought, “Okay. You probably have some reason for keeping the darkness up this long. I won’t complain, since you’re probably working things out in your own way, like I was talking about with my bugs, but maybe keep an eye on the chicken?” She offered a small laugh, “I could use my bugs to check on it, maybe, but I don’t think either of us want that.”

He glanced at the stove, prodding the chicken. No problems. He turned down the heat to be safe.

“Look, Brian, I don’t want to stir up any unhappy thoughts, but I don’t want to ignore the subject either. I did some reading, and there’s a pretty scary number of people who have their second trigger events and then have a bad ending shortly after. I think it has to do with the toll it takes on you, the event… I’m… I’m not good at this. At the people stuff. But I have been through some dark spots. My mom died not too long ago, I can’t remember if we really talked about that. And there was the bullying, I sometimes wonder how much that influences what I do and why. I don’t really know where I’m going with this, but I guess I’m saying I’m here for whatever you need.”

He expected a swell of that dark anxiety, but when his heart pounded, it wasn’t the same. Through the sliver of power he borrowed, he could feel the bugs at work, sweeping areas, drawing lines of silk, marking people, gathering to check rooms.

And Taylor was just standing there, leaning against the counter, calm. Blind, deaf, and the person at the other end of the conversation hadn’t responded for at least a minute. She had her own ugly thoughts, responsibilities, reasons to feel angry or guilty, but she’d somehow found a way to let herself be at ease here.

Or was that the same deceptive confidence she’d displayed as she’d approached his headquarters?

He idly wondered if that veneer would crack if he surprised her here. But he didn’t want to be mean, that felt wrong.

Something else. Almost on instinct, Brian stepped forward, reaching for her, then stopped, letting his hands drop. If he reached out to hold her, that would be a breach of trust, wouldn’t it? He-

“Hey,” Taylor said, her voice so quiet he could barely hear it. Slightly louder, she said, “Go ahead.”

She knew? But- He felt out with her power, saw the ‘spark’ of the bugs she’d placed on his cuffs, on his sleeve.

How did she keep track of all that?

And how was he supposed to respond, now? He barely had any friends, outside of ‘work’, his contact with girls had been limited to flirting, more ‘work’ and fighting with his sister.

Swallowing, he reached out and wrapped his arms around her shoulders, gently pulling her close. He couldn’t shake the idea that she’d break if he squeezed too hard, so his touch was light.

She hugged his lower body, pressing her head against his collarbone, both actions surprising him with their strength and ferocity.

He willed the darkness away, banished the sparks that painted them as very small people in a big world. As the light returned, it was just them.

“This is what you wanted?” she murmured.

“You’re so still,” he replied, not even sure what he meant.

“That’s good,” she answered him, her non-sequitur almost matching his own.

They stayed like that for some time, his chin resting on top of her head. He could feel her breathing, her heartbeat, and the warmth of her breath against his chest. He felt tears in his eyes, blinked them away, unsure why they’d even come in the first place.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Don’t be.”

He couldn’t be quite sure what he was sorry for. This awkwardness, the length of time this had gone on? For putting her in a position like this, when she knew he was vulnerable and would have a hard time of saying no? He didn’t get the sense that she minded. If she had, he suspected, there would be some sign, some movement, some attempt to pull away.

Maybe he’d said it because it had taken him this long?

He dismissed the doubts and hesitation.

“Can we?” he pulled away slightly, and looked in the direction of the couch.

“Um,” her eyes widened a fraction.

“Not… not that. Just-” he paused, trying to find a way to say what he wanted to say without putting her in a position where she couldn’t say no.

“Okay.” She seemed to get his meaning. She led him by one hand into the living room. He laid down first, arranging the cushions into a makeshift pillow. She took that time to remove the knife, the gun and the various contents of her pockets, placing them on the nearby coffee table.

Once he was arranged, he was the one to pull on her hand. Moving gingerly, as if she expected him to react badly with every motion she made, she found a way to lie across him without lying on top of him, her head on his shoulder, both legs draping across his pelvis, her upper body pressed against his side. If he hadn’t noted that quirk of hers, how she bent herself at odd angles, he might have thought she’d be uncomfortable. As it was, he somehow didn’t feel the need to worry. He pulled her closer with one arm.

For days, he’d been seeking some way to get centered, to stop that downward spiral where anxiety and fear gave him cause to be more anxious, more afraid. He’d hurt himself doing it, and he’d very nearly hurt his relationship with Aisha.

He’d been trying to do it alone. He’d needed a rock, an anchor. If he’d been asked months ago, weeks ago, even days ago, he wasn’t sure he would have believed that was true, or that it would be Taylor, of all people.

“The stove,” he said, starting to sit up.

“Handled,” Taylor replied, pushing him back down.

He looked over and saw the dials had been set to ‘off’.

“Thank you,” he said. It took him a second to raise the courage, but he kissed the top of her head.

She nodded, her head rubbing against him.

“Really,” he said, reaching over to tilt her head so she was looking up at him. He kissed her on the lips this time. “Thank you.”

She didn’t reply, only smiling and nestling in close again.

Taylor fell asleep before he did. He laid there for some time, trying to match his breathing to hers, as if he could copy her and fall asleep the same way. It was almost as if he’d forgotten how.

He wasn’t all better. Wasn’t sure he would ever be. He just had to think about it, and he could almost see Bonesaw in the kitchen, waiting, watching. Whatever barriers he’d erected between reality and the uglier possibilities, they’d taken a beating.

But he could breathe, now.

His eyes closed.





15.4


Worm, Chapter 15.4 Summary

Sundancer once described her life as intense, violent, and lonely. At the time, enjoying newfound friendships after years of solitude, the author hadn’t understood the last part. Now, she might. Powers elevate people above average, but not equally. They create divisions: trigger events, motivations, agendas, and unique ways of thinking. These are barriers, exemplified by capes like Panacea and Bitch.

Few capes find functional relationships. Night and Fog were functional sociopaths, acting out a marriage without affection. Victor and Othala, burdened by a shared past. Brandish and Flashbang’s dysfunctional family. It’s no wonder capes are so messed up, needing support yet barely able to help themselves. Even if two find comfort, the intensity and violence of their lives often intrude. Lady Photon lost her husband in the Leviathan fight, Glory Girl’s on-off relationship with Gallant ended with his death.

So, lying beside Brian is bittersweet, more sweet than bitter. Unable to see Brian’s face or her glasses, the author studies his shirt, smelling his sweat and deodorant. She feels warmth, not happiness, feeling unworthy due to neglected responsibilities and failures. But she convinces herself this is a necessary task, a priority to support Grue. She won’t hope, knowing how parahuman relationships usually end. She’ll take these moments for what they are. Excuses and rationalizations to convince herself this won’t end badly, that she’s not irresponsible or headed for regret. It’s enough to feel at peace, mostly.

Needing to pee but not wanting to disturb Brian, her body wins. She disentangles herself, grabs her things, and rushes to the bathroom. Tattletale calls, but she texts instead, learning Regent is done and Coil wants a meeting. She replies that Grue is sleeping, but Tattletale insists, citing time constraints and Coil’s impatience.

The kitchen is clean, but her bugs didn’t alert her to anyone. Aisha must have returned silently. She makes breakfast, hoping the smells will rouse Brian inoffensively.

Aisha wakes first, thanking the author for cleaning and not getting upset. She entrusts Brian’s care to her, threatening a “living hell” if she screws up. The author frowns, saying it’s unfair, admitting she’ll likely make mistakes. Aisha counters, describing her practiced methods of psychological torment, threatening to use them on her.

Brian appears, questioning Aisha’s words and mention of blood. Aisha explains her request to Coil’s lieutenant for blood, unsettling Brian. The author diffuses the tension, saying Aisha is being protective.

It’s 9:30, leaving an hour to prepare for the meeting at Coil’s. They eat in awkward silence, then shower in turns. The author, unsure how to act, wants to be affectionate but fears pushing boundaries. Brian sits, and she joins him, hoping for a physical connection.

He asks about her plan with Coil, shattering the moment. She outlines Plan A: impressing Coil with her territory management, making him value her more than Dinah, leading to Dinah’s release. Brian doubts it, citing security risks and questioning if her services outweigh the costs.

He thinks she’s expendable to Coil, which she acknowledges. He advises caution, as her morals might make her a liability. She can’t stop helping her people, though, as it would tip Coil off. He suggests her initial deal was a mistake, revealing her strong morals.

She explains Coil’s power: creating parallel realities to test outcomes, a tactic used on them since before she joined. Brian realizes Coil gets two tries at everything, including dealing with them. She confirms, emphasizing the need to play along.

Plan B is a fallback: fighting Coil if discovered. It’s risky, as Coil would back the Travelers and Circus. Offense is usually preferable, but Coil’s power makes a successful attack unlikely. Brian, stressed, stares off. She offers to change the subject, but he wants to ensure their survival. He hugs her, but doesn’t discuss it further.

Disappointed by the morning’s lack of romance, she knows movies and books aren’t realistic. She takes what she can get, like last night’s cuddling.

Coil’s headquarters has transformed again, now with a cafeteria, bar, computer lab, and bunk beds. There’s also an armory, laundry, and stations for gear. The upper level has whiteboards with schedules and maps.

Cranston, Coil’s liaison, greets them. Grue and Imp talk to their liaison, while she watches the scene below. The Travelers, Tattletale, Coil, and a blond boy are near a vault door. Noelle. Tattletale shakes her head, gestures, then they leave.

The author asks Tattletale if everything’s okay. She says no, but can’t elaborate. All together, they sit for the meeting: Travelers on one side, Undersiders on the other, Coil at the head.

Coil wants updates on their progress. Trickster reports no business in his area, but Purity’s group remains. He’s made small recruitment steps. Sundancer struggles, burning out groups but not scaring them enough. Genesis’ area is mostly clear but sparsely populated. Ballistic has taken over most of his, except for Parian’s holdout and a Merchants kid he wants to recruit.

Tattletale is waiting for others, but her business of reclaiming items and homes is profitable. Imp reports 75% clearance, with the Chosen and Merchants mainly in their and Regent’s territory. Regent faces constant newcomers due to Shatterbird’s presence. Bitch’s territory is empty, leading Coil to suggest a rearrangement to the outskirts.

The author reports no threats, conducting daily sweeps and confronting anyone with contraband. She has 60 direct and 100 indirect workers on cleanup projects. Coil is impressed, explaining his interest: the mayoral election is in a week, and he wants the city under control to influence it.

He asks for their territories wrapped up in a week, and for Skitter, Genesis, and Trickster’s help. The mayor is traveling to Washington to discuss Brockton Bay’s status. Coil wants Skitter, Imp, and Genesis to influence him to support the city’s recovery. She agrees, thinking she can also help Ballistic.

Coil says that’s the last point of discussion, offering any needed resources. They leave, the Travelers heading to Noelle, the Undersiders to Shatterbird and Victor. Tattletale whispers to Grue and the author, revealing one good, two bad, and one catastrophic piece of news. The good: Coil is impressed with Skitter. The bad: he’s likely on to them, with a 50/50 chance of an informant or bugged locations.

Tattletale tried to signal Skitter to refuse Coil’s request, suspecting a setup for elimination. This is a loyalty test: if Skitter doesn’t go, Tattletale fails. Grue squeezes Skitter’s shoulder, more spooked than she is.
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Worm, Chapter 15.5 Summary

Regent emerges with Victor, controlled like a puppet. Regent explains Victor’s powers are less effective under his control, as he can’t discern what skills he’s borrowing. Grue envelops Victor in darkness, picking up a foreign language skill, but struggles to switch to another. Tattletale suggests Regent practice martial arts forms to help Grue access Victor’s muscle memory.

Grue successfully picks up a martial art, but feels it’s cheating. He admits he might have pursued martial arts later, but finds the shortcut appealing for its effectiveness. He continues, acquiring Latin as well. Tattletale suspects Victor is manipulating them and plans to ask Coil for drugs to hinder Victor’s mental functions while she and Skitter talk about the mayor situation.

They leave, Skitter questions the large number of soldiers Coil employs, despite their limited use. Tattletale suggests they’re part of his plan, either as a contingency or a larger element.

Tattletale whispers to Skitter, outlining two tasks. First, find a mole in Coil’s group to counter any leaks in theirs. She suggests sounding out Ballistic, gauging his loyalty to the Travelers. Second, be cautious, as Coil recently decided to eliminate Skitter, likely tonight during the mayor job.

Tattletale reveals Coil’s concern about Grue’s emotional state, leading to a potential plan to make Skitter team leader, as she’s tactically skilled and understands the players involved. Skitter questions why not Tattletale, who cites her own experience as less relevant than Skitter’s. Skitter doubts her ability to improvise with the team’s lives at stake, but Tattletale reassures her.

Ballistic approaches, and Tattletale leaves after subtly suggesting replacing Grue as leader. Skitter confirms to Ballistic that one can get used to Tattletale’s unsettling nature.

Ballistic questions Skitter’s insistence on joining, asserting he can handle it alone. Skitter wants to see the area and learn, comparing her territory management to his “watchdog” role. Ballistic sees no point in extra effort when the world is ending.

Skitter probes Ballistic’s annoyance, pointing out it contradicts his apathy. He cites territory and insult as reasons, while Skitter argues it shouldn’t matter if the world’s ending. Ballistic differentiates, claiming coworker relations are vital for cooperation. Skitter counters, highlighting the Travelers’ internal friction.

Skitter admits she’s trying to understand him. Ballistic asks her to stop, but Skitter presses, arguing he’d be admitting she’s right. He refuses to divulge details about the team’s issues, citing a deal they made. Skitter suggests he might need to vent, as Cherish did. Ballistic dismisses this, accusing Skitter of channeling Tattletale to gain information.

Ballistic reveals Trickster took everything from them, making bad calls that left them with nothing but the group. He personally holds no respect or love for Trickster, unlike others who still respect or at least don’t hate him.

Skitter asks about revenge, but Ballistic says he sticks to his commitments. He joined Coil for a chance to regain what they lost, but sees Coil making empty promises. He’s apathetic, planning to stick with Coil until he has a good reason not to. He doesn’t see the point in long-term relationships when there’s no long term.

They reach Dolltown, and Ballistic asks about their attack strategy. Skitter proposes making the first move, offering Ballistic credit if she fails. He refuses, accusing her of trying to make the Travelers look bad for personal gain. He claims she’s driven by ambition, using her territory as an example.

Ballistic accuses Skitter of trying to drive a wedge into their team. Skitter clarifies she wanted to offer him a chance to talk. He sarcastically calls her a “softie” and reiterates his refusal to let her handle Parian. He’ll take her out immediately, claiming full credit.

Skitter agrees to stay out of the line of fire, feeling she’s offended him. She uses her bugs to guide Parian away from Ballistic, who starts attacking.

Dolltown is heavily damaged from previous battles. Skitter enters a building, finding Parian with her remaining people, all masked and costumed. They’re the ones Bonesaw altered, now hiding their changed appearances.

Skitter offers to negotiate, warning that Ballistic wants to make an example of her. Parian is skeptical. Skitter mentions someone sneaking up on her, asking for a talk without violence.

Skitter offers medical help for Parian’s altered people, in exchange for joining her team. Parian refuses. Skitter insists it’s the best way to ensure safety, getting Ballistic off their back and providing supplies. Parian’s person gets closer. Skitter turns, and she attacks, driving metal spikes into Skitter’s shoulder and knocking her down. Flechette holds Skitter down, ready to strike again.





15.6


Worm, Chapter 15.6 Summary

Skitter, pinned down by Flechette after being stabbed, finds herself in a tense discussion. Flechette, believing Tattletale’s power to be clairvoyance for weak points, suspects her involvement in Panacea and Glory Girl’s incident. Skitter refutes, attributing it to Jack Slash, but Flechette cites Occam’s razor and Tattletale’s pattern of manipulating and ruining people, including Panacea, Armsmaster, and the Slaughterhouse Nine. Skitter defends, claiming they were helping and that the Nine’s downfall was due to external factors, not their actions.

Flechette remains unconvinced, suspicious of Skitter’s motives for approaching Parian. Skitter clarifies her intent to recruit Parian, not harm her. They delve into Armsmaster’s arrest, with Skitter exposing it as an unofficial detention unrelated to his injury. She reveals the PRT’s neglect of the Wards’ emotional well-being after Gallant and Aegis’s deaths, further questioning Armsmaster’s integrity.

Skitter argues that Armsmaster was as flawed as anyone, prioritizing his ambition over others’ lives. She reveals he tried to kill her during the Leviathan fight, despite knowing she was undercover. Flechette, though surprised, remains skeptical. Skitter suggests examining the armband Dragon gave her during the Leviathan fight as proof of Armsmaster’s betrayal.

Skitter extends her offer to Parian again, emphasizing their ability to help her people. Parian, torn between loyalty to Flechette and her people’s well-being, ultimately refuses. Skitter, using Atlas as a bargaining chip, offers Parian a chance to leave the city with $200,000, urging her to use it to heal her people and start anew.

Flechette, unable to guard Parian and capture Skitter simultaneously, agrees to let Skitter go, warning of a future confrontation. As Parian and Flechette depart, Skitter reflects on the city’s darkness, wondering if it’s better to raze it and start over. She frees herself, arranges for medical attention, and prepares to check on her territory, contemplating the potential consequences of her actions and the upcoming threat to her life. Skitter plans to contact Trickster and Genesis to arrange their visit with the Mayor and deal with the threat on her life. She feels anxious but not terrified, unsure if her diminished survival instincts are a good or bad sign. She decides to postpone introspection and focus on planning.
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Worm, Chapter 15.7 Summary

Skitter, wounded from Flechette’s attack, needs urgent medical attention. Unable to trust Coil, she contacts Tattletale for help, who assures her that her medic, Brooks, is trustworthy. Despite her injury, Skitter maintains her composed facade as she enters her base, focusing on the ongoing recovery efforts in her territory. Brooks assesses the wound, a spike embedded in her shoulder, and determines that surgery is necessary. He gathers the required tools from a local dentist’s supplies, which Skitter’s team had acquired.

During the wait, Skitter interacts with the kids in her lair and Bryce, Sierra’s brother, a former Merchant. Bryce challenges Skitter’s authority, questioning her role in the city’s problems. Sierra defends Skitter, revealing the fear she harbors towards her boss due to past events, but Bryce remains defiant, highlighting the role of capes in the city’s destruction.

Skitter, using her bugs, creates swarm-clones to maintain a presence in her territory while undergoing surgery. Brooks begins the procedure, dislocating her shoulder to access the wound. Meanwhile, Skitter engages in conversations with her team leaders, coordinating recovery efforts. Parian arrives, revealing that the money Skitter offered wasn’t enough to help everyone. She expresses her desire to help and considers Skitter’s offer.

Skitter explains her perspective on the broken societal rules due to the imbalance caused by parahumans. She justifies her plan to take over the city, believing it’s the only way to provide for the people. Parian is torn, feeling guilty for not doing more, but acknowledges Skitter’s efforts. Skitter offers a compromise: Parian can take territory and help her people without being labeled a villain or joining the Undersiders. Parian’s decision hinges on Flechette’s approval.

Skitter, acknowledging Parian’s dilemma, states she can live with Parian’s hatred if it means helping her people. As Brooks finishes the surgery, Skitter contacts the man plotting to kill her, ready to face the challenges ahead. She accepts Parian’s potential animosity, prioritizing the well-being of the people under her care.





15.z (Bonus Interlude #3; Alexandria)


Worm, Interlude 15.z (Alexandria) Summary

August 20th, 1986: Rebecca Costa-Brown, a young girl ravaged by cancer, is dying in a Los Angeles hospital. She hates the fake smiles and pitying looks from her family and the hospital staff. She pretends to be asleep when her mother visits, unable to face the lies and the false hope. Her mother, unaware, laments Rebecca’s bravery, unwittingly confirming her daughter’s suspicions of her impending death. Rebecca cries, not for the loss of life, but for the trivial things she’ll never experience.

A mysterious doctor and a silent teenage girl appear in her room. The doctor, a researcher, offers Rebecca a chance to become a superhero, part of a risky experiment that has produced monstrous failures. Only one in seven subjects survives without severe physical changes. However, a modified formula could potentially heal Rebecca’s cancer. Rebecca, already feeling like a monster, accepts without hesitation, seeing it as a chance to live, even if it means becoming a monster herself.

August 21st, 1986: The experiment is a success. Rebecca is healed and empowered, her body restored and her mind sharper than ever. She discovers she can fly and possesses superhuman strength. The Doctor, planning to continue her experiments, invites Rebecca to join her as a bodyguard, promising a two-year trial period. Rebecca, now something more than human, agrees, leaving her old life behind.

May 1st, 1988: Two years later, Rebecca, now known as Alexandria, meets with the Doctor, Legend, Hero, Eidolon, and others. The Doctor introduces her as one of her most successful creations, boasting of Alexandria’s strength, speed, and enhanced cognitive abilities. Legend questions her dark costume, but Alexandria defends it as practical and effective.

Alexandria proposes a plan to the gathered heroes: unite, regulate, and work with the government to control the growing parahuman population. She argues that trigger events produce more villains than heroes and that, without intervention, society will be overrun. The Doctor supports her, revealing her own limitations in producing heroes and the projected explosion of the parahuman population.

Alexandria outlines her plan: the group will become the public face of government-regulated superhero teams, attracting others to join and creating a system to incorporate parahumans into society. She proposes an eight-stage integration plan and suggests that her civilian identity will eventually lead the government’s superhero initiatives, ensuring their interests are protected. The heroes are skeptical but agree to consider the proposal.

The Doctor then reveals Doormaker, a parahuman with the ability to create portals to other dimensions, and her plan to relocate her operations to another Earth. She hands out booklets detailing Alexandria’s plan and sends the heroes home. Alone with the Doctor, Alexandria learns of their long-term goals, which are not yet shared with the others. The Doctor asks if Alexandria will return to her family after her two-year commitment ends. Alexandria hesitates, realizing her memories of home are tainted with despair, while the Doctor offers hope.

December 13th, 1992: The Protectorate and the Mythics face a new threat: the Behemoth, an enormous, powerful creature. The Behemoth effortlessly kills Kaveh, a member of the Mythics, and proves immune to their attacks. Alexandria realizes the Behemoth is a dynakinetic, able to manipulate energy, making him incredibly dangerous. The heroes struggle to contain him, aware that nearby oil fields could make the situation catastrophic.

January 18th, 1993: Alexandria, Eidolon, and Legend are sworn in as the founding members of the Protectorate, a government-sanctioned superhero team. Alexandria reflects on the sacrifices made to reach this point.

September 15th, 2000: The Protectorate corners the Siberian, a seemingly invincible villain, in a hotel room. They discover she has brutally murdered a victim. Siberian easily defeats Alexandria, tearing off her visor and part of her face. Legend contains her with foam, but not before she kills Hero. They discover Siberian’s true identity: William Manton, a former colleague, driven mad by his experiments on his daughter. The Doctor suggests leaving Manton free to encourage Protectorate recruitment, but Alexandria vehemently rejects the idea.

April 10th, 2008: Alexandria, in a war-torn country, rescues a dying young man and brings him to Cauldron’s testing facility. She administers a formula, saving his life but subjecting him to a painful transformation. She tells him he’s okay, that he’s alive, forcing a reassuring smile.

June 18th, 2011: Eidolon warns the Doctor and Alexandria about an impending apocalypse, using his powers to reveal hidden truths. He expresses concern about his waning powers, jeopardizing his ability to help in the end-of-the-world scenario. The Doctor reassures him, while Alexandria notes Legend’s growing suspicion of their lies. They discuss the failure of the Protectorate to address the fundamental problems and the importance of Coil’s success for their plans. Everything now rests on his shoulders, unknowingly to him. The situation is dire, and their carefully laid plans are crumbling in the face of an uncertain future.





15.8


Worm, Chapter 15.8 Summary

Skitter communicates with Coil via her swarm-clone, discussing a potential alliance with Parian. Coil is skeptical of Parian’s terms, implying they make the Undersiders appear weak, but agrees to negotiate through a liaison. Skitter feels a surge of frustration and betrayal towards Coil, considering his recent assassination attempt, but forces herself to remain calm, focusing on their shared goal regarding Dinah.

Skitter informs Parian that others will contact her, urging her to discuss the matter with Flechette. Despite the lingering pain from her injury, Skitter prepares for a mission with Trickster and Genesis, suspecting Coil’s involvement. She reflects on her readiness to die, if necessary, for Dinah’s sake, and how her death might affect her father and her territory.

The mission involves confronting the mayor at his home during dinner. Skitter uses her swarm-clone as a decoy, while Atlas carries her to a nearby glade. She meticulously prepares her swarm, creating multiple clones as a precaution. Trickster and Genesis are already at the location, with Trickster observing the mayor’s house through binoculars. Genesis, in a ghostly form, floats nearby.

Trickster explains the plan: to intimidate the mayor and his family during their dinner, ensuring his presence before his trip to Washington. Skitter is uncomfortable with targeting the family but goes along with it, rationalizing it as a necessary act for a greater purpose. Genesis breaches the house, followed by Skitter’s swarm. Trickster swaps two approaching police officers with them. Skitter creates a swarm-clone inside the house to interact with the mayor’s family.

The mayor, his wife, their twin daughters, their son Rory, and his girlfriend are present. Trickster initiates a conversation, suggesting the mayor should hear from all his constituents before making a decision in Washington. Rory attempts to use his phone discreetly, but Skitter has Atlas snatch it away. The family’s lack of fear and the mayor’s confident demeanor raise Skitter’s suspicions.

Trickster continues the conversation, arguing for Brockton Bay’s continuation, while the mayor counters that the Undersiders are criminals. Skitter writes a warning on the wall with bugs: “Triumph” above Rory’s head and “Prism or Ursa” above his girlfriend. Before Trickster can harm one of the twin daughters he swaps with a chair and holds at gunpoint, Genesis intervenes.

Triumph, the mayor’s son and a superhero, shouts, incapacitating Trickster and Genesis, and destroying Skitter’s swarm-clone. He then starts to clear the room of Skitter’s bugs. Skitter, realizing she can’t abandon Trickster, decides to enter the house herself, hoping to save him and escape without harming the innocent family members. She’s aware this might be a trap set by Coil but proceeds nonetheless, determined to protect her team and their mission.





15.9


Worm, Chapter 15.9 Summary

Skitter faces two heroes: Triumph, identified by his build, and an unknown heroine, deduced to be either Prism or Ursa Aurora, each requiring different combat strategies. She focuses her swarm on the heroine, aiming to identify her and gain an advantage. Triumph, carrying Trickster, effectively uses his sonic shouts to clear bugs, while Skitter sets silk tripwires and prepares bug barriers at the exits.

The heroine, attacked by Skitter’s swarm, trips on a wire and falls. Skitter binds her with spider silk and sends bugs under her clothes, discovering a gun at her ankle. The mayor’s family retreats to a closet, blocking the entrance against Skitter’s bugs. Skitter, realizing the urgency due to an impending PRT response, decides to escalate her attack on Triumph, injecting more venom into her bugs, though hesitant about causing severe harm.

She withdraws her bugs, leaving Triumph to focus on his trapped family. The heroine, now identified as Prism, frees herself with her duplicates’ help, revealing her ability to duplicate without carrying over restraints or bugs. Skitter retreats to the roof as Prism’s duplicates free her. Triumph, distracted by the tripwire, is overwhelmed by a massive swarm of bugs dropped from above. Skitter attacks him relentlessly, using capsaicin-laced bugs on sensitive areas to prevent him from regaining his bearings, hoping to leverage his condition to influence the mayor.

Prism regroups with her duplicates, forcing Skitter to divide her swarm. Skitter, anticipating Prism’s strategy, gathers bugs for cover and a counterattack. Prism, after spreading out, consolidates and leaps towards Skitter. Skitter traps one of Prism’s duplicates with silk, causing her to fall. She then retrieves Trickster, binding him to Atlas.

The mayor emerges with a shotgun, but Skitter uses her swarm-clones to communicate, revealing Triumph’s critical condition. She explains that if she’s killed, her bugs will continue their attack, dooming Triumph. The mayor, desperate, pleads for his son’s life. Skitter, aware of Triumph’s worsening state, demands the mayor’s cooperation in exchange for saving Triumph. She uses an EpiPen to stabilize him after the mayor agrees to her terms.

Skitter instructs the mayor and his wife on administering CPR and provides a second EpiPen for later use. She ensures the mayor understands her demand for the city’s survival before departing, hidden by her swarm.





15.10


Worm, Chapter 15.10 Summary

Skitter, despite the lack of physical exertion, feels as though she has run a marathon, her body trembling as she leaves the mayor’s property. She can’t bring herself to feel anger towards the mayor, recognizing her own role in nearly causing Triumph’s death. Calling Cranston, she requests an untraceable ambulance for Triumph, then informs Coil of the mission’s completion.

She contacts Genesis, instructing her to take a new form suitable for carrying Trickster. Skitter uses her bugs to navigate through the woods, a skill she likens to her coping mechanism of running. Reaching the city’s edge, she finds it desolate, a stark reminder of the ongoing crisis.

Aboard Genesis, Skitter calls Tattletale, who expresses confusion over Coil’s lack of reaction to the mission’s outcome. Tattletale suspects Coil has a larger plan, possibly exploiting Dinah’s powers. The conversation shifts to Trickster, with Genesis explaining his stubborn nature, and Skitter deciding to avoid Coil for the time being.

Skitter chooses not to return to her territory, fearing a trap. She retrieves her belongings from her lair using Atlas, packing necessities for an uncertain journey. Changing clothes, she prepares to leave, contemplating the resilience of nature amidst human destruction.

Impulsively, Skitter visits her father’s house. The house has changed, reflecting the passage of time and the hardships endured. Her father, marked by injuries from Shatterbird’s attack, welcomes her. They share a strained conversation, revealing her father’s sacrifices for survival and his improved health.

Skitter sees outdated information sheets about the Undersiders, a jarring reminder of her secret identity’s impact. Accepting tea, she avoids her father’s offer to stay the night. A call from Tattletale interrupts, revealing Coil’s awareness of their plans and his ability to manipulate Tattletale’s power.

Disturbed, Skitter returns to her father. She drinks the tea, struggling to connect with him. Abruptly, she announces her departure, prompting her father to offer a hug. She promises to return in two days, a commitment made uncertain by Coil’s potential plans. Leaving, Skitter is overwhelmed by tears, torn between her love for her father and her concern for Dinah.





15.x (Interlude; Rory Christner)


Worm, Chapter 15.x (Interlude; Rory Christner) Summary

Rory Christner, also known as Triumph, freshly recovered from a near-death experience, finds himself in a heated debate at the Protectorate’s headquarters. His girlfriend, Prism, checks on him, and together with Ursa Aurora, they rush to the Wards’ headquarters where a division has emerged among the ranks.

Miss Militia and Assault lead opposing sides in an argument about responding to the Undersiders’ attack on Triumph’s family. Assault advocates for a swift, covert retaliatory strike, arguing that the Undersiders have broken the unspoken rules of engagement, especially after Shatterbird’s city-wide attack and Shadow Stalker’s capture. Miss Militia, supported by Weld, counters that such an action without the PRT’s authority would constitute vigilantism and could escalate the conflict into a full-blown war, which they are ill-equipped to win.

Triumph, once a team captain, feels disconnected from the Wards. He observes the varying stances of his former teammates: Clockblocker, Chariot, and Vista side with Assault, while Kid Win stands with Miss Militia. Flechette, Ursa, and Prism remain neutral. The debate intensifies as Assault lists their losses, including Gallant, Aegis, Velocity, Dauntless, Battery, Shadow Stalker, Glory Girl, and Panacea, emphasizing their dwindling numbers and the need for action.

Miss Militia warns that retaliation would likely result in an outright defeat, given their enemies’ superior firepower and tactical knowledge. Triumph, breaking the tension, agrees with Miss Militia, emphasizing the need for Protectorate support and adherence to the rules.

Director Piggot enters, introducing two figures in power armor: Dragon and Defiant. Dragon explains their mission to pursue the Slaughterhouse Nine, who typically retreat after a spree to recruit and plan their next attack. Defiant, revealed to be a heavily modified Armsmaster, states their intent to relentlessly hunt the Nine, maintaining constant pressure to force a mistake.

Dragon reveals she can operate nine advanced armored suits simultaneously, seven of which will be stationed in Brockton Bay for rapid deployment. The suits include the Cawthorne mark three, the Astaroth-Nidhug hybrid, and the Ladon-Two, a forcefield generator. These suits will provide significant support to the Protectorate, especially during double patrols post-election.

Triumph, however, is troubled by the charade. He recognizes Defiant as Armsmaster but is silenced by Director Piggot’s implication that speaking out would jeopardize the plan and the deployment of Dragon’s suits. Despite his moral conflict, Triumph chooses not to expose Armsmaster, prioritizing the greater good of stopping the Nine and protecting the city.

After the meeting, Triumph seeks solitude, grappling with his decision. He reflects on Armsmaster’s path, understanding the man’s hunger for respect and the pragmatic choices made in the heat of battle. Triumph visits the scar, a radioactive zone where Crawler and Mannequin were turned to silicon, seeking clarity and a way to distinguish between monsters and men. He leaves, haunted by the realization that he has taken a step down the same path as Armsmaster, compromising his principles for the greater good.









16.1


Worm, Chapter 16.1 Summary

Skitter hosts a feast for the people in her territory, offering food and drinks to boost morale after a week of hard work clearing and settling. The delicious smell of pork shoulders cooking in beer, carrots, onions, and garlic fills the air, attracting around sixty people. Charlotte and Sierra manage the food and drinks, ensuring everyone gets their share. Despite the temptation to push for more work, Skitter decides to let her people enjoy the day, recognizing that their happiness will contribute more in the long run.

Grue arrives, checking in on Skitter after her mission with Coil. He understands her decision to participate, despite the risks, and they discuss their complicated relationship. Skitter reassures him that she understands his priorities, and they agree to fit each other in during breaks. Grue expresses a desire to kiss her but refrains, not wanting to disrupt her image among her people.

Their conversation is interrupted by a tremor sensed by Skitter’s swarm. A massive machine resembling Dragon settles on a nearby building, prompting Skitter to order her people to evacuate. She identifies the threat as Dragon and realizes it’s a retaliation for their actions against the mayor. Skitter calls Tattletale, who warns them not to fight and to run and hide. Dragon cuts off their communications, announcing her intent to capture Skitter.

Dragon deploys numerous drones, each equipped with an electric pulse weapon. Skitter and Grue work together to evade the drones, using Grue’s darkness to disrupt their signals. Dragon attacks with a focused blast of wind, forcing them to retreat further. They manage to escape into a building, with the drones unable to follow in the darkness.

They reach Coil’s base, where they find the other Undersiders and the Travelers. Regent and Shatterbird led the way, their silence indicating losses. Imp reveals that Ballistic, Genesis, and Bitch are missing. Tattletale explains that Dragon hit multiple territories simultaneously, using different machines to target each cape. Her team barely escaped, losing half their squad. Sundancer recounts her near-death experience, trapped by forcefields and nearly falling into molten sludge.

Coil addresses the group, expressing his disappointment but urging them to deal with the situation. He suspects a traitor but acknowledges that no one could have known his plans. Tattletale confirms that communications are down, and they can’t coordinate attacks. Trickster suggests using Regent or Shatterbird, but Skitter warns of Dragon’s potential countermeasures. Coil insists they resolve the issue, rescue their missing members, and dispatch Dragon.

Imp expresses her reluctance to participate in such a dangerous mission, questioning Coil’s expectations. The tension rises as Coil asks if others feel the same. Skitter admits the danger and the unreasonable timeframe, stating she would only go in to rescue Bitch. Coil offers compensation, but Skitter demands a promise regarding her previous request to find Dinah. Coil agrees, provided they deal with Dragon and reclaim their territories within twenty-one hours.

Imp demands her own territory, which Coil agrees to discuss later. Tattletale asks for the degraded PRT data, and Coil complies. She also inquires about Coil’s financial resources, and he agrees to discuss it with her.

Too easily, Skitter thinks, as Coil made that promise too easily. But it was something. They had less than a day to save their teammates and defeat Dragon. They would need a solid plan, and fast.





16.2


Worm, Chapter 16.2 Summary

Grue hesitates to take the lead, worried about his ability after being captured by the Nine. Skitter steps up, suggesting a strategy revolving around Imp. They plan to infiltrate the PRT headquarters to rescue Bitch, Genesis, and Ballistic, anticipating Dragon’s countermeasures. Skitter proposes using Imp as a saboteur, but they need to disable the security cameras first. Regent suggests Shatterbird can gently break the cameras and lights, but she needs to be close, requiring a distraction.

The plan involves multiple steps, each dependent on the previous one and a separate distraction. They approach the PRT building, modified and guarded by PRT uniforms and a unique Dragon suit. Skitter identifies the missing capes are not present, and the Protectorate and Wards are inside.

Sundancer creates a distraction with her heat orb. Trickster swaps Skitter into the room with the heroes, where she attacks with capsaicin-laced bugs. She uses Trickster’s power to disorient them, targeting Miss Militia, Vista, Flechette, Triumph, Chariot, and Kid Win. Assault manages to kick her, and Miss Militia orders the window blocked.

Skitter is left to face Weld, Assault, two PRT officers, and Director Piggot. Piggot tries to talk Skitter down, claiming more Dragon suits are coming, but Skitter retorts, highlighting the Protectorate’s failures. Shatterbird disables the lights, plunging the room into darkness. Skitter uses a decoy and escapes through the window, repeatedly swapped by Trickster until she’s outside with Clockblocker, captured by Grue.

The wheel-equipped Dragon suit attacks, using a magnetic force to pull Grue. Sundancer’s orb forces it to retreat. The foam-sprayer suit, used against Leviathan, arrives, trapping Trickster and Kid Win. Trickster swaps with Kid Win, then Miss Militia, and they flee.

Skitter finds a note in her hair, a message from herself, instructing them to go to the south end of the main beach. Imp reveals she tied the note, having captured Director Piggot and forced her to shut down the Dragon suits.

They have leverage, but it’s temporary. Dragon will likely find a workaround. Despite the setbacks, they have a chance to negotiate.





16.x (Bonus Interlude 1; PRT Squad)


Worm, Chapter 16.x (Bonus Interlude 1; PRT Squad) Summary

The helicopter touches down, stirring dust and debris. Evan, the squad leader, checks in with his team and the other squads. They are part of the Parahuman Response Teams, equipped with containment foam and heavy weaponry. Their mission: Ellisburg. Their target: a high-level Changer named Jamie Rinke, suspected of being responsible for the town’s disappearance from the grid.

Ellisburg is a ghost town. No power, no communication, no people, not even animals or insects. Rinke is a changer-seven, trump-four, a former banker who triggered after losing his job. He’s been on a crime spree, and the Protectorate’s initial investigation went dark.

The plan is to move in a spiral pattern towards the town’s center, maintain radio contact, and use containment foam and incendiaries on Rinke. Evan’s squad moves out, finding abandoned cars and signs of struggle but no bodies. They spot a bloated, jester-like figure hauling a large sack, confirmed to be Rinke.

They wait for the other squads, planning to foam and burn him, following Changer protocol. They open fire as Rinke turns towards them, but he’s unfazed. Incendiary grenades light him up, but he keeps advancing. Rinke throws a net, which Lady shoots out of the air with foam, trapping him. He’s burned to a crisp, his stomach bursting open to reveal a slurry of bodies.

Distant gunfire erupts. Squad one reports hostiles. Bone spears kill two of their men. Evan realizes Rinke isn’t a Changer but a Master-class cape, controlling an army of monstrous creatures. They range in size and shape, pouring out from the buildings. The PRT suits are penetrated by the spines, which are stronger than bullets.

Evan’s squad retreats through a store, gunning down creatures inside. They fight their way through the streets, using flares to signal for evac. One creature, a pear-shaped woman, gives birth to more monsters. They realize Rinke’s power isn’t just creating monsters, but monsters that breed.

Choppers one and two are down, the capes have fled. Squad three is retreating to a landing point. The ground rumbles, a clawed hand grabs Tieu, who sacrifices himself with a grenade. Down to three, they run out of grenades and are low on ammo.

They spot Rinke, now a hunchbacked jester with a cloth crown. Evan shoots him, but he stands up again, claiming to be a god. He creates more embryonic sacs, birthing childlike creatures. Lady uses the last of the foam to create a barrier. A spine hits Evan, and he blacks out as creatures swarm over the foam.

“Lady” wakes up in a hospital bed, hooked to machines. A man named Thomas Calvert from squad three is in the other bed. He tells her she’s lost her kidneys, suffered muscle damage, and her career with the PRT is over. He reveals Rinke is alive, now calling himself Nilbog, and is wearing one of his creations, making him bulletproof. The city will be walled off, leaving Nilbog to rule his monstrous domain.

Thomas reveals he won’t be rejoining the PRT either, as he’s facing prison for shooting his captain to escape. Lady is offered a director position within the PRT, a desk job to keep her quiet. Thomas advises her to pretend to believe in the PRT’s ideals, even if she thinks capes and PRT members are monsters. The world has gone mad, and she feels like the only sane person left.





16.3


Worm, Chapter 16.3 Summary

Having captured the PRT Director, the Undersiders face a new challenge: extracting information while under a severe time crunch. Trickster, eager to contact Tattletale, suggests using the Director’s phone, but Skitter warns of potential monitoring by Dragon. Grue offers a compromise, using their password system to communicate with Tattletale.

Regent, Imp, Shatterbird, and Skitter guard the Director as Grue, Trickster, and Sundancer step away. The Director, despite being a hostage, provokes them, volunteering information to manipulate them. She reveals that the PRT’s robots are programmed to avoid harming civilians, but Dragon likely anticipated the Undersiders taking hostages and implemented countermeasures.

The Director goads Skitter, highlighting the collateral damage caused by their actions. She lists hospital bills, property damage, and emotional trauma, even though Skitter doesn’t sell drugs, she argues Skitter is indirectly supporting the trade by associating with those who do. She brings up Bakuda’s rampage, caused by a prior altercation with the Undersiders, showing Skitter the human cost of their actions.

Grue and the others return. They retrieve the truck Imp used and drive to a liquor store where Tattletale awaits with two of Coil’s soldiers. The Director, though disoriented, smiles at Tattletale, anticipating a battle of wits. Tattletale confirms the truck is bugged but has a plan to ditch it. They walk down a back alley, the Director struggling in her heels.

Tattletale interrogates the Director about their missing teammates and Dragon’s whereabouts. The Director reveals Dragon has left, likely to deal with the Nine. She refuses to give up information easily, hoping to stall until her subordinates find the missing Undersiders. She mentions Regent’s past as Heartbreaker’s minion, Hijack, suggesting he could take control of her. However, she’s confident he won’t, knowing his control weakens when spread thin and he needs to maintain his hold on Shatterbird.

The Director reveals she’s dying and needs dialysis every night. Without it, she’ll quickly deteriorate, giving them only five or six hours to get what they need before deciding whether to let her go or die.

The Undersiders regroup. Tattletale dismisses torture as ineffective, saying the Director’s personality and background would make her see it as validation of her worldview that the Undersiders are monsters. They discuss taking her to her house for treatment, but Tattletale suspects a trap, whether it is hidden weapons, a safe room, or a PRT ambush. Regent suggests abandoning the job and leaving town with Bitch, but Grue and Skitter are against it. Skitter is determined to finish the job, even if the others choose to leave.

Imp suggests gagging the Director. Tattletale agrees, realizing she can still extract information from the Director’s body language, though it will take time. Skitter decides they can’t afford to wait and proposes splitting into two teams to rescue their teammates while the other three PRT suits are still inactive. Grue, Sundancer, and Trickster will try to rescue Ballistic, using Grue’s darkness to conceal Sundancer’s miniature sun. Skitter, Regent, Imp, and Shatterbird will attempt to rescue Bitch.

Before they split, the Director, now gagged, looks at the sky. Tattletale removes the gag, and the Director reveals the names of the seven Dragon suits in the city: Melusine-six, Cawthorne M.K. Three, Glaurung Zero, Ladon-two, Astaroth-Nidhug, Pythios-two, and the Azazel. The first six are old models, repaired or outdated. The Azazel is a new design, created by Dragon and her new partner to fight the Nine.

The new partner, she reveals, is Armsmaster. It was his suggestion to park the suits in the city. The Director smirks, suggesting he had the Undersiders in mind when building it. Tattletale identifies the suits they fought earlier, leaving three unaccounted for: Astaroth-Nidhug, Melusine, and Azazel. Each team has a one-in-three chance of facing the Azazel.





16.4


Worm, Chapter 16.4 Summary

Skitter’s team needs to reach the Trainyard to rescue Bitch, but the area is difficult to navigate by car. They brainstorm unconventional transportation methods, considering Sundancer’s power or even a “James and the Giant Peach” scenario with bugs, before settling on a risky plan using Shatterbird and Regent. They modify a door with embedded glass, allowing Shatterbird to pull them along at high speeds while Regent manipulates the makeshift vehicle.

Their reckless journey takes them through the Docks, barely avoiding obstacles. They finally arrive at the Trainyard, finding Bitch and her dogs locked in a prolonged battle with one of Dragon’s suits. The suit is smaller than others they’ve encountered, but it possesses formidable self-repair capabilities, absorbing scrap metal to regenerate.

Bitch is frustrated, having damaged the suit repeatedly to no avail. Skitter realizes the suit is designed to exploit Bitch’s stubbornness, engaging her in a war of attrition. The team discusses their limited options, aware that reinforcements could arrive at any moment.

Skitter formulates a plan to overwhelm the suit. They coordinate their attacks, with Shatterbird hurling glass and Barker and Biter providing offensive support. Skitter uses her bugs to hinder the suit, attempting to seal valves and restrict its movement with silk cords. The team manages to damage the suit, but it continues to repair itself, absorbing nearby metal.

The battle intensifies, and the suit demonstrates new tactics, including a grappling hook and the ability to turn itself inside out, revealing a fresh, undamaged form beneath. Skitter recognizes this form as the one Dragon used against Leviathan, confirming its self-repair capabilities.

Realizing they can’t win a prolonged fight, Skitter decides to retreat. They plan to hit the suit hard enough to slow it down and then escape. Bitch is reluctant, but Skitter convinces her by framing their repeated attacks as “victories.”

They launch a final assault, aiming to disable the suit. The suit retaliates with a stream of blue flame, forcing them to take cover. Skitter improvises a new plan, using Bastard, Bitch’s largest and most dangerous dog, to deliver a decisive blow.

Bastard, significantly enlarged by Bitch’s power, impales the suit with a wooden post. Shatterbird then fills the resulting hole with glass, effectively immobilizing the suit as the glass melts and solidifies within its mechanisms.

Bitch declares another victory, and the team retreats. They leave the suit behind, hoping it’s truly disabled. They fashion makeshift sleds from doors and use Bitch’s dogs to pull them towards Ballistic’s location.

As they travel, Skitter deploys her relay bugs to search for the other team, only to find they are dying. She reflects on the bugs’ limited lifespan and their struggle to survive without a digestive system.

Skitter eventually locates the final Dragon suit, Azazel, before finding her missing teammates.





16.5


Worm, Chapter 16.5 Summary

Azazel, the Dragon suit, is intricate and detailed, unlike the others Skitter’s team faced. It’s not heavily armored, but its internal mechanisms are dense and complex. Skitter realizes that Dragon’s power allows her to understand and utilize other tinkers’ designs, explaining the rapid production of these suits. Dragon likely joined the Protectorate and the Guild to access tinker tech and resources. This realization demoralizes Skitter, as it highlights the potential danger of tinkers, especially Dragon.

Azazel is erecting barriers that cut through anything, similar to what Armsmaster used against Leviathan. These barriers are meant to restrict movement, a tactic effective against both the Undersiders and the Slaughterhouse Nine. Skitter explains the danger to her team, emphasizing the need to avoid the barriers. They discuss tactics, ruling out a direct assault due to the suit’s unknown capabilities and the likelihood of containment foam.

Their plan is to avoid being cornered and to find an opportunity to break the machine. They decide to take a longer route, avoiding the barriers and searching for their missing teammates. As they travel, Skitter notices another Dragon suit, the drone-deployer, approaching.

Faced with a difficult decision, Skitter leads the group on a zigzag path, away from the drone-deployer and towards Azazel, who then takes flight and heads towards them. Skitter realizes they’re being herded towards the barriers. She reverses direction, but the drone suit flanks them, leaving only one path that leads into the area with the barriers.

Skitter spots a shortcut through a minimall and leads Bentley through a display window. They crash into the mall, aiming for the exit on the far side to escape the drone-deployer. Drones try to block them, but Skitter maneuvers Bentley between them. They’re hit by an electric charge, causing them to fall. Bitch continues on, pursued by a drone.

Azazel appears, and Skitter realizes she’s trapped as the suit sets up a barrier around her. She’s frozen, unable to move without risking being cut. Azazel approaches slowly, and Skitter tries to buy time by warning it that she might fall, prompting it to clear the area beneath her with a blast of hot air.

Skitter is now trapped in a dome of the disintegration barrier. She asks Azazel questions, learning about the other suit, the Glaurung Zero, and confirming that the suits communicate with each other. Skitter devises a plan, claiming Imp is nearby and invisible, potentially in danger of being crushed if the suit moves. She uses this lie to freeze Azazel in place.

Skitter decides to use fire to destroy the barrier, but she needs to deal with Azazel first. She organizes her bugs and prepares a spiderweb-net, then lights a match. The barrier burns away quickly, and Skitter escapes as Azazel sprays containment foam. She uses the spiderweb-nets to disable two drones and block Azazel’s foam spray.

A grappling hook from Azazel’s chest captures Skitter, but it freezes, a tactic to counter the Siberian. She waits until it goes limp, then frees herself. Skitter signals Regent and Imp to return, then finds a hiding spot to observe Azazel.

Grue, Sundancer, Ballistic, and Genesis arrive, and Skitter explains how she immobilized Azazel. They discuss their victories, having taken down multiple suits. Shatterbird attacks Azazel with a glass wrecking ball, and Sundancer uses a flame orb to melt the suit. They watch it burn, joined by Trickster and Imp.

Skitter feels bad about destroying the expensive suit, but the others reassure her. They acknowledge their luck in exploiting the suit’s AI limitations. A phone rings—it’s Tattletale, informing them that the phones are back on and Dragon has left the city. The suits are retreating, and the Dragonslayers provided information that helped slow Dragon down.

Tattletale explains that the combination of the suits’ destruction and Dragon’s focus on the Nine led to her withdrawal. The PRT and Protectorate are unwilling to continue the costly fight. Tattletale officially declares victory: the city is theirs. Coil orders the Undersiders to stand down and take a few days off.

Skitter wants to go somewhere uncostumed, and Tattletale confirms it’s allowed. They hang up, and the group is stunned by their victory. Coil has his city, and Skitter is relieved, knowing that only Coil stands between her and Dinah’s release.
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Worm, Chapter 16.6 Summary

Imp suggests a victory party to celebrate their success against Dragon, but Grue opposes the idea, fearing it will provoke the heroes. Trickster sides with Imp, emphasizing the need for morale as they build their individual gangs. Skitter, lost in thought, is apprehensive, anticipating another disaster. Genesis reassures her, suggesting they are prepared for any threat.

The Undersiders are ordered by Coil to check their territories and take a break. Imp, frustrated by restrictions on her activities, decides to relax at their base. A conflict arises when Grue tries to prevent Imp from spending time with Regent, but Imp rebels against his authority.

Trickster suggests they all retreat and recover. He plans to check on Noelle, assist Tattletale with releasing their captive Director, and discuss their issues with Coil. Regent offers a mock salute to Skitter, acknowledging her leadership in the recent battle, which leads to an awkward moment with Grue.

Bitch declines an invitation to join Skitter and Grue, preferring to spend time with her dogs. Skitter and Grue head to her lair, where they find Charlotte and Sierra. They discuss the aftermath of the Dragon suit attack and the challenges of maintaining control of their territory. Sierra expresses discomfort with her role, fearing recognition and the moral implications of working for a criminal. Skitter offers her a financial incentive and the option to step down if she’s uncomfortable, expressing her gratitude and understanding.

In Skitter’s room, Grue and Skitter discuss the difficulties of recruiting and managing a team, given their intimidating nature. Skitter suggests unconventional methods, like using Imp to leave recruitment cards, but Grue is skeptical. They agree to take a break and watch a movie.

The conversation turns to the subject of leadership. Skitter assures Grue that she doesn’t want to take over permanently, but suggests they divide responsibilities while he recovers. Grue expresses his internal struggle, feeling his world turned upside down as he grapples with his vulnerability and reliance on others. He worries about Skitter’s optimism regarding Coil’s plan, fearing she’s setting herself up for disappointment.

Skitter acknowledges their imperfections and commits to supporting each other, despite their limitations. Grue agrees, and they decide to stay over at Skitter’s place, watching movies until they fall asleep. As they get comfortable, a moment of intimacy arises. Skitter feels self-conscious and vulnerable, but Grue waits for her to make a move. She asks to turn off the lights, but Grue uses his power to create darkness, leaving her blind and deaf while he can still see. Skitter murmurs a protest, but Grue kisses her, silencing any further objections.
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Worm, Chapter 16.y (Bonus Interlude #2; Defiant) Summary

Defiant walks through a hospital filled with grieving families, medical staff, and police officers, all grappling with a recent tragedy. He’s there to seek justice or perhaps revenge for the victims. The local sheriff, Miranda Goering, greets him, and they begin their investigation.

Defiant, using his advanced technology, examines the crime scene, noting the brutal efficiency of the Slaughterhouse Nine. He explains to the sheriff how the attack unfolded, suggesting Hookwolf was being groomed by Jack Slash. They discuss the possibility of new recruits for the Nine, including the local villainess Damsel of Distress.

Defiant and Dragon, his AI partner, analyze the evidence, concluding that Hookwolf is not merely a puppet but is being influenced by Jack. They deduce the Nine’s next likely target and prepare to pursue them. Dragon informs Defiant that the Nine have already recruited Damsel of Distress.

As they fly towards Enfield, Defiant and Dragon discuss the recent battle in Brockton Bay, where the Undersiders and Travelers defeated several of Dragon’s AI-controlled suits. Defiant expresses his frustration and a desire to have handled things differently.

Defiant discovers something unusual in Dragon’s code, suggesting she might be a parahuman. He theorizes that she experienced a trigger event sometime after her creation. They decide to leave a note for someone to investigate this further, in case they don’t survive their encounter with the Nine.

Dragon reveals that she won’t put the note on the PRT servers, hinting at a hidden enemy as dangerous as the Nine or the Endbringers. She asks Defiant to trust her and promises to explain later, mentioning the name “Cauldron.” They agree to focus on the Nine for now, with six powered suits ready for battle. Dragon can’t disobey directives, and Defiant can’t lose track of the mission. They prepare for a confrontation, knowing they might not stop the Nine but determined to try.
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Worm, Chapter 16.7 Summary

Construction crews work tirelessly in Skitter’s territory, a sight that brings her a sense of satisfaction and security. Coil’s influence is evident in the widespread rebuilding, even as rumors of the unpredictable Skitter circulate. Restless, she yearns to confront Coil about Dinah but knows she must wait for Trickster to make his move regarding Noelle. Her own hands are tied; she can’t risk upsetting Coil by intervening in her territory.

Her thoughts turn to Sierra, a distinct figure she can usually track with her swarm, but she’s missing. She finds Charlotte easily, distributing water to the workers. Brian, physically healed from his recent injuries, joins her. They share a somewhat awkward morning after their intimate night, discussing Brian’s struggles with past trauma and his reluctance to seek professional help. He insists he needs to work through it himself, finding solace in staying active or being with Skitter.

They enjoy a quiet breakfast, avoiding talk of their work and instead reminiscing about childhood memories. Skitter mentions Emma’s betrayal, and Brian shares details of his upbringing and interest in martial arts. As they walk through her territory, they observe the cooperation between her people and the construction crews. Skitter is puzzled that her following hasn’t dwindled after recent battles, despite expecting it to.

Their walk ends, and they part ways, a casual goodbye that feels strange to Skitter after their night together. She reflects on their unconventional relationship, comparing it to a jumbled-up, non-formulaic storybook romance. Arriving at her father’s house, she finds it filled with his friends. Initially suspicious, thinking Coil might be behind it, she relaxes upon recognizing Kurt and the others. They’re dockworkers, friends of her dad, having a pre-debate gathering.

The conversation turns to the recent Endbringer attack and the city’s state. Lacey, a bit drunk, apologizes for bringing up Skitter’s deceased mother but expresses her admiration for her. They discuss the upcoming mayoral debate and the controversial Mayor Christner, who opposed the city’s condemnation. Kurt reveals that Christner’s decision might have been financially motivated, as the city’s condemnation would have involved payouts from a disaster relief fund.

Skitter questions whether it’s better to live in a functional city ruled by villains or a failed city with the same villains less prominently positioned. Kurt and the others prefer freedom in a flawed city to being slaves in a supposedly perfect one. Her dad argues that accepting villain rule would set humanity back to an iron age, where might makes right. He worries that complacency isn’t the answer and that eventually, someone like Lung or Jack Slash could take over.

Skitter’s birthday is mentioned, and she realizes she missed it during the Slaughterhouse Nine confrontation. Kurt laments this, and they prepare to leave for the debate. Skitter’s dad, cleared from his kidney damage, joins them. Lacey thanks Skitter for warning them about Shatterbird, potentially saving their lives.

They arrive at the town hall, finding it less crowded than expected. Skitter notices two of the candidates are likely backed by Coil, and she recalls standing in Mayor Christner’s backyard, him pointing a gun at her, begging her to save his son. Her swarm sense picks up something unusual: armed soldiers, not from the PRT, are entering the building. An armored limousine arrives, and Coil emerges, surrounded by his men. This is highly unusual for him. She realizes Coil is making his move, right here, right now.
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Worm, Chapter 16.8 Summary

The mayoral debate begins in a less-than-full auditorium, the aftermath of recent disasters and Tattletale’s attack leaving the city without TV or phones. Skitter assesses the room, noting key figures like Director Piggot and recognizing Coil’s men assembling sniper rifles on the roof, preparing for a fight. Coil, accompanied by Circus and two unfamiliar parahumans, is now in the lobby.

Mayor Christner, looking haggard but determined, opens the debate, acknowledging the city’s dire situation. Councilman Grove criticizes Christner’s desire to restore the city to its past, highlighting the north end’s pre-Endbringer squalor and the impossibility of reviving the ship graveyard. He proposes using national and international recovery funds to rebuild, promising new housing, marketing, and a revived ferry service.

Skitter messages Coil through her bugs, demanding he stop, but he dismisses her. She contemplates attacking but hesitates, unsure of his plan and worried about her father’s safety. Leaving with her dad would mean leaving others behind and potentially breaking their fragile bond.

Councilor Padillo criticizes Christner’s association with the PRT’s recent failures, suggesting a mismanagement of resources. Coil and his team, including Circus, Über, and Leet, prepare to move. Skitter, torn between intervention and obedience, grips her father’s hand and stays put.

Coil’s group bursts into the auditorium, causing panic. Skitter and her father remain seated, hiding below their seats. Coil declares his intent to take over the city, citing the fires set to distract the heroes and the occupation of their headquarters. He reveals that Dinah, the mayor’s niece, is safe, along with any non-officials present.

Coil orders Circus to demonstrate their resolve. She throws knives, hitting all three candidates. As Coil addresses the cameras, outlining his plan to seize the city from the top down, Skitter sees the mayor is still alive, clinging to life. Her inaction feels like condoning the violence, but she remains hidden, unsure how to intervene.

Director Piggot confronts Coil, declaring his plan doomed. Circus throws a knife at her, but Weld intercepts it. The Wards, including Weld, Vista, Kid Win, Chariot, and Clockblocker, arrive, turning the tide. Skitter, filled with a strange hope, considers helping but realizes it’s too risky. A resounding victory for the Wards might expose her, while a loss for Coil could endanger her and her father.

The Wards gain the upper hand, subduing the soldiers. Weld reveals Chariot as a double agent working for Coil. As Skitter and her father near the stage, Coil’s group returns, Über shielding them from the Wards’ attacks. Coil presses a remote, and Kid Win’s armor begins to malfunction, emitting a high-pitched whine.

Leet shoots Vista and Clockblocker, while Kid Win takes down Leet. Weld dismantles Kid Win’s armor, revealing a bomb. The crowd panics as Coil’s team escapes, leaving the heroes with the rapidly escalating bomb. Kid Win and Weld teleport the bomb skyward, but it detonates in the lobby, where Coil is caught in the blast. The explosion throws Skitter into a world of white, pain engulfing her.
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Worm, Chapter 16.9 Summary

The weight of a body pressed down on Taylor, making it hard to breathe. Struggling, she pushed the body off and realized her vision was impaired, a cloudy white haze obscuring everything. Her eyes felt damaged, burning and irritated. It was her dad lying beside her, but he was alive, breathing, with a pulse.

Using her bugs to “see,” Taylor surveyed the damage. The building’s front was destroyed, the lobby annihilated. Emergency vehicles with flickering lights surrounded the area. Sirens wailed. The reporters at the back, the wounded candidates and director, the dad and son in the lobby - all caught in the blast. The scene was too extensive to grasp without her swarm, but she couldn’t risk revealing herself.

Lacey and Kurt, her dad’s friends, were nearby. Lacey had a possible slipped disc but assured Taylor her dad was okay. Alexander was missing. Taylor, ignoring Lacey’s pleas to stay put, decided to help, guided by her bugs. She found the mayor, barely alive, a knife wound bleeding profusely. Using her sweatshirt as a makeshift bandage, she called for help, but nobody came immediately.

Taylor knew Coil was behind this, and that the “Coil” who died was a decoy. He had staged the attack, taking advantage of the lack of communication and the presence of important figures. The fact that she knew about his power changed everything. He wouldn’t have acted without a backup plan.

Emergency responders finally entered, police officers heading to the worst-hit areas, paramedics checking the wounded. A paramedic reached Taylor, who directed her to the more critically injured, including her dad and the stabbed officials. While waiting, Taylor heard others waking up, the cries of pain echoing around her.

Coil would pay for this. For the lives he’d spent like currency. Taylor was angry but calm, focused on the bigger picture. She wouldn’t panic, not like she had during Leviathan’s attack. She wouldn’t worry about her vision until she knew the extent of the damage.

A paramedic insisted on checking Taylor, despite her protests. They placed her on a stretcher, near other patients. Taylor pondered Coil’s motives. Why attack the event? Why hurt these people? It would only draw attention and make holding the city harder. Was it to assassinate the mayor and the Director? To make his candidates look like survivors, gaining public sympathy? It didn’t make sense.

Thinking about Circus, Taylor realized her enhanced coordination was key. She had likely targeted the knives precisely, killing only those Coil wanted dead. The others were hit in non-lethal areas. Über and Leet’s roles were still unclear, but perhaps Über was a replacement for Trainwreck, wearing a similar heavy metal suit.

Taylor was moved again, carried out of the auditorium. The smell of death was overpowering, incongruous with the calm day. She was taken to the hospital, the same one she’d been to after Leviathan. This time, she was Taylor, not Skitter. No handcuffs, no rough treatment. They cleaned her burn, picked out grit, but the lack of vision was starting to wear on her.

Lisa appeared, confirming Taylor’s dad was okay. He’d woken up and asked after her. Lisa suggested getting a healer, maybe kidnapping Othala, but Othala had left the city. They’d have to hire someone, but that would be difficult, given the Undersiders’ reputation.

Taylor’s priorities were her dad, her territory, and Dinah. Her dad was fine, the fires strategically placed, and the others were safe. Coil was alive, and this was their best chance to get Dinah back. Lisa urged Taylor to get up, to go see Coil.

They checked on Taylor’s dad, who was being moved for an MRI. Lisa had told him she might take Taylor to her dad’s clinic, a sign that Taylor was okay. He agreed, reluctantly. Taylor hesitated, torn between staying with her dad and going after Dinah. She chose Dinah, driven by her guilt and the responsibility she felt for the crimes she’d committed as Skitter.

Leaving the hospital, the cries of pain followed them. Taylor questioned their role in this, but Lisa insisted they weren’t to blame. They couldn’t have known. Taylor could have intervened, but it wouldn’t have been worth the risk.

Lisa suggested a training program, blindfolding Taylor to force her to rely on her power. As they stepped outside, Lisa mentioned they’d stop by Taylor’s place to get her costume, then meet the others. Coil wasn’t at his base; he was sticking to his civilian identity, making things difficult.

Taylor guessed Coil’s identity, but Lisa said it wasn’t Keith Grove. She played a recording from the car’s sound system. A news report detailed the terrorist attack, the explosion, and the aftermath. Director Piggot was put on leave, replaced by Commander Thomas Calvert, a former PRT field agent and consultant.

“Thomas Calvert,” Taylor said, finally understanding.
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Worm, Chapter 16.10 Summary

The rusted door to Coil’s base was unlocked, and every door beyond it. No guards, no active cameras. The base was emptied - trucks, weapons, supplies, furniture, all gone. Taylor used her swarm to navigate, a sense that was both limited and enhanced compared to sight. It wasn’t a new experience, but without her vision as a fallback, it felt different.

The Travelers were there, gathered near Noelle’s vault. Trickster, Ballistic, Sundancer, Genesis, and Oliver. They were in civilian clothes. Trickster was wary, asking if Taylor was alone. She explained the Undersiders were waiting for a sundown meeting with Coil, and she’d decided to explore, having sensed movement.

Trickster mentioned Coil’s death. Taylor, carefully choosing her words, indicated she knew the truth. Trickster was hostile, especially when Taylor mentioned keeping an eye on Noelle. Their conversation was strained, Taylor’s blindness hindering her ability to read their body language.

Trickster made it clear they weren’t friends, just allies of convenience. He didn’t care about territory or the people in it, and the Travelers planned to leave soon. He saw no common ground, no reason for a friendly relationship. Taylor extended an invitation to their meeting with Coil, but Trickster declined, maintaining the facade of Coil’s death. He didn’t care about the Undersiders or what happened to them.

Genesis, lagging behind, revealed Trickster’s tension, a lot riding on the next forty-eight hours. She wished Taylor luck but hoped their paths wouldn’t cross again.

Taylor realized Dinah wasn’t there. She pondered Coil’s deal, whether he’d truly release Dinah. She had proven herself valuable, but Dinah’s power was invaluable to a man like Coil.

Reaching the roof of a partially constructed building, she found her team. Imp was reckless, sitting at the edge, but Grue and Taylor urged caution. They discussed the possibility of Coil attacking, of having no escape. Taylor had a plan, using spider silk to create escape cords, but it was risky and uncertain.

They debated the merits of planning for every possibility. Taylor argued it was better to be prepared, even if their plans were wrong. Regent thought she was overthinking, but Grue agreed with her.

Coil, now Director Calvert, arrived with a PRT squad. He dismissed them after Taylor’s request, a subtle acknowledgment of his true identity. He apologized for the attack, claiming it was carefully planned, with most casualties being staged. Circus, Über, and Leet were revealed to be alive, their actions orchestrated by Coil.

The reporters, the bomb, everything was staged to make Piggot look ineffectual and pave the way for Calvert’s rise. He explained his plan to oust the Travelers and manipulate the Undersiders, using them to solidify his power. Tattletale seemed to grasp his plan, even predicting their future roles.

Calvert offered a compromise, a restoration project for the North End in exchange for a year’s delay on Dinah’s release. Taylor refused, demanding Dinah’s immediate release. To her surprise, Calvert agreed. He offered to return Dinah to her family, with covert surveillance to ensure she didn’t reveal his plans.

Taylor was stunned. She hadn’t expected him to agree so readily. She was on edge, wary of a trap, but Calvert seemed sincere. He asked Tattletale to stay behind to talk to the Travelers, and Grue insisted Regent and Shatterbird accompany her.

The PRT squad left, leaving one officer to escort Taylor and the others to Dinah. They flew to a brick building, Taylor’s bugs confirming Dinah’s presence inside. Dinah emerged, hesitant but unharmed. Taylor reached out, taking her hand.

As they turned to leave, the truck’s engine roared, its high beams blinding. Taylor tried to squeeze Dinah’s hand but found it empty. She was teleported, surrounded by containment foam, facing Calvert and his squad.

“You bastard,” Taylor said, but Calvert didn’t respond. He aimed his weapon, ready to fire. Taylor could attack, but it would only provoke them.

“No monologue?” she asked, but Calvert answered with a pull of the trigger.
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Worm, Chapter 16.z (Bonus Interlude #3; Marquis) Summary

“Holding court?” Cinderhands questioned Marquis, who affirmed, stating the time was right due to high demand and anticipation. Amelia, his daughter, expressed reluctance, but Marquis emphasized the necessity for her to use her healing power, hinting at potential threats if she didn’t. He reassured her that he wouldn’t abandon her, even if it meant relinquishing his power as leader of Block W.

Lung, a formidable prisoner, stood nearby. Marquis acknowledged Lung’s history as a ruthless killer who had violated the underworld’s code. Unlike Lung, who relied on instinct and brute force, Marquis operated with a calculated approach, earning respect through strategy.

Amelia’s presence in the men’s cell block was precarious. Marquis had enlisted his men to protect her, but their patience was wearing thin. Cinderhands questioned Marquis’s decision to hold court with Amelia present, but Marquis dismissed his concerns. He tasked Cinderhands with informing other block leaders about the meeting, emphasizing a first-come, first-served basis.

Marquis contemplated provoking a mutiny to solidify his leadership and identify potential threats. He recognized Amelia as a “blank slate,” troubled by nightmares and a lack of sleep. He recalled two similar cases in his cell block, whom he had eventually bartered away. He instructed Amelia to shower and dress appropriately for the meeting, emphasizing the importance of not appearing weak.

From his vantage point, Marquis observed his cell block, noting the order maintained by his lieutenants. He saw the predatory glances directed at Amelia and created a temporary bone barrier to ensure her safety. He reflected on the risks involved, considering either returning Amelia to the women’s block or facing a potential mutiny.

Marquis reminisced about his past with Amelia, recalling cherished memories that felt distant now. He aimed to create new memories with her but recognized the need to address her psychological state and solidify his power base first.

Lung approached, expressing his disapproval of Marquis’s actions regarding Amelia. Marquis acknowledged the loss of respect but maintained his resolve. He invited Lung to the meeting, suggesting it would benefit both of them. Lung was skeptical, but Marquis insisted, stating that he would rather be killed by a “rabid wild beast” like Lung than be betrayed by an ally.

Marquis selected a book from the latest supply drop and sat down, observing Lung from afar. He saw Amelia return and offered her a book from the auction, which she declined. He instructed her on how to conduct herself during the meeting, emphasizing the importance of eye contact, clear speech, and brevity.

The cell block leaders arrived, including Acidbath, Galvanate, Teacher, Lab Rat, Gavel, Lustrum, Black Kaze, Glaistig Uaine, String Theory, Crane, and Ingenue. Gavel questioned Amelia’s presence in the men’s block, while Lustrum demanded repayment for delivering Amelia to Marquis.

Marquis explained that Amelia wouldn’t be healing anyone immediately, stating they were weighing their options. He mentioned the high demand for her healing and his reluctance to exhaust her. Glaistig Uaine, a powerful and enigmatic cape, declared she wouldn’t bargain with Marquis but would deal with Amelia as an equal.

Amelia curtseyed to Glaistig Uaine, a gesture Marquis had taught her long ago. Glaistig Uaine reciprocated, then departed. Galvanate inquired about Amelia’s ability to heal toothaches, leading to a discussion about a discount for Teacher’s cell block in exchange for information.

Amelia asked why the prisoners couldn’t escape, and Teacher explained the theory of size-warping technology, suggesting the prison was much smaller than it appeared. The discussion resumed, with Marquis subtly manipulating the other leaders.

Amelia muttered about “faeries” as they walked to the communal dining area. Marquis explained Glaistig Uaine’s ability to see auras and her delusion of collecting “souls.” Amelia revealed she saw Glaistig Uaine’s physiology and the sentient entities within her, hinting at a deeper understanding of powers.

Amelia confessed she asked to come to the Birdcage because she had “unmade” her sister, Victoria, with her power. She expressed guilt and a fear of forgetting her sister. Marquis suggested she get a tattoo as a permanent reminder of Victoria.

In her cell, Amelia addressed Dragon, her words transcribed by the monitoring system. Key phrases triggered flags, and the information was routed to Dragon’s satellite system. However, the Simurgh’s interference scrambled the message, causing it to be classified as non-pertinent and archived. The Simurgh continued its flight, unaware of the missed communication.
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Worm, Chapter 16.11 Summary

A bullet struck Skitter, but her armor held. A sledgehammer to the chest, she thought, as she hit the ground, unable to scream. Bugs, prepped with capsaicin and cords, swarmed towards Thomas Calvert and his soldiers, biting and forming a barrier.

Calvert, face shielded, emptied his clip towards her, but Skitter’s bugs pulled his gun off target. “Out of the room,” he ordered, voice muffled, “Set her on fire.” Two men, masked and holding makeshift Molotov cocktails, approached. Skitter felt the hot bullet embedded in her armor, the shock of impact. The realization sparked clarity: she was alive.

She sprayed pepper spray, igniting one man’s sleeve. He thrashed, dropping the lighter. Skitter, in agony, struggled to rise as her bugs ensnared the other man’s Molotov. Calvert, from the next room, snarled, “Damnation.”

Grenades were considered, then dismissed by Calvert. He tore the Molotov from the ensnared man and tossed it, not at Skitter, but at the floor. Gasoline spread. The burning man screamed, charged, and was shot by Calvert, then kicked back into the spreading flames.

Panic seized Skitter. Trapped, she had no escape but a containment foam hurdle, a pool of fire, a flailing man, and a barricaded door. Calvert’s men stacked furniture against it as Skitter’s scant bugs clung to them, the rest incinerated.

The house, ruined by Leviathan, was isolated, surrounded by fences and trucks, soldiers at the ready. The windows were screwed shut with hexagonal screws, a detail that made Skitter laugh, a crazed sound that triggered a coughing fit.

She sent three black widows to bite Calvert. He flicked one away, unfazed. “Burn it to the ground,” he ordered. Molotovs flew. Skitter, coughing, whispered, “Fuck you.”

She considered the weakened floor, then dismissed it. The window was her only hope. She fired her gun, splintering boards. The recoil was agony. Coughing, she pulled a board free, attracting gunfire. She hid, lying flat as bullets struck.

Cockroaches, able to eat anything, were directed to the trucks, eating wires. Headlights flickered out. Skitter formed decoys with her bugs, drawing fire. She dropped to the ground, writhing in pain, her injured arm screaming.

A molotov incinerated a decoy at the fence. Calvert wasn’t directing, just watching from his truck. Skitter crawled, forming a decoy above her, joining the others advancing on the fence. Another molotov struck, thinning the defensive line.

Her range extended, but no second trigger event came. She whispered threats through her bugs, a psychological attack. They raided pockets, searching. She tied a grenade to the fence with silk, another to a soldier. “Lose the grenades,” her swarm buzzed, “I’m pulling a pin.”

The pin slid free. The soldier tossed the grenade towards the house. It detonated, ripping the fence, scattering soldiers. “She’s pulling the pins!” someone shouted. The line thinned further. A flare landed, threatening to reveal her.

Skitter repeated the process, aiming for the other side of the fence. The grenade landed short, but the soldiers retreated. More threats: “Crawl up your asshole and leave you some tapeworms.” “Centipedes beneath your eyelids. Chew your eyes out.” “Wonder if a mosquito could pass on H.I.V.?”

“Do not throw the grenades,” Calvert ordered. Skitter crawled, feeling an impact on her face. A soldier heard, fired. Skitter lunged, pulling a tab on the soldier’s belt. Smoke billowed. She used it for cover, scavenging more silk, pulling more pins.

Chaos ensued. Calvert’s truck pulled away. Was he deeming this a loss? Or did he have another maneuver in mind? Leverage? Her dad. The others. She had to get away, quickly.

She chose to check on the Undersiders and Dinah. It was a decision she’d made too often. If her dad was attacked, the Undersiders could help. If the opposite were true, her dad would hamper her.

She started a scavenged truck, driving slowly. Calvert’s plan was grand, and she was a glitch. He knew more about her than anyone she’d fought. He’d tried to strike at her directly, and she’d barely escaped. He had other plans, traps, and she had no choice but to run into them.
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Worm, Chapter 16.12 Summary

Calvert had strategically positioned his soldiers around the Undersiders, a byproduct of his meticulous planning. Skitter, driving blind but guided by her swarm, noticed the squads encircling her team three blocks away. They shifted positions, always half on the move, a tactic that hinted at Calvert’s dated or lacking battlefield experience. He could have made tracking her team much harder without this perimeter.

The squads were equipped with radios, checked in regularly by Calvert. He’d dropped Skitter in Genesis’ territory, far from where she wanted to be. Driving was slow and treacherous due to damaged, flooded roads and slick surfaces. Despite being blind, relying on her swarm, Skitter found driving manageable.

She stopped to assess the situation. If she charged, Calvert’s men would converge. There were 25-50 soldiers, well-equipped, including sniper rifles and what looked like a mortar. Calvert likely had this perimeter to prevent Dinah’s escape, or to keep Skitter from reuniting with her team.

A pressing concern was how Calvert had teleported her. He must have tagged her somehow. She didn’t want to be seen, risking being teleported to another trap. Staying hidden was crucial, as Calvert’s power was less effective with incomplete information.

An offensive was tempting, but attacking individual squads would alert Calvert, risking her team’s lives. Mortar fire was a real threat. Why hadn’t he used similar tactics at the house? Had he expected her to escape? Helped her, even?

Skitter needed more information. The Undersiders were walking. Atlas was missing, likely due to Dinah’s aversion to riding the dogs. Skitter positioned bugs on the soldiers, moving closer on foot, gathering more insects along the way.

It was evening, the city dark. Soldiers were likely using night vision. Skitter followed a squad, getting within half a block, hidden behind a van. Her goal wasn’t to attack, but to get close enough to reach her team with her power.

She sensed her team, including a doppelganger walking hand-in-hand with Dinah. The fake Skitter was a near-perfect copy, complete with a similar costume, weapons, and even pinned bugs. This solidified Skitter’s belief that Calvert’s betrayal was premeditated.

Dinah was still with them. Fake Skitter was likely leading her back into Calvert’s custody. What was Calvert’s plan? Why hadn’t he simply bombed them? The immediate threat was the mortars, the larger one, the soldiers ready to fire. The Undersiders were unaware.

Communication was difficult. Bugs couldn’t spell messages in the dark, her phone was locked, and the fake Skitter made direct contact risky. Imp was a potential go-between, but Calvert might be monitoring her. Rachel was out, unable to read well.

Skitter sent a ladybug to Dinah, her last hope. Dinah hid the bug, confirming she knew the truth. They’d never spoken, yet everything hinged on this interaction. Dinah scratched her collarbone with the bug. Was she signaling? Did she even want to be rescued?

Dinah repeated the gesture, touching the bug to her chest, near her heart. Fake Skitter warned her not to scratch. Dinah was signaling, but the message seemed suicidal. Come to her? What was the advantage?

Calvert must anticipate Skitter’s rescue attempt. What did he expect her to do? She was versatile, unpredictable. Common elements in her approach? Her power, her lack of dynamism. She needed time to set up. Calvert knew this.

They were walking, letting her catch up. How would he capitalize on her methodical approach? Dinah struck her leg with the bug. Now. Dinah urged immediate action. Skitter ran.

She found a route through the storm drains, a noisy, painful journey. She realized the advantage of being in the mortar’s target area. She pushed on, reaching her team. Her extended range allowed her to strike at all four mortars simultaneously.

She attacked the soldiers, disabling the mortars. Fake Skitter knew, alerted by a hidden communication device. She turned, drawing her gun, holding Dinah. “Got no more use for you,” she said, sounding just like Skitter.

A trap sprung. Bugs attacked Skitter’s team, following a crude, overriding command. “Betraying us!?” Bitch screamed. “Sorry… the plan,” fake Skitter said. “No!” Skitter shouted, too far away to be heard.

The other Skitter shot Bitch, then dropped her gun as Grue’s darkness fell. The center of the bug-controlling effect was a box in a building. She had to shut it down.

Fake Skitter threw a flashbang. The mortar crews retreated. This was Calvert’s plan: make it look like Skitter betrayed her team. But she could still fix this. Shut down the box or reveal the fake?

She had to stop the box. Dinah signaled: S. O. R. R. Then she and the fake were gone, replaced by rubble and another flashbang.

Skitter broke into the building, fighting through the swarming bugs. Grue, Bitch, and Imp found her, Imp threatening her. “Turn off your fucking power,” she snarled.

Grue and Bitch entered. “Taser won’t do anything,” Grue said, strangely calm. “What about if she’s dead?” Bitch asked, furious. Grue knelt beside Skitter. “Why?” he asked.

“Use… dark,” Skitter gasped. Grue’s darkness enveloped them, weakening her power. He stood, gestured to Bastard. “Yeah,” he said to Bitch. Bastard destroyed the swarm box.

“It wasn’t her,” Grue said to Imp. “Explain,” he told Skitter. “Tattletale. Regent,” she coughed, “They’re in trouble. With Calvert. With Coil.”
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Grue helped Skitter sit on the remains of the swarm box, her teammates, Imp and Bitch, unconvinced of her innocence after the doppelganger’s attack. Grue questioned Skitter, who explained that Calvert had likely tried to kill her, teleporting her into a burning house, shooting her, and surrounding her with soldiers. She’d barely escaped, saved by her bulletproof costume and Calvert’s lack of knowledge about her tactics.

Bitch, still angry, was given leeway to attack Skitter if she felt betrayed, but she was more frustrated by the “cloak and dagger” situation. Skitter proposed a rescue plan for Tattletale, Regent, and Dinah, who were likely hostages. An indirect attack on Calvert’s hideout was deemed unfeasible due to his anticipated countermeasures.

Skitter suggested a ruse: Grue would call Calvert, pretending Skitter had betrayed them and was killed in the ensuing fight. Calvert, not knowing the truth, would be caught off guard. They staged Skitter’s “death,” using a mannequin, raccoon entrails, and her damaged costume to create a convincing fake corpse.

Grue called Calvert, feigning anger over Skitter’s “betrayal.” Calvert, skeptical, asked for proof. They sent a picture of the fake body. Grue lied about seeing Skitter use Calvert’s teleportation tech, adding an element of confusion. Calvert, unable to reach Skitter by phone, was further thrown off balance.

Calvert hung up, a power play to regain control. Grue called back, maintaining the aggressive stance. Calvert claimed Regent had been taken into custody on suspicion of hacking, using Victor as a proxy. He offered to meet and sort things out, but Grue demanded a neutral location – the north end of the market.

Skitter chose the market for its open space, making it difficult for Calvert to set an ambush. She hid in the tall grass with a swarm of insects as Calvert arrived with a small squad. He revealed he knew about the ruse, having access to PRT resources and a cadre of supervillains and heroes. Soldiers teleported in, surrounding the Undersiders.

Calvert gloated, revealing his disappointment in the Undersiders’ betrayal, which had set his plans back. Skitter, at gunpoint, claimed to have a dead man’s switch – emails that would expose Calvert’s true nature if she didn’t send a message every twenty minutes. She negotiated for Dinah’s freedom, her father’s safety, care for Rachel’s dogs, efforts against Jack Slash, and Tattletale’s life.

Calvert agreed to her terms, except for releasing Tattletale immediately. He brought out a bound and gagged Tattletale, claiming it was a necessary precaution. Skitter demanded confirmation, suggesting a code phrase. Calvert refused, but Skitter insisted, knowing he was using his power to explore different outcomes.

Skitter revealed their code, “rose-L” for Tattletale to reply with “stringbean-A.” Calvert, aware of Skitter’s knowledge of his power, conceded. Another Tattletale appeared, confirming the code. Skitter named the contact for the dead man’s switch, “Charlotte,” a civilian staying near her father’s house.

Calvert ordered his men to fire. However, the soldiers, influenced by Tattletale’s prior offer of double pay, turned on each other. Tattletale revealed she had been skimming money from their heists, exploiting her power to know what she could get away with. She’d used this money to bribe Calvert’s mercenaries, knowing they followed the money.

The Travelers, led by Trickster, declared a stalemate, needing Calvert’s help. Tattletale exposed Calvert’s lies about helping Noelle, revealing his true motive: to control her as a weapon. Ballistic, tired of running, defected to the Undersiders. Sundancer and Genesis refused to join, loyal to Trickster.

Calvert, desperate, offered the Travelers everything in exchange for his escape. Tattletale countered, claiming she now controlled his assets. Trickster collapsed, followed by Sundancer and Genesis, poisoned by Imp. Tattletale explained that Skitter had suggested targeting Calvert when he was close to achieving his goals, knowing he’d be most vulnerable.

Tattletale detailed how she’d manipulated Calvert, using his own tactics against him, seeding doubts, and exploiting his focus on the big picture. She’d placed fire alarms with low batteries in Noelle’s vault, disrupting her sleep and, by extension, Calvert’s. His critical mistake was using his power during their conversation, leaving him no escape.

Skitter, confronting Calvert, shot him, acknowledging the indirect deaths she’d caused, rationalizing them as leading to this moment. Tattletale reassured her, and Grue offered support. They left for Calvert’s base, now Tattletale’s.

At the base, Skitter, with Grue’s help, freed Dinah. Tattletale went to retrieve Regent, leaving Skitter and Dinah. Dinah expressed her relief, having waited a long time for this moment. Skitter apologized for the delay, but Dinah blamed herself for setting up the scenario where Skitter’s friends tried to kill her.

They found Tattletale at Noelle’s ruined vault, destroyed by Noelle after hearing their conversation through the phone. Tattletale, her power thrown off by Calvert’s, hadn’t noticed. Skitter asked how bad the situation was. Tattletale, in a dark turn, suggested a chilling solution: activating the air raid sirens, a signal of impending catastrophe.
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“Francis!” his mother admonished, finding him with luggage. He explained he planned to make money with friends, hinting at a lucrative sponsorship opportunity. His team: his alleged girlfriend Noelle, Ms. Newland’s daughter, Jess, Cody, and Luke. He wasn’t officially in the group yet, but they had “stuff to hash out.”

He rushed to a coffee shop to meet Noelle, struck by a sudden urge to hold her. He saluted her as “Captain Noelle,” and they discussed their “probationary” relationship. She expressed worry, but he reassured her, placing his hand over hers to warm it.

Marissa, Luke, and Jess arrived. They’d received Noelle’s emails about a team issue. The problem: whether to replace Cody with Krouse. Cody was reliable but lacked potential for international competition, while Krouse, though less experienced, had natural talent and a fan base.

Krouse argued Cody had plateaued, while he would improve with effort. Luke, torn between two friends, decided based on the team’s needs to support Krouse. They agreed to deliver the news to Cody at Luke’s apartment.

In the lobby, Jess revealed she’d figured out Krouse’s “tell”: overconfidence masked nervousness. Inside the apartment, they heard Cody’s angry outburst. He accused Krouse of manipulating the team and dating Noelle to secure his position.

Krouse apologized, admitting he was sorry but stated the decision was for everyone’s benefit. Cody, furious, wanted to punch him but chose to stay and watch Krouse potentially fail.

They prepared for the tournament, setting up computers in Luke’s rearranged apartment. Krouse gifted Noelle a refurbished computer, and they discussed strategy. Krouse planned to use an “illusion-subtlety-assassin hybrid” class.

Suddenly, the power cut out, and the room tilted. Krouse fell, hitting the table and chairs. Noelle, less fortunate, was struck by falling computer equipment. The apartment had turned on its side.

Krouse found Noelle injured and unconscious. He heard Marissa or Jess muttering in fear and a constant, high-pitched scream that seemed to be inside his head. Luke, strangely calm, informed him Chris was dead, his head crushed by a bookcase.

They used a knotted sheet to lift Krouse and Noelle to a ledge where the others were trapped. Jess was pinned, and Cody avoided looking at Chris’s body. They decided to escape through the window, using furniture as a makeshift ladder.

They climbed to the building’s exterior, finding the city in chaos. Buildings were toppled, and snow swirled in the air. They heard a high-pitched, opera-like scream that seemed to be inside their heads.

Three buildings floated in the distance, then were hurled through the air. A large, winged figure landed nearby: a fifteen-foot-tall, waif-thin woman with white hair and countless white wings. Her features were delicate, but her gray eyes were cold and inhuman.

The screaming in their heads intensified, shifting in pitch. Jess identified the figure as the Simurgh. Krouse urged them to run.





17.2


Worm, Chapter 17.2 Summary

Krouse, carrying an unconscious Noelle, led his injured friends through a toppled building. Luke, his leg slashed, struggled with traction in socks. Marissa, the surest-footed, scouted ahead, visibly in shock from witnessing Chris’s death.

The Simurgh, after being pursued by Scion, reappeared, manipulating machinery with telekinesis. She had baited Scion away with a false image, continuing her work despite his ongoing attacks in the distance. The screaming in their heads intensified, a maddening, ever-shifting chorus.

As they reached the building’s edge, a daunting hundred-foot drop awaited them. Climbing down the exposed concrete and rebar was perilous, especially with Noelle. They opted to search for an escape route inside, breaking into another apartment.

Jess, knowledgeable about capes, explained the Simurgh’s history. Initially thought to be another Scion, she had devastated a city after a period of peaceful interaction. The details, however, she withheld, fearing they would be a distraction.

The Simurgh erected a barrier against incoming heroes, using snow to pummel them. A hero, Grandiose, was fatally injured. Krouse’s group found him impaled, his own side preparing to detonate his armband rather than let him live, exposed to the Simurgh’s influence for too long. He urged them to flee before the armband exploded, killing him.

They ran, witnessing Alexandria engage the Simurgh, who was now lifting the building they had escaped from, creating a protective maelstrom of debris. The screaming in their heads worsened, shifting between different sounds.

The Simurgh activated a circular device she had built, creating a portal that spewed debris, monsters, and even people into the city. One monster, a frog-like creature, attacked a fallen, mutated man. Another creature emitted a disorienting screech, causing Krouse’s group to vomit.

Noelle, still unconscious, mumbled about trying hard. Krouse urged her to stay awake as they continued their escape. They encountered another injured monster, who pleaded for their memories to dream again. Marissa, disturbed, ran ahead.

The ground shuddered with explosions. Scion returned, severing the portal with a beam. The tear in reality bled into the surrounding sky, revealing a different landscape. Scion unleashed a wave of energy that momentarily stilled everything, even the Simurgh’s song.

Scion drove the Simurgh into the ground. Krouse’s group, exhausted and desperate, discovered a chain-link fence topped with barbed wire blocking their path. Soldiers on the other side aimed guns at them. A loudspeaker announced a quarantine, warning them not to approach the fence or they would be shot. The screaming in Krouse’s head spiked with his alarm. They were trapped, with Noelle’s life hanging in the balance and the threat of the Simurgh’s influence looming.
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Krouse, desperate for medical help for Noelle, confronts the soldiers at the quarantine fence, but they remain unresponsive, guns trained on him and his group. The Simurgh reappears, buildings orbiting her like weapons. As Scion attacks, debris rains down, forcing Krouse’s group to take cover.

Noelle remains unconscious, pale and still breathing. Krouse, assessing his friends, sees fear in Jess, grief in Marissa, pain in Luke, and anger in Cody. They decide to seek shelter in a nearby house, hoping to find supplies and warmth for Noelle.

Inside, they discover the house is empty and messy. Noelle is laid on a couch, her condition worrisome. Jess, pressed by Krouse, explains the Simurgh’s effect: a temporary break in sanity, ramping up emotions and lowering inhibitions, especially fear. This, she implies, is why the soldiers are so wary and why Grandiose was killed by his own team.

Krouse, however, suspects there’s more Jess isn’t saying. While searching for supplies, he finds a caged bird, driven to self-harm by the Simurgh’s song. A chilling despair grips him as he realizes the true horror of their situation. He kills the bird, a mercy, and hides the evidence, a dark understanding dawning on him.

Armed with a makeshift spear, Krouse confronts Jess, demanding answers. She resists, prioritizing Noelle and Luke’s immediate needs, but Krouse persists, sensing a deeper, more terrible truth. Their tense exchange is interrupted by gunfire as a monster approaches the fence, forcing them to take cover.

Noelle’s condition worsens, her abdomen swollen and hard. Krouse, desperate, decides to search for a doctor, despite the risks. Cody and Marissa volunteer to accompany him, armed with makeshift weapons from the house’s cluttered basement.

As they venture out, Krouse grapples with the truth he and Jess share but haven’t voiced. The Simurgh hasn’t just attacked their city; she’s transported them to another Earth, Earth Bet, a world ravaged by parahuman conflict and threatened by Endbringers. This is why the evacuation was so swift, why the heroes are so ruthless. They’re not just fighting the Simurgh; they’re fighting for survival in a world where humanity is on the brink. The soldiers, the guns, the quarantine – it all makes a terrible kind of sense. They’re not just dealing with crazed civilians; they’re containing a potential outbreak from another dimension.

Krouse, Cody, and Marissa, armed and desperate, step into this new, dangerous world, their families a distant, perhaps unreachable, memory. They are trapped, not just by the Simurgh’s song, but by a reality far more terrifying than they could have imagined. Their immediate goal is to save Noelle, but looming over them is the larger, unspoken truth: they are stranded on Earth Bet, with no way home.
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Krouse, Cody, and Marissa navigate the outskirts of the Simurgh’s influence, the faint but ever-present scream in their heads a constant torment. Visibility is poor, the air thick with fog, dust, and the remnants of snow. The sounds of battle – gunfire, explosions, collapsing buildings – punctuate the eerie quiet, a stark reminder of the ongoing fight against the Endbringer.

During a lull in the chaos, they hear a scream. Krouse, driven by the need to find a doctor for Noelle and rationalizing that any survivor could be of help, insists they investigate, overriding Cody’s caution. They follow the sound to a cluster of buildings, where a fast-food plaza lies covered in snow and ice.

Inside a darkened burger joint, they find eight people held captive by three grotesque figures. One, a hunchbacked man with scythes for arms (Egesa), cackles as his massive, seven-foot-tall partner, Gwerrus, holds a victim aloft. The third, a young woman named Matryoshka, is marked with stark black lines, her body rigid and angular.

Egesa and Gwerrus speak in a strange language, but Matryoshka, with effort, translates. They demand she “fold” their captive, a process that seems to involve absorbing the victim into herself. Matryoshka resists, claiming she’s “too far” from herself and fears losing her identity. Gwerrus, however, is insistent, mentioning the presence of guards, fences, and “trucks” that hunt them. They need to escape, and Matryoshka’s ability is their only way out.

As Matryoshka absorbs her first victim, her appearance subtly shifts, her accent lessening. Gwerrus orders her to absorb her next, then Egesa, and finally the remaining captives. Matryoshka expresses concern about “digesting” them too quickly, but Gwerrus dismisses it, claiming she’s tough enough to withstand the process.

Krouse, realizing they need to act before Matryoshka absorbs someone with medical knowledge, charges. He attacks Egesa with his makeshift spear, inflicting severe wounds. Egesa falls, unable to support himself, but then disappears in a cloud of black smoke. Krouse orders the captives to flee and turns his attention to Matryoshka, slashing at her ribbon-like flesh as she absorbs Gwerrus. He clubs her over the head, momentarily incapacitating her.

Gwerrus, however, proves too durable to harm. Krouse realizes he’s outmatched and tries to escape, but Egesa reappears, holding a scythe to his throat. Gwerrus, now partially absorbed by Matryoshka, orders her to “fold” Krouse. Matryoshka, reluctant to hurt him, hesitates.

Egesa, growing impatient, kicks Krouse, the pain intensifying the Simurgh’s scream in his head. Krouse slips into a memory, a conversation with Noelle in their school cafeteria. He remembers complimenting her writing, comparing it to game design, and learning about her involvement in a competitive gaming club with Marissa.

The memory shifts to a confrontation between Noelle and Krouse, where she expresses her unhappiness and suggests they break up. Krouse, confused and hurt, tries to understand, but Noelle remains distant, citing her own internal struggles as the reason for their incompatibility. Krouse, unwilling to accept this as the end, asks her to tell him to his face that she’s worse off with him. She can’t.

The memory is violently interrupted as Gwerrus attacks. Krouse, back in the present, is thrown off balance, the scythe at his throat. Egesa hisses at him in their strange language, but Krouse, fueled by a surge of anger and the need to return to Noelle, retaliates. He digs his fingers into Egesa’s wound and slashes his throat with a hidden knife. Egesa vanishes in another puff of smoke.

Gwerrus, enraged, pursues Krouse. He calls for Marissa and Cody to scatter, but Gwerrus focuses on him. She’s slow but relentless, easily keeping pace with him through the snow and ice. She catches him, grabbing him by his clothes. Krouse stabs at her hand with the knife, but the pain reflects back to him, his own hand bloodied.

Suddenly, two figures intervene: a man in gleaming armor (Armsmaster) and another in a robe (Myrddin). Myrddin uses his power to shunt Krouse away, minimizing their contact with him. Armsmaster confronts Gwerrus, who claims to be stronger. Armsmaster, after a brief exchange with Myrddin about her power, attacks, using smoke and a nonlethal bullet to test her defenses. Gwerrus is set on fire, screaming in agony.

Krouse, now a ghostly spectator, tries to get their attention, pleading for help for Noelle, but they can’t hear him. Armsmaster and Myrddin discuss the ongoing fight, the quarantine measures, and the President’s controversial D.D.I.D. (Dimensional Displacement and Integration Directive) plan. Myrddin vehemently opposes it, believing it will backfire.

They discover a section of a laboratory, transported along with the people, containing a dead man in a lab coat. Armsmaster expresses a desire to investigate, but Myrddin prioritizes minimizing exposure. They decide to destroy the lab with white phosphorus after the Simurgh is gone, marking the area with red tape.

Armsmaster and Myrddin depart, leaving Krouse alone with the lab. He explores, finding no first aid supplies, only empty vials and paperwork. He comes across a metal briefcase containing six canisters and a document titled “Congratulations on your newly purchased superpowers.”

Desperate and worried he’ll slip back into another memory, Krouse grabs the case and runs, hoping to find a doctor among the people they rescued from the monsters and return to his friends. The cold air burns his lungs, the Simurgh’s scream a constant torment, but he presses on, driven by the need to save Noelle and the chilling implications of the document he now carries.
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Krouse, a block away from the house, encounters Cody, who’s demeanor, coupled with the crowbar in his hand, seems threatening. Despite his injuries, Krouse learns that Noelle’s condition has slightly worsened, and Marissa had a “bad spell.” Cody, seemingly indifferent to Krouse’s injuries, reveals that the Simurgh’s influence has been bringing up memories of Krouse’s past pranks, particularly one that interfered with Cody’s online gaming and potential sponsorship.

Despite Krouse’s attempts to dismiss the memories as the Simurgh’s manipulation, Cody expresses his resentment, stating he’d rather see the Simurgh win than Krouse emerge as a hero. Cody mentions that while the Simurgh’s influence has deeply affected others, Krouse seems relatively fine. Krouse, however, insists he’s not okay but refuses to disclose the details.

Inside the house, they find Oliver, Jess, Luke, and Marissa looking worse for wear. Noelle’s condition remains critical. Krouse reveals that he encountered heroes who indicated the fight with the Simurgh was nearing its end. He also presents a metal briefcase he found, containing instructions and materials for gaining superpowers, a discovery met with mixed reactions.

Jess, familiar with the superhero scene, expresses strong opposition to using the contents of the case, suggesting it could be a trap or have permanent, life-altering consequences. She argues that given their current mental state under the Simurgh’s influence, using the substances could be dangerous. Despite Krouse’s argument that the substances are presented as commercially available, Jess remains unconvinced, hinting at a deeper, undisclosed concern.

Krouse, trying to navigate the situation, proposes they examine the contents of the case to determine their nature and potential value. He emphasizes that his priority is Noelle’s well-being, not the acquisition of superpowers. Jess, however, fears that examining the materials will lead to the decision to use them, and she’s unwilling to risk it.

A compromise is reached: Jess will hand over the documents from the case for examination, while retaining the case itself until a unanimous decision is made. Cody, reading the documents, discovers that the substances are expensive and require physical and psychological tests, raising further concerns about their use under the Simurgh’s influence.

Cody also finds a passage suggesting the substances could potentially help with cerebral palsy, leading to speculation that they might help Noelle. Jess, however, firmly rejects this idea, revealing her knowledge of the Simurgh’s long-term manipulations. She explains that the Simurgh’s victims often experience delayed consequences, such as personal breakdowns or actions that lead to larger disasters.

Jess argues that the briefcase is likely a part of the Simurgh’s plan, a “cause and effect” trap designed to exploit their situation. She believes that using the substances will only amplify the negative outcomes the Simurgh has foreseen. Despite the others’ skepticism, Jess maintains that their best course of action is to avoid using the substances, as any action they take under the Simurgh’s influence is likely to lead to the worst-case scenario.

As the screaming in their heads finally subsides, indicating the end of the Simurgh’s attack, Jess breaks down in tears, overwhelmed by the implications of their situation. Krouse, unable to offer genuine reassurance, attempts to lighten the mood with a forced joke, which surprisingly works to some extent.

In the ensuing silence, Krouse reflects on the possibility that they might not be the Simurgh’s primary targets, and that their ordeal might simply be a byproduct of her larger plan. However, he struggles to convince himself of this optimistic scenario, aware of the grim reality Jess has presented.
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In a stranger’s kitchen, Krouse and Jess prepare food, the oddness of their situation hanging heavy. They’re not just in a different house; they’re in a different world, a fact they need to convey to their friends. “They’re going to be upset,” Jess says, cutting strawberries with a dull knife. Krouse agrees, “We’re stuck in a whole other world, and things are just different enough that we could fuck up and reveal ourselves as aliens.”

Jess explains the gravity of their situation, detailing the fear and prejudice against interdimensional travelers on this Earth, known as Earth Bet. The discovery of a gateway to another Earth, Earth Aleph, sparked fears of war and resource exploitation. This led to sanctions and a deep distrust of anyone or anything crossing over. “It’s bad, Krouse,” she says. “Even if we were willing to go home, with the Simurgh maybe planning something-” Krouse interrupts, “We can’t let that dictate our choices… We can minimize the damage, try to keep a low profile.”

Their conversation is cut short by the sound of someone coming downstairs. It’s Marissa, her hair wrapped in a towel. They offer her pancakes, and Krouse asks her to relieve Oliver, who’s watching Noelle. As Marissa heads to the living room, Krouse reiterates to Jess, “We have to tell them.”

Krouse carries Jess to the living room, where the TV is showing footage of the Simurgh. He turns off the volume, much to Cody’s annoyance. “You’re going to find out because I’m going to tell you,” Krouse says, revealing their interdimensional displacement. The revelation is met with disbelief and anger, particularly from Cody, who explodes, “Oh fuck you.”

Krouse explains that the building collapse was the Simurgh transporting them from Earth Aleph to Earth Bet. He admits to convincing Jess to keep quiet, believing it wasn’t crucial information at the time and not wanting to add to their stress. Cody, enraged, attacks Krouse, slamming him into a coffee table and punching him. Krouse, despite having the opportunity, doesn’t fight back, accepting the beating as deserved.

“We’re fucking stuck in a world with Endbringers like that psycho alien bird bitch!” Cody yells. “And we’ve got you playing head games with us on top of that!” Luke, while not condoning Krouse’s actions, points out that Krouse did it out of a misguided sense of protection.

They discuss the implications of their situation, realizing that going to the authorities is dangerous. The Simurgh’s influence makes them potential threats in the eyes of this world’s authorities. “They killed that superhero, because he might have been caught in her web,” Krouse says. “Odds are pretty fucking good that we’re caught in it… The people in charge? They won’t fail to notice.”

The TV news reveals that the Simurgh accessed a vault containing the equipment of a deceased supervillain, Professor Haywire, and created a large-scale replica, unleashing monsters and hazardous materials into the city. The city is under quarantine, with plans for permanent blockades and a processing center for those trapped inside.

They decide their priority is getting Noelle to a hospital, despite the risks. Finding a car proves difficult in the evacuated city. Krouse and Marissa team up to search, as do Oliver and Cody. During their search, Krouse asks Marissa about the visions the Simurgh showed her. She reluctantly shares a traumatic memory of freezing on stage during a dance performance, a moment of personal failure that shattered her newfound independence and pleased her controlling mother.

Krouse shares his theory that the Simurgh’s visions were meant to distract them, to sow discord and manipulate their actions. He believes her plans are more immediate than long-term. They eventually find keys at an abandoned hotel and manage to get two cars.

Returning to the house, they find Cody has discovered their deception regarding the vials. He’s furious that Krouse and Jess destroyed them, arguing that superpowers could be their way home. “Everything comes down to money,” Cody says. “Think about it. We get a few million bucks, pay one of those mad scientist types, and they get us home.”

Krouse, however, believes using the vials is playing into the Simurgh’s hands. He reveals that he believes the Simurgh manipulated them, amplifying their negative traits and pushing him to violence. He warns Cody that if he attacks, he might kill him, a line he believes the Simurgh wants him to cross.

They transport Noelle to the hospital, where they encounter a sterile, understaffed environment. An AI voice informs them of strict quarantine protocols: ten months of checkups, psychiatric evaluations, a mandatory tattoo, and lifelong restrictions. They also learn that without proper identification and financial information, they won’t be processed out of quarantine.

Krouse, realizing the impossibility of meeting these requirements and the severity of Noelle’s condition, makes a decision. He retrieves the destroyed vials, which he had actually hidden, not destroyed. He chooses one labeled “Jaunt,” a fitting name for a short trip, and drinks it, defying the Simurgh’s apparent plan.

He experiences a surge of pain and fragmented visions: crystalline entities, creatures existing across multiple dimensions, and a barren Earth-like planet. He discovers he now has the power to teleport objects, a power he tests by swapping objects around the room. He believes this power can save Noelle.

Cody confronts Krouse, accusing him of getting away with everything while he suffers. Krouse counters that he’s doing this for Noelle, out of love. He teleports Cody away and takes another vial intended for Noelle. He swaps cars to buy himself time and drives to the hospital.

He finds Noelle awake but in pain, facing another surgery with a high risk of death or permanent disability. She expresses regret for not having a more fulfilling relationship with him. Krouse, determined to save her, offers her half of the vial, arguing it’s a fair compromise. Despite her reservations and the warnings they discussed, she agrees.

Krouse’s actions are driven by a desperate hope, a belief that he can defy the Simurgh’s manipulations and forge a different path. He’s willing to be the villain, to bear the blame, if it means saving Noelle. The chapter ends with Noelle taking the vial, a gamble that could either save her or lead them all further into the Simurgh’s intricate web of cause and effect. The consequences of their choices, their defiance of destiny, remain uncertain, hanging heavy in the air like the falling snow outside.
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Worm, Chapter 17.7 Summary

Noelle’s agonizing screams fill the hospital room as Krouse, having just given her half a vial of the strange formula, yanks out her IV and blocks the door with a chair. He’s on edge, anxious, waiting for her transformation to complete, just as his own had some time ago. A jarring vision of a barren, smaller-than-Earth planet with crystalline figures momentarily overtakes him, a sensation he recognizes as a replay, connected to Noelle’s experience.

A uniformed man bursts in, and a violent struggle ensues. Krouse, using his newfound power to teleport objects by swapping their positions, manages to disarm and subdue the officer after a brutal fight. He realizes he’s thinking about his power all wrong – it’s about mass, not shape. He envisions that the Simurgh used this method to move buildings and relocate them to another world. Noelle continues to scream, her transformation taking longer than his own. Krouse finds himself in another vision, this one of two vast, luminous entities intertwining, creating countless others in a cosmic detonation, but forces himself to focus, recognizing it as a sympathetic reaction to Noelle’s power.

After subduing the officer, Krouse drags the unconscious body to further barricade the door. He sees, hears, and feels another vision, finding himself plummeting through the atmosphere of the desolate, lifeless Earth he saw earlier. “How much more, Noelle?” he asks, as she finally stops screaming, exhausted but seemingly healed.

Noelle confirms she feels better, her pain gone. She only got half a dose, so any powers might be weak or non-existent, possibly used up in the healing process. Krouse retrieves the half-empty vial, ready to leave. Noelle describes a strange “fizzing” sensation on her skin, which intensifies when she touches things. He suggests experimenting with it later, as their priority is escape.

Through the window, Krouse sees a gathering of police, rescue personnel, and capes, including Myrddin and his team. He quickly realizes a direct confrontation is a losing proposition. Myrddin, a hero with the ability to manipulate dimensions, shatters the window and enters the room. Krouse tries to stall, using the injured officer as a hostage, but Myrddin banishes the man with a wave of his staff. He reveals that there is two of them, Noelle and Krouse, in one body.

Anomaly, a cape with a black, gravity-distorting sphere, joins the fray. Krouse swaps Noelle with the lantern-bearing cape, causing both to fall outside, buying them a moment. Myrddin unleashes a concussive blast of light, but Krouse sees an opportunity – a newly arrived police car. He swaps Noelle and then himself with people in the crowd, then swaps again with the officers in the car, allowing them to drive away.

They abandon the car and walk back to the house where their friends are waiting. Marissa greets Noelle with relief, but Noelle stops her from hugging, something is wrong. Luke confronts Krouse, angry that he gave Noelle the formula, defying their agreement. Krouse argues that the Simurgh forced his hand and that he chose the lesser of two evils.

Cody appears, revealing he, too, took a vial, the one labeled “Vestige.” He demonstrates his power – a localized time reversal, effectively countering Krouse’s teleportation. He gleefully attacks Krouse, repeatedly reversing time to inflict the same injuries over and over. The others intervene, trying to stop the fight.

Noelle explains to Marissa that she knows a little about their being stuck in another world, they plan on leaving the boys to argue, and Noelle says she is hungry. As they are leaving, Krouse asks the others what is this about stuff. Cody stops using his power on Krouse, to complain about everyone catering to Krouse, and that he should have to deal with consequences for his actions. Luke argues that Cody is making things harder, and is not being a team player. Cody says it is not the same, and Krouse throws him into a bookcase, then keeps throwing Cody as soon as he resets himself. Cody stops using his power after Krouse tells him that the power works against Cody if used to protect himself from an opponent who knows how it works, and he can just keep using the same strategy.

Cody says that he doesn’t have to put Krouse in the same place, he can set him up in a position to hurt him. Jess pleads for them to stop, and Krouse says that since priority number one, saving Noelle, is done, they need to focus on getting home. Krouse says that if Cody wants to establish dominance by kicking Krouse’s ass, that will be counterproductive to getting home. Krouse threatens Cody, saying that he will do whatever it takes to get everyone home, and that the only way he knows how to shut down Cody’s power is by killing him. Cody’s demeanor changes, recognizing Krouse’s resolve.

Krouse asks about the “stuff” Luke mentioned earlier. While Krouse and Noelle were gone, the others gathered supplies, cash, and even a wheelchair for Jess from the abandoned stores in the quarantine zone. Luke also bought cigarettes for Krouse, despite feeling he didn’t deserve them. Krouse is relieved, believing they have what they need to escape and survive.

They discuss using the remaining vials. Luke, despite the risks, advocates for it, suggesting powers could help them earn money and hire someone to get them home. He also points out that it could level the playing field and prevent further conflict. Jess is hesitant, worried about the danger and the difficulty of finding a “tinker” who can create a way home. Luke reminds Jess that the powers might heal her legs, and Jess shows the first sign of interest.

Krouse says that the Simurgh’s plan centers around him, and that she manipulated them all to get him to act, and now he is like a guided missile. Krouse says that maybe he should stay in this world after he gets them home, so he can’t cause any damage. Luke says that there is no way the Simurgh could have planned this far ahead, and for him to be a ticking time bomb in their world. They agree to distribute the remaining three and a half vials, with Oliver volunteering for the half dose, feeling he’s not exceptional in any way but wanting to help. Luke chooses “Robin,” hoping for flight, Jess takes “Deus,” and Marissa gets “Prince.” They decide to administer the doses one at a time, to manage any potential side effects.

Later, they’re driving away from Madison, the city now feeling strangely like a twisted version of home. Cody is in the lead car, a concession Krouse is willing to make for now. The others took their doses: Jess can walk and fly, but only through her projections, her real body remains unchanged; Marissa can create flickers of light; Luke can turn anything he touches into a projectile, but it’s a purely destructive power with limited versatility. Oliver, who took the half-dose, shows no changes, but experienced severe after-effects.

They stop at a rest stop, and Oliver rushes to the bathroom. Krouse steps out for a cigarette. Marissa emerges, pale and frightened. She leads him to the women’s bathroom, where Noelle has collapsed, surrounded by the others. A gruesome, pulsating, eye-like growth has appeared on her thigh, a horrifying side effect of the formula. The eye, a grotesque mockery of life, stares accusingly at Krouse. Noelle, ashamed and terrified, begs him not to look. The chapter ends with the image of the monstrous eye, a stark reminder of the terrible price of their choices.
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Worm, Chapter 17.8 Summary

Trickster stands at an open window, smoking, overlooking the Boston skyline. He reflects on the subtle differences in this world, the sturdier buildings and larger windows, a world that is both awesome and extreme, a world he finds “sublime” in its extremes. He misses home, but it feels further away each day.

He’s summoned to meet Accord, a supervillain who looks more like a CEO, with an ornate mask being his only concession to the supervillain aesthetic. Trickster has taken care to clean himself up, a ritual when entering a new city. He meets with the local villains, gathers information, and moves on. Accord is not the most influential figure in Boston, which is why Trickster has approached him. He’s been briefed on Accord’s meticulous nature and his need for order.

Trickster offers his hand, which Accord shakes. He’s observing formalities, seeking permission to operate in Accord’s territory. He proposes to pay an upfront fee of ten thousand dollars and a fourteen percent share of their take, an offer meant to flatter Accord. He justifies the higher percentage by noting the longer stay and the weaker hero presence in Accord’s territory.

Accord agrees but counters with a demand for fifteen thousand dollars and a fifteen percent share. He maintains the peace in his territory, and the Travelers’ activities will cost him. He then makes an alternate offer: he wants Trickster’s team to steal specific items from a rival tinker named Blasto. In exchange, Accord will waive the fee for entering his territory and reduce his share to ten percent. He also offers a bonus for destroying any of Blasto’s projects, computers, or blueprints, explaining that tinkers are bothersome, especially “wet” tinkers who build upon past projects and research, getting better and faster. Accord will provide custom-made costumes for the team, a task that appeals to his power-enhanced understanding of groupthink and design. Trickster agrees, noting that only four of them need costumes, as one can make her own. Accord already knows about Noelle, a fact that unsettles Trickster.

Sundancer bursts in, interrupting the meeting, much to Accord’s displeasure. She claims it’s an emergency, but Trickster tells her to wait outside. Accord is furious at the intrusion, and Trickster promises to make amends. Accord reveals he is a simple person who likes order, and Sundancer’s intrusion has disrupted that.

Accord rescinds his earlier generosity, demanding fifteen thousand dollars within twenty-four hours and the favor without recompense. He then states that Sundancer must die for her transgression. Trickster, trying to avoid a fight, argues that Sundancer is an “agent of order” and suggests she prove it. Accord gives him ten minutes.

Trickster rushes out, giving Sundancer his phone and taking hers. He explains the situation and instructs her to perform a perfect ballet routine for Accord within the time limit, apologize, and leave. If anything goes wrong, she should set the place on fire and escape. He then calls Oliver, who reveals that Cody touched Noelle three times.

Trickster, moving through the crowd by swapping places with people, finds a mutated and enraged Cody, now Perdition, attacking civilians. Perdition is stronger now, able to reset people back in time without needing to see them. Trickster tries to distract him, but Perdition can still track him with his power, forcing short time jumps. Perdition is close, and Trickster’s options are dwindling. He swaps himself with a woman Perdition had thrown into a wall, draws his gun, and empties the clip into Perdition’s head and chest. He then commandeers a car from a bystander.

Back at their hideout, Oliver helps Krouse carry the body inside. They find two more of Perdition’s bodies, each differently mutated. Ballistic confirms that Noelle is upset and needs calming. They discuss the damage, with at least three dead, but it’s not as bad as a previous incident. They resolve to prevent this from happening again.

Krouse, needing a smoke, steps outside. Marissa joins him, revealing that Accord wasn’t satisfied with her apology but acknowledged she was trying. Accord wants to see Krouse tonight and expects him to bring the “real culprit,” Cody. Krouse explains that they need a scapegoat and that Cody tried to enrage or kill Noelle. Marissa is horrified at the idea of giving Cody to Accord, but Krouse argues that Cody doesn’t care about their pact and that innocent people died because of him. He proposes a team consensus.

Marissa, tasked with a food run for Noelle, complains about the strange looks she gets buying large quantities of meat. Krouse suggests a cover story. Marissa also delivers a phone number from Accord, someone trying to contact Krouse.

Krouse calls the number. The person on the other end offers the Travelers a long-term job, claiming to know their circumstances and offering a solution. He knows about their origins, their encounter with Myrddin, and promises that the case won’t be pursued further. He offers them money, a way home through a contact who can create doorways between worlds, and a potential solution for Noelle, though he can’t guarantee it. He leads with a “second-best offer,” promising to close with the best one: hope. The person he just hired can see the future, and there’s a way to help Noelle, with low but maximizable chances.

Krouse, excited, tells Noelle about the offer. He explains that the Simurgh has a weakness: she can’t see the future around those immune to powers, like Scion, or when other precogs interfere. The new employer has a power that messes with precogs, and his precog employee can help circumvent the Simurgh’s influence.

Noelle, from the waist up, is still herself. Below, she’s a massive, ever-growing creature with multiple limbs, heads, and textures. She’s tried to kill herself, but nothing works. She fears becoming an Endbringer, but Krouse is hopeful. He believes this is their best chance.

On a beach, an injured Krouse wakes up. He finds Jess staring at the ocean and Sundancer unconscious nearby. He sees a bloodstain where a body was dragged away. He knows who it was, remembers the scene before he was knocked out, and realizes someone is dead.
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Worm, Chapter 18.1 Summary

The scene opens in the aftermath of a confrontation, with a damaged vault door and a sense of urgency. Skitter, Grue, Dinah, and Regent descend into the vault, where the air is thick with a foul odor. Dinah, a young precognitive, speaks softly, commanding attention despite her small stature. She reports a minimal chance of serious damage before dawn, offering a brief respite.

Tattletale discusses the situation, revealing that Coil had sent the Travelers to her for help with Noelle, who has undergone physical changes. The Travelers believed she was turning into an Endbringer, but Tattletale has two theories: either Noelle is becoming a host for an Endbringer-like entity, or someone is attempting to create their own Endbringer. She lists potential culprits, including the Protectorate, the mysterious group Cauldron, and various megalomaniac tinkers.

Dinah interjects, mentioning her impending withdrawal from the drugs she’s been forced to take. Tattletale and Grue discuss strategies, considering contacting Ballistic for his account of events and regrouping before dawn. They also seek a trustworthy doctor for Skitter and Dinah’s medical needs.

The group splits up, with Skitter, Grue, Rachel, and Dinah heading to a clinic in one of Coil’s trucks. Skitter focuses on scanning the area with her swarm, aware of the threat Noelle poses. Rachel and Dinah have a brief conversation about Bentley, Rachel’s dog. Rachel explains her training methods, and Skitter suggests that dogs need to adapt to people as much as people need to adapt to them.

At the clinic, Dinah reveals that Skitter will be the cause of trouble 80% of the time. The clinic staff, accustomed to treating supervillains, doesn’t react to their arrival. They explain their injuries: gunshots that didn’t penetrate costumes, withdrawal symptoms, and smoke inhalation coupled with chest pain.

Skitter and Dinah share a room, and Dinah discusses the end of the world, a topic Coil had frequently questioned her about. She reveals that the chance of the world ending has increased to 97.79073%. Coil had tried to understand the event but found it difficult due to the many capes with powers that interfered with Dinah’s precognition. She mentions five major groups of capes and armies that gather from around the world, but she can’t provide details on why or how. Coil, initially interested in preventing the catastrophe, shifted his focus to minimizing damage after realizing his efforts had little impact on the numbers.

Skitter removes her costume, revealing a burn. Dinah, despite her impending withdrawal, answers Skitter’s questions about the end of the world. Skitter wonders if killing everyone in her power’s reach would change the chance of the event, but Dinah says it wouldn’t. Skitter admits to killing Coil but assures Dinah she’s not the kind of villain who would kill indiscriminately.

Dr. Brimher enters, explaining that Rachel was uncooperative and her fee will be refunded. She examines Skitter, diagnosing a fractured rib and prescribing treatment for smoke inhalation and eye irritation. She then turns to Dinah, who admits to being undernourished due to involuntary incarceration. Dinah describes her withdrawal symptoms and predicts the timeline, revealing this will be her first and hopefully last time experiencing it. Skitter suggests an induced coma, but Dinah says she has to go through it the hard way to avoid relapse.

The doctor leaves to prepare a room, and Skitter offers to stay with Dinah. Dinah insists Skitter needs to help with Noelle. Skitter asks Dinah if she sees anything related to “Medhall” in the clinic, suspecting a connection to the former white supremacist gang leader, Kaiser. Dinah doesn’t know.

Skitter promises to find another place for Dinah to recuperate after getting instructions from the doctor. Dinah, sounding anxious, asks for only a couple more questions. Skitter asks about their chances of coming out okay, and Dinah gives a 64.2% chance. The chance for the rest of the city is lower, around 18.2258%.

Dinah mentions her chance of getting home is 58.5%, and Skitter realizes Dinah is aware of Skitter’s subconscious thoughts about retaining her help. Skitter assures Dinah that she won’t exploit her and promises to get her home within twenty-four hours, even if it means shouldering more risk. Dinah thanks her, relieved.
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Worm, Chapter 18.2 Summary

Dinah’s voice, tinged with fear, breaks through Skitter’s thoughts, “They won’t take me back.” Skitter, ever the pragmatist, reassures her, despite Dinah’s dread-filled premonition, “They will.” Dinah laments her altered appearance and diminished appetite, a consequence of Coil’s constant drugging. She fears her parents’ rejection, that the fear she once saw in their eyes will solidify into a permanent barrier.

Skitter counters, explaining the meaning of “parahuman,” a term Dinah misinterprets as “half-human.” Skitter shares a personal connection to language, a remnant of her late English teacher mother. This prompts Dinah to suggest Skitter reconnect with her estranged father, underscoring the importance of parents.

The scene shifts, and they are in a car, the aftermath of the clinic visit. Dinah is in the throes of withdrawal, the pain relentless despite painkillers. She repeats her fear like a mantra, “They’re not going to take me.” Skitter, aware of Dinah’s power-induced haze, tries to distract her by offering to comb her hair.

As they arrive at Dinah’s house, Skitter suggests a gentle approach, but Dinah, consumed by fear, asks Skitter to check if her parents want her. Skitter approaches the house, the parents armed and wary. She explains the situation: Coil is dead, Dinah is free but recovering from addiction. Her parents, though initially hesitant, are relieved to have their daughter back.

Dinah’s reunion with her parents is bittersweet. Skitter, having played a part in Dinah’s abduction, feels a complex mix of emotions. She decides to deal with Noelle and the impending apocalypse without exploiting Dinah’s powers, a decision that feels both right and foolishly restrictive.

Back at Tattletale’s headquarters, the Undersiders, along with Ballistic and a new recruit, Parian, prepare for the next move. Parian, a fabric manipulator, is hesitant but agrees to help, taking over a shelter and surrounding territory.

As they travel towards Noelle’s last known location, the discussion turns to strategy. Tattletale is the operational leader, Skitter the field commander. Ballistic, having filled them in on Noelle’s abilities, decides to sit out the fight, fearing she might use him against them. He paints a grim picture of Noelle: a tactical genius fueled by raw emotion, capable of absorbing dead matter and creating monstrous, stronger clones of living beings.

The Undersiders grapple with the moral dilemma of killing Noelle. Skitter advocates for containment, suggesting a combination of her webs, containment foam, and the assistance of heroes like Vista and Clockblocker. Ballistic, however, is skeptical, arguing that Noelle is no longer the person she once was.

Parian, who had joined to protect people, is conflicted. She reveals her reluctance to fight, a promise she made to her younger self to battle Endbringers, but not this. Tattletale interrupts, warning them of the approaching Protectorate and Wards. Parian decides to stay but not fight.

The chapter ends with a tense standoff between the Undersiders and the heroes, led by Miss Militia. She accuses them of the recent destruction and mentions their history of “kidnapping” heroes, including Shadow Stalker, Piggot, Calvert, and, most recently, Vista. Skitter realizes the implications: Dinah’s prediction of no major damage before dawn was wrong. Someone is missing, and the situation is far more dangerous than they anticipated.





18.x (Bonus Interlude #1; The Most Powerful Man in the World)


Worm, Chapter 18.x (Bonus Interlude #1) Summary

“I am Kevin Norton, and I am the most powerful man in the world,” Kevin declares, signaling his dog, Duke, to woof in agreement. He stumbles on the cobblestone path, his worn-out shoe catching, and laments his inability to afford new ones despite his supposed stature.

Kevin reminisces about a bakery that used to give him leftovers and small necessities. He wonders about the fate of the kind owners, hoping they weren’t forced out by the area’s renovations. He acknowledges his own lack of deserving, burdened by a heavy responsibility that costs him sleep.

He explains to Duke the three ways people end up like him: lack of support, sickness, or cowardice. He chose the third path, running away from life. A sudden summer rain prompts him to take shelter under the eaves of a building, where he admits to fucking up and needing to live with it.

A young woman named Lisette gives Kevin a ten-pound note. He engages in a conversation with her, a rare human contact he values. Lisette offers to walk with him, and Kevin shares his past, revealing how he ended up on the streets after a failed relationship with a woman.

They arrive at a bridge, a place Kevin considers his closest to home. He asks Lisette to hold Duke’s leash and approaches the bridge, washing his hands in the stream. Memories flood back, and he stands, frozen.

A golden man appears, floating above the ground. Lisette recognizes him as Scion, but Kevin corrects her, saying it was never his name. He explains that the golden man used to wander, observing but never acting, until Kevin, in a fit of anger and depression, confronted him, telling him to help people.

The golden man began to act, saving lives and intervening in conflicts, all based on Kevin’s instructions. Kevin reveals that he can influence the golden man’s actions, making him the most powerful person in the world.

Kevin recounts a specific incident where he talked to the golden man about his childhood, and the golden man fixated on the word “Zion.” This led to the name “Scion” being adopted worldwide, a trivial detail that had a global impact.

He asks the golden man to kill the Endbringers, not just fight them, realizing that his lack of specificity might have caused unnecessary deaths. He also reveals that he’s dying from hepatitis and asks the golden man to continue helping people, suggesting Lisette as a new contact.

Kevin passes Duke’s leash to Lisette, entrusting her with the responsibility of guiding the golden man. The golden man departs, leaving Lisette and Kevin to grapple with the implications of their encounter. Kevin, having settled his affairs, walks away, leaving Lisette with the heavy burden of being the most powerful person in the world, a title she earned for ten pounds.
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Worm, Chapter 18.3 Summary

Miss Militia, a hero, holds the Undersiders at gunpoint, suspecting their involvement in the recent disappearance of the young heroine, Vista. Tattletale denies any wrongdoing, and Skitter points out the inconsistencies in the accusation. A tense exchange follows, revealing the Undersiders’ pattern of withholding information and requesting help under questionable circumstances.

Imp reveals their motive: they need help with a “nasty one.” Tattletale discloses they were working for Coil, a now-deceased villain. Miss Militia, however, suspects Hellhound’s involvement due to witness reports of howling and the scale of destruction.

The conversation shifts to the Slaughterhouse Nine, and Skitter reveals Noelle, a member of the Travelers, as one of their targets. Noelle is implicated in the disappearance of forty people in New York. The Travelers’ constant movement and pursuit of quick cash are attributed to their search for someone who could help Noelle.

Miss Militia, learning from past encounters, demands an explanation for the Undersiders’ claim of indirect responsibility. Tattletale remains cryptic, citing the complications of revealing the details surrounding Coil’s death. Miss Militia presses them about the explosion at the town hall, which the Undersiders vehemently deny involvement in, even offering evidence to support their claim.

Grue suggests calling in “the big guns,” and Tattletale classifies the threat as “Class S,” on par with the Endbringers. This revelation shocks the heroes, especially when Skitter labels Noelle a “nascent Endbringer.” Tattletale elaborates that Noelle is transforming, becoming less human and more powerful. She was contained by Coil, but now she’s free and enraged.

The heroes learn that Noelle likely has Vista, and Coil’s precog predicted no real damage until dawn, giving them a short window. Skitter reveals she took Dinah Alcott, Coil’s precog, home, and her powers are currently disabled.

Assault confirms Dinah’s location, and Tattletale details Noelle’s abilities: strength comparable to Leviathan, but without his extreme density. Noelle consumes and duplicates people, creating stronger, more hostile copies. Miss Militia agrees to a tentative cooperation, demanding a hostage in exchange for their trust.

Imp jokingly offers herself, but Miss Militia insists on someone they can track. Rachel, aka Hellhound, is proposed, but she refuses. Skitter offers herself, surrendering her weapons and dismissing her swarm of bugs. Miss Militia accepts, and Skitter is patted down by Triumph before being led to a containment van.

Inside the van, Clockblocker notes Skitter’s smaller stature without her bugs and questions why she didn’t dismiss all of them. Skitter explains it’s a habit, a constant surveillance that happens automatically. Miss Militia examines Skitter’s utility compartment, finding a gun, string, pepper spray, and other items. Clockblocker picks up her baton, noting the contrast between the high-quality and mundane items.

Clockblocker questions Skitter about the Undersiders’ takeover of the city, her lack of guilt or pride, and her lack of fear as a hostage. He brings up the code violations, mentioning Shadow Stalker and Triumph’s family. Skitter defends her actions, calling Shadow Stalker damaged and broken. Clockblocker presses for evidence, but Skitter argues the system tied their hands.

The conversation turns to Skitter’s recent smoky smell, which she attributes to escaping a burning building, separate from Coil’s arson. Clockblocker, defying Miss Militia’s orders, continues to question Skitter, seeking justifications for her actions. He brings up the takeover, Mannequin and Burnscar’s killings, Panacea and Glory Girl, Battery, Triumph’s family, and Shadow Stalker.

Skitter defends, explains, or concedes each point, admitting she can’t fully justify her actions regarding Triumph’s family. Clockblocker reveals that Shadow Stalker, after being manipulated by Regent, attacked her mother and attempted suicide, resulting in her imprisonment and family estrangement. Skitter admits she feels “less bad than she should” about it but maintains that getting Shadow Stalker off the streets was worth it.

Clockblocker accuses Skitter of not paying attention to the consequences of her actions. Skitter denies enjoying the negative outcomes. The van arrives at the PRT offices, and Skitter enters as an unlikely ally, feeling further from being a hero than ever before. She reflects on her past actions, feeling less confident about her justifications, especially after hearing Clockblocker’s perspective. The weight of her decisions, though seemingly necessary at the time, now sits uneasily upon her.





18.4


Worm, Chapter 18.4 Summary

The Undersiders and the heroes, including Miss Militia, Weld, Clockblocker, and Triumph, take the elevator to the third floor of the PRT building. The Deputy Director, cynical and wary, questions their presence, noting the villains aren’t restrained. Miss Militia reveals the situation: a new class S-threat, potentially a fourth Endbringer, not yet fully grown. The officers react with alarm, and the Deputy Director orders his men to contact PRT thinkers for verification.

Miss Militia suggests waking the heavy hitters, as this might be their only chance to kill the new Endbringer. The Deputy Director asks about Director Calvert, who has gone silent, making the Undersiders prime suspects. The Deputy Director orders the villains detained and separated: Skitter and Hellhound in the conference room, Tattletale there too, Parian in the legal room, and Grue and Imp in interview room two, with a notice about Imp’s stranger classification.

Skitter apologizes to Triumph for attacking his home. Triumph, though accepting of the risk to himself, is upset about what Skitter did to his father, setting his career back. Tattletale argues his career was already damaged after the city’s flooding, and that public perception is shaped by the worst images. They discuss their motivations, with Tattletale explaining their desire for security and a system like the Yakuza, supporting local businesses and keeping the peace. Triumph finds this terrifying, but Tattletale argues they can be more effective than the heroes in stopping the drug trade and maintaining order.

Weld and Clockblocker join them. Miss Militia reveals the thinkers’ assessments: Eleventh Hour rates the threat an “eight,” Appraiser says “purple,” and Hunch confirms it’s bad. The Chief Director classifies it as a threat level A, but Tattletale insists it’s S-class, citing PRT protocols. Miss Militia argues Noelle doesn’t meet the criteria for a self-duplicator and requires contact to absorb powers, making her threat level manageable. Tattletale counters that Noelle’s threat level will skyrocket if she gets her hands on a tinker or duplicator.

Miss Militia explains the minor differences in response between class A and S crises, primarily affecting tertiary protocols and the participation of top-tier heroes. Tattletale argues that people are inherently selfish and won’t volunteer without a significant incentive, especially with no epidemic protocols in a class-A situation. Miss Militia states they have ample volunteers. Tattletale mentions Armsmaster’s escape, further complicating matters. Miss Militia, expecting Skitter to comment on authority tying hands, is met with silence. She announces an upcoming strategy meeting and the slow process of teleporting in reinforcements.

Tattletale notes Parian’s departure, escorted by Flechette, which Skitter and Tattletale see as a risk. They discuss their strategy for the fight, acknowledging their limitations against Noelle. Skitter suggests a support role for herself and Bitch, while Grue and Regent could slow Noelle down. They consider using Clockblocker on Bentley to freeze Noelle, but Clockblocker expresses fear of the dogs.

Skitter, Tattletale, and the young heroes discuss possible interactions and strategies. Clockblocker is hesitant to ride Bentley, fearing the dogs. Skitter tries to focus on breathing, avoiding a coughing fit. Tattletale asks if she’s okay, noting her quietness. Skitter attributes it to fatigue and thinking, but not formulating a master plan.

Everyone turns their attention to Eidolon’s arrival. Tattletale, despite earlier stating they shouldn’t bring anyone they can’t beat, engages him, looking for weaknesses. She reveals she knows he’s losing his powers, deducing it from his conservation of strength and Alexandria’s absence. Eidolon slaps the table, creating a forcefield that throws Skitter and Rachel against the wall. Tattletale, inside the forcefield with Eidolon, continues their conversation, suggesting Alexandria downgraded the threat level to avoid coming and that Eidolon is testing his powers.

Rachel, enraged, wants to fight, but Skitter calms her, saying they aren’t fighting. The forcefield disappears, and Eidolon claims he wanted a private conversation before leaving for fresh air. Miss Militia questions Tattletale, who downplays the incident, saying they talked it out. Miss Militia gathers everyone for the strategy meeting, with fewer reinforcements than the Leviathan fight. She outlines Noelle’s abilities: brute eight, changer two, and a striker/master ten, but Tattletale believes the rating is too low.

Miss Militia explains the plan: hit and run, maintain distance, and continuous attacks, dividing them into teams. An officer interrupts, handing Miss Militia a phone. They watch a webcam feed of Noelle, who reveals she killed Vista and created five clones. The Wards rush out to save Vista’s family. Noelle offers a deal: kill or hand over the Undersiders, and she’ll trade hostages and eventually let them try to kill her when she’s done. She claims she can’t die easily and will hunt them down until they realize it’s easier to go after the Undersiders.





18.y (Bonus Interlude #2; Crusader)


Worm, Chapter 18.y Summary (Bonus Interlude #2: Crusader)

Justin, alongside Dorothy and Geoff, discusses methods to force Theo’s trigger event, considering options like water torture, burning, and psychological methods. They are interrupted by Kayden, who objects to the idea of torture, suggesting they find another way. Justin argues that every day they wait is a day lost for training Theo’s abilities, essential for his eventual confrontation with the Slaughterhouse Nine.

They discuss Theo’s lineage, noting his connection to Kaiser and Allfather, powerful parahumans who ruled Brockton Bay. Kayden suggests they might fight the Slaughterhouse Nine themselves if Theo fails to gain powers, but Justin expresses doubts, leading to a discussion about contacting the Gesellschaft for help. Kayden expresses concern that the Gesellschaft might aid the Slaughterhouse Nine or offer Theo an undesirable power, ultimately deciding against contacting them.

Justin shares his personal beliefs, stating his alignment with Kayden’s views rather than the Gesellschaft’s, and emphasizes the urgency of Theo’s trigger event to prevent Jack Slash from harming innocents. Kayden proposes they let Dorothy clean up while Justin spars with Theo, planning to seek another solution for Theo’s trigger event.

Justin trains Theo in combat, emphasizing self-defense and perception. Later, they visit Harvard’s Department of Parahuman Studies, where they encounter Peter Gosley, a T.A. filling in for Dr. Wysocki. They question Peter about trigger events, learning about various methods governments have tried, including drug-induced panic attacks, kidnappings, and torture, with limited success.

Peter explains theories about trigger events, such as the specific trigger theory and intelligent intervention, where powers are sentient and decide who gets them. He mentions that the manner of trigger event seems to impact the resulting powers, and drugs tend to create conditional powers linked to one’s physical, mental, or emotional state.

Kayden speculates that lack of food and water could create similarly conditional powers, referencing a case where a trapped girl developed powers that fed off resources. Peter discusses the impact of being a parahuman’s child, noting that successive generations tend to produce younger capes by lowering the barrier to entry for trigger events.

Justin notices PRT vans surrounding the building, indicating they’ve been discovered. He decides to abandon Theo, believing it’s the best way to force his trigger event. Kayden initially resists, but Justin convinces her, arguing that their presence as a support system is preventing Theo from reaching the necessary breaking point. They escape, leaving Theo behind to face the authorities and potentially his trigger event alone.





18.5


Worm, Chapter 18.5 Summary:

The TV screen goes dark, signaling the end of Noelle’s damaging transmission. Tattletale remarks that this was only the second worst thing Noelle could have done, suggesting Noelle might be losing self-control. Assault expresses frustration over the repeated harm caused by the Nine and the Undersiders, questioning if they should be turned in for breaking the code. A debate ensues about whether to hunt down Noelle or apprehend the Undersiders, with Grue suggesting that internal conflict might be what Noelle wants.

Miss Militia argues against underestimating Noelle, proposing they treat the situation like an Endbringer attack and accept the Undersiders’ help. Assault voices concerns about the Undersiders breaking the truce during the Leviathan attack, to which Skitter retorts that they’ve been misinformed. Miss Militia assures Assault that if the Undersiders break the rules again, she’ll support a kill order against them.

A kill order means no holds barred, allowing official heroes to shoot them on sight and offering rewards for their deaths. Despite the risks and the unfairness of the situation, Skitter agrees to cooperate, and her team follows suit.

Tattletale reveals that Noelle lied about Vista being dead, implying Noelle can produce more clones and is keeping Vista captive to maintain pressure. Miss Militia takes charge, ordering teams to split up, with standard stranger countermeasures in effect. Dragon sets up armbands to identify allies within a 50-meter range.

Tattletale knows Noelle’s location at the time of the call but says it’s pointless as Noelle will have moved, using Vista’s power for enhanced mobility. Tattletale plans to visit her headquarters to explore theories and an off-the-wall idea involving the other Travelers. She also plans to join the Undersiders and the Chicago Wards in going to Ballistic’s territory, hoping to recruit him and Scrub, a matter-annihilating cape.

Skitter asks Bitch to clear a window, and she brings bugs inside, creating a display of power to gain respect and cooperation. The Chicago Wards introduce themselves: Tecton (tinker/thinker with piledriver gauntlets), Wanton (breaker/stranger, telekinetic storm), Grace (martial artist with enhanced perception, agility, and striker ability), and Raymancer (long-range fighter).

The Undersiders and the Chicago Wards head out, with the latter requisitioning a containment van. Tattletale warns that Assault might try to screw them over and that they need to stay on top of things to avoid being turned in. Skitter reflects on the differences between this situation and Leviathan’s attack: no air raid sirens, no evacuations, and a potential kill order on their heads.

As they move, buildings shift, indicating the presence of Vistas. Skitter finds one on a rooftop and another closing in. Bitch’s dog, Bastard, reacts, and she veers into the van’s path to avoid a collapsing building. The pseudo-Vistas are strategically altering the environment, laying groundwork for future collapses and creating obstacles. A third, tall Vista is picking through the rubble, twisting it into dust.

Noelle is nowhere to be seen, likely targeting Ballistic or Parian. These Vistas are meant to slow the group down. Skitter realizes Noelle is using tactics similar to her own but more effectively. They can’t afford to fight while Noelle targets their allies. Skitter calls for reinforcements, highlighting the urgency of the situation.





18.6


Worm, Chapter 18.6 Summary:

Skitter throws away her armband after Tattletale warns her it’s dangerous. It turns radioactive, confirming Noelle’s ability to turn matter into radioactive dust. Grue can counteract this with his darkness. The group retreats from the clone Vistas, one of which is causing buildings to collapse, another creating barriers, and the third, a tall, zig-zagging figure, turning matter radioactive.

Raymancer targets the rooftop Vista, but she bends space, not light. He hits her, but she continues her destruction. Grace is launched towards the rooftop Vista but falls short due to the distorted space. Rachel and her dogs attack the barrier-creating Vista, while the others face the radioactive one.

A feint by the radioactive Vista exposes Raymancer to radiation. Grue tries to use Raymancer’s power, but it’s ineffective. Wanton, in his telekinetic form, attacks the radioactive Vista, while Imp tasers the barrier-creating Vista, whom Rachel’s dog then kills.

Rachel heads towards the rooftop Vista, while Tecton and Grue attack the radioactive one. Skitter uses her bugs to tear open an artery on the tall Vista’s arm, causing her to bleed out. The rooftop Vista is subdued, and the heroes move on. Raymancer is critically injured from radiation exposure.

Tattletale orders quarantine and decontamination, and the group decides to check on Ballistic. Tecton stays with Raymancer, while Wanton remains in his telekinetic form to avoid radiation poisoning. Tattletale explains they need Tecton’s help against more potential Vistas.

They pick up Grace and continue towards Ballistic’s base, Tattletale driving fast as a preventative measure. They encounter another Vista clone, dispatched by other heroes, and are ordered to stand down as Eidolon has found Noelle.

Tattletale asks why, but her message isn’t relayed. They discuss the situation, realizing that Eidolon, who is losing his powers, is risking a confrontation with Noelle to strengthen his abilities, similar to how some of their teammates get stronger under certain conditions. This is extremely dangerous given Noelle’s abilities.

They learn that sunrise, when Dinah predicted things would get worse, is in nine minutes. Tattletale tries to warn Miss Militia, but the message doesn’t go through. Grace wants to follow orders, but Tecton agrees to go with the Undersiders, believing they might know what they’re doing or are at least committed enough to their plan to risk a kill order.

They discard their armbands to avoid being tracked and head towards Eidolon and Noelle. They find Eidolon speaking calmly to a massive, multi-mouthed Noelle, mentioning Coil and Cauldron. Skitter can’t get a clear read on Noelle, as her bugs disappear upon contact, but she senses Noelle is as large as an African elephant. The chapter ends with the confrontation ongoing.





18.z (Bonus Interlude #3; Jessica Yamada, Therapist)


Worm, Chapter 18.z (Bonus Interlude #3) Summary:

Jessica Yamada, a therapist working with parahumans, interacts with several patients and colleagues, revealing the psychological toll of recent events in Brockton Bay.

Thursday, June 16th, 2011, 22:11

Jessica meets with Victoria Dallon, a patient with a fear-inducing power. Victoria, unable to speak, communicates through blinking and an alphabet system. She wants to contact Amy, her sister, who is now in the Birdcage. Jessica explains Amy’s voluntary confinement due to the danger she posed, but Victoria is unconcerned, only that she is “alone”. Jessica offers to arrange a bath for Victoria, a small comfort she can provide, and Victoria agrees.

After the Meeting

Jessica, drenched in sweat from Victoria’s power, discusses the meeting with the head nurse. She agrees to take Victoria on as a patient. Next, Jessica prepares for a session with Sveta, a patient with dangerous, constricting tendrils. Despite a malfunctioning protective suit, Jessica manages to calm Sveta by reminding her of their goal: socializing her enough to celebrate Christmas with other patients. Sveta is calmed, and expresses interest in Victoria. Jessica uses this to segue into a discussion about Sveta’s self-perception as a “bad guy” due to the lives she’s taken with her power. Jessica shifts the conversation away from self-blame, and asks about Sveta’s journal, but doesn’t find an explanation for Sveta’s earlier anxiety. The session ends with Sveta asking why Jessica isn’t scared of her, to which Jessica lies, saying she has no reason to be.

Friday, June 17th, 2011, 10:15

Jessica meets with Dennis, also known as Clockblocker, a member of the Wards. Dennis talks about the recent hardships, including his father’s leukemia, Leviathan’s attack, and the abduction of his teammate Shadow Stalker by the Undersiders. He expresses a feeling of losing a war where the consequences don’t seem to affect the villains as much. He mentions a mild, conflicted crush on Shadow Stalker, and worries about a “worse fate” due to the dangerous world capes have created. He says that due to his workload, he is sleeping well, and not having problems with his diet. Dennis also regrets joining the Wards due to the bureaucracy and rules, feeling that villains have an advantage by not being bound by them. Jessica suggests that he may find answers when he stops actively searching and remains open to learning.

Friday, June 17th, 2011, 13:01

Weld, the leader of the Wards, visits Jessica. They discuss the negative portrayal of Brockton Bay in the media and the struggles of the local heroes. Weld mentions the departure of Flechette and the lack of replacements for fallen heroes, speculating that it might be due to the city’s reputation or the risks involved. He mentions a comment about him being “marketable but a freak”, but says it doesn’t bother him. Weld is interrupted by a call about Skitter and Parian, cutting the session short but promising to schedule a longer one next week. Jessica tells him to pick a proper name.

Friday, June 17th, 2011, 18:01

Lily, also known as Flechette, vents to Jessica about Parian, a friend and romantic interest, being “turned” by Skitter. Skitter offered Parian money for her family’s medical expenses and her education, leading Parian to leave with her. Lily is heartbroken and feels betrayed. She had feelings for Parian but never confessed, especially after Parian’s family tragedy. Lily describes Skitter’s unsettling presence and ability to manipulate others with her seemingly idealistic words. She debates whether Skitter was genuine or just manipulating them under Tattletale’s influence. Lily has a satchel with the answer but refuses to show Jessica. Lily is called away by Miss Militia, who informs her that Triumph has been hospitalized due to anaphylactic shock, implied to be Skitter’s doing. Lily, despite her emotional turmoil, quickly composes herself and leaves. Jessica reflects on the demands of the cape life and the difficulty teenagers face in such situations.

Saturday, June 18th, 9:01

Kid Win visits Jessica but expresses his preference for working through problems on his own. He believes that conforming to others’ expectations has caused him problems and that he’s happier following his own path. He mentions that if he were to talk about being happier during a time when others are miserable, he feels like therapy would try to change that. He decides to leave, preferring to spend time taking notes rather than talking, but assures Jessica it’s nothing personal.

Saturday, June 18th, 11:06

Vista (Missy) visits Jessica and questions how Jessica can help without understanding their experiences in Brockton Bay. She reveals that she tries to help her teammates and feels like the team’s “heart,” as Weld put it. Vista is torn between wanting to keep the team together and a colder, more logical part of her that accepts the inevitability of their demise, especially with the world supposedly ending in two years. She says she’s okay with that, and challenges Jessica to “therapy that”. Jessica accepts the challenge, offering to equip Vista with tools to help her teammates, hoping to tip the scales in favor of unity over fatalism.

Sunday, June 19th, 17:39

Jessica receives a call about a patient and agrees to come in, despite it being her day off.

Monday, June 20th, 12:50

Jessica waits anxiously in her office. The Wards’ intervention in a villain attack went wrong, resulting in numerous deaths. Jessica feels useless, unable to help in the crisis. She goes to the roof and smokes, reflecting on her inability to offer assistance.

Tuesday, June 21st, 6:10

Jessica, still on the roof and on her fifth cigarette, is approached by Eidolon. He asks for a few moments of her time, not for therapy, but to confide in her. Eidolon reveals he’s losing his powers, which could have devastating consequences for the fight against the Endbringers. He says that when he fights, he feels close to regaining his lost power. He hopes for a serious fight tonight, one where he can either regain his powers or die trying, as he sees no point in living without them. He chose Jessica because he used psychometry to view her past and believes she won’t betray his confidence. He asks her to wish him luck, which she does, before he departs.





18.7


Worm, Chapter 18.7 Summary:

Skitter, Grue, Tattletale, Regent, Tecton, and Grace gather near Noelle and Eidolon’s battleground. Skitter explains that “Cauldron”, the organization responsible for Noelle’s condition and monstrous capes (Case 53s), involved Coil. Noelle and Eidolon converse, revealing Coil’s involvement from the start. Eidolon suggests an alternative, prompting Noelle to admit she wants to die. Eidolon, too, confesses his fear of death, sensing Noelle isn’t alone.

Noelle produces clones, including Vista, Circus, Über, and Leet. Leet sets up a tinker-made gun behind Eidolon. The team debates intervention, with Tecton and Grace advocating trust in Eidolon, while Tattletale and Skitter express concern. Skitter compromises by drawing arrows to guide Eidolon to Leet, while the others prepare for a potential rescue.

Noelle admits she hopes to lose, her mind too muddled to give up. Leet prepares to fire, and Skitter tries to sabotage the gun with cockroaches. Leet fires, but the gun malfunctions due to Skitter’s sabotage, electrocuting Leet. Noelle orders her minions to attack, but Eidolon unleashes a powerful gravity-based attack, crushing most of the clones.

Tattletale realizes they inadvertently sent Imp to deal with Leet. Skitter reverses the arrows, warning Imp to retreat. Another gravity attack by Eidolon follows, and Noelle advances, seemingly immune to the pressure. Imp slits Leet’s throat, and Eidolon turns to attack him, but Imp is already there. Leet, in a dying act, pulls the gun’s power supply, causing a massive explosion.

Noelle, unfazed by the blast, scales a skyscraper. Eidolon follows, tearing a third of the building down with his gravity power, but Noelle continues her ascent, unfazed. The team reaches the explosion site, finding Imp injured but alive with a ruptured eardrum. Tattletale reveals that Noelle can create clones without constant contact, a short-duration ability after absorbing someone.

They head to the stairwell, discussing the ongoing fight. Eidolon uses gravity manipulation, flight, and a danger sense against Noelle, who employs a two-dimensional Vista to protect her clones. Eidolon avoids hitting civilians, possibly due to his danger sense. The team gets on Bentley and heads towards the battle.

Eidolon attacks himself with a gravity-slam, seemingly pointless. Noelle vomits up two clones: a Vista and a Leet. Skitter sends bugs after them, noticing a rat among the vomit, realizing Noelle can clone animals. She begins exterminating the rats.

Noelle attacks a group of evacuating civilians, absorbing them. She vomits out eighteen to twenty people, half mutated, and swallows the real Vista. Tattletale realizes Noelle is keeping the capes she creates clones of inside her. Noelle turns and runs.

The team decides to rescue the vomited people, clear away the clones, signal Eidolon, and chase Noelle. They find wasps, hornets, and cockroaches in the vomit, attacking people and bugs, uncontrollable by Skitter.





18.8


Worm, Chapter 18.8 Summary:

Skitter messed up. Noelle absorbed her bugs, spitting out uncontrollable ones that methodically hunted her swarm and attacked people. Skitter and Bitch, riding Bentley, decided to deal with unpowered clones, using the swarm for communication. Tattletale, taking Imp, planned to use a phone and computer, as Imp was injured.

Entering a building lobby, they found victims and aggressive clones. Bitch used a chain to clothesline the clones into a tangle. Skitter freed an innocent, then, with Bitch’s dogs, confronted three more clones. The clones were twisted, caring only for their mission. Skitter’s injuries slowed her, but she used her swarm and weapons to fight. One clone, obsessed with a girl named Steph, killed his counterpart for rejecting him. After revealing his plan to burn and kill, Skitter had Bitch’s dogs finish him.

They couldn’t track Noelle without bugs, but Grue spotted her. She’d absorbed more capes. Tecton identified them as Chronicler, Strapping Lad, Intrepid, and Young Buck, a harassment-focused team. They planned to support from the ground, prioritizing safety.

Noelle, resembling Bitch’s dogs, fought the young heroes. Young Buck used a projectile-like attack, while Chronicler created semi-solid duplicates. Tecton shattered the ground beneath Noelle, creating an antlion pit. Regent struggled to affect Noelle’s mixed form. Grue signaled Eidolon, seeking cooperation, then borrowed Grace’s power for an attack.

Noelle vomited into the pit, an ambush with a two-dimensional Vista. Tecton shattered more ground, revealing an Über and a Circus clone. Über threw knives, injuring Young Buck and Chronicler. Circus used a vacuum to pull in fliers, setting one on fire. Grace and Regent took her down.

Noelle, still in the pit, vomited a massive geyser, depositing clones and a real Leet. She used the bodies to climb out. Eidolon used desiccation, killing bugs and drying Noelle, but she regenerated. Ballistic, Scrub, and Trickster arrived, intending to “fix” Noelle.

Noelle, shot through the heart and brain, was still alive. She called them traitors. Trickster argued that the old Noelle was gone, and after a tense exchange, agreed to her demand. He swapped Grue with himself, placing Grue near Noelle, who absorbed him. Trickster then teleported Skitter in front of Noelle. She was caught and pulled into Noelle’s body, her power cutting out as she was enveloped in darkness.





18.z (Bonus Interlude #4; Faultline)


Worm, Chapter 18.z Summary:

Dr. Jeremy Foster, a former asylum doctor, was awakened by gunshots. He heard a woman’s voice on his radio, not his captain’s. Sensing danger, he locked himself in his panic room, equipped with security monitors. His estate’s guards were down, and his phones were jammed.

Invaders, seemingly unfazed by his expensive art, entered his altered bedroom, now a field due to a parahuman’s power. The room transformed further, and cracks appeared on his panic room door. He fired his gun, but nobody was there. The room’s surfaces were being etched and transformed into plant-like forms. A voice identified herself as Faultline.

Faultline, leader of a mercenary group, was inside Dr. Foster’s altered bedroom with her team: Shamrock, Gregor, Spitfire, Newter, and Labyrinth. Labyrinth’s power was transforming the room, causing a bad day for her. They weren’t there for revenge but for information. Dr. Foster claimed he no longer worked with the Asylum. Faultline accused him of being a spy, bankrolled by someone, possibly Cauldron or foreign agencies. She threatened to expose him if he didn’t cooperate.

Dr. Foster, fearing for his safety and reputation, eventually confessed to working for the United Kingdom and the C.U. (China), feeding them information from the asylum. He was paid to observe, especially during the Simurgh attack in Wisconsin. He revealed his contact was named “Christof,” a name that excited Faultline. She learned that Cauldron might have been involved, suggesting they were interested in the Madison quarantine.

Later, Faultline’s team was in a hotel, discussing their mission. They planned to enter the Madison quarantine zone, created after a Simurgh attack. Faultline led her team through a tunnel into the devastated city. Inside, they found signs of life but no people. They encountered five survivors, who were initially hostile. Faultline offered them a way out in exchange for information about the monsters from the portal the Simurgh created. One survivor, Maddie, revealed she was a parahuman, like them, and had been experimented on.

Maddie, now called Matryoshka, joined Faultline’s team. They returned to the hotel, where Matryoshka experienced modern amenities for the first time. Faultline received a message from Coil in Brockton Bay, delivered by Tattletale. Tattletale wanted to borrow Labyrinth for a non-combat situation, offering a large sum of money. Faultline, suspicious but enticed by the payment, agreed.

While preparing to leave the hotel, Faultline sensed something was wrong. She found her team attacked and injured. Gregor was burned, Newter was broken, Matryoshka was pinned to the wall, Labyrinth was screaming and injured, and Shamrock was performing a tracheotomy on Spitfire. The attacker was a woman in a suit, who had defeated them effortlessly. A note left behind read, “Final warning. -c”.





18.z (Interlude; Echidna)


Worm, Chapter 18.z (Interlude; Echidna) Summary:

Noelle, in a gaming tournament with her team, was in the zone, her senses heightened. As their scout’s hawk flew through the game’s virtual swamp, she gave orders, analyzing every detail. Cody switched to ranged combat, Luke prepared wind magic, and Mars circled to attack from a distance. They charged into a clearing, where the hag, Dimplecheeks, summoned demons and teleported.

Jess reported the enemy team was heading to invade their dungeon. Noelle’s mind raced, managing the fight while anticipating the enemy’s arrival. They couldn’t defeat the hag before the enemy team arrived. Noelle ordered Jess to fortify her dungeon, even though her boss monster was weak.

The enemy team appeared, and Noelle’s team was already injured. Dying was inevitable, but she aimed to slow them down. She challenged the enemy’s Chronomancer, defeating him quickly, then challenged the hag, landing two hits. Cody and Luke fell, leaving Noelle and Marissa. Marissa ‘kited’ around the perimeter, firing arrows, while Noelle absorbed the enemy’s attacks. Mars fell, and Cody raged.

Noelle focused on slowing the enemy, using a potion to buy time. The enemy cornered her, and a toxin-bomb ended her. Her respawn timer began. The enemy leveled up, a well-timed maneuver. Cody respawned, followed by Luke, then the enemy Chronomancer. The enemy was on the second-to-last room of Jess’ dungeon.

Noelle and Mars respawned, joining the fight. The enemy was defeating Jess’ boss, an ogre king. Noelle’s team fought the hag, but it was thirty-twenty five in the enemy’s favor. When the screen went dark, they weren’t sure who won. Then, ‘Victory!’ flashed across the screen. They cheered, hugging Krouse, who was smiling on a desk. Noelle hugged him, feeling a rare moment of genuine happiness. Krouse praised her, saying she made the difference.

■

Noelle, now a monstrous being, felt a burning heat within her. Trickster swapped Sundancer with a flying cape, neutralizing her. He hesitated when Noelle asked for help, but now showed no doubt. A vivid memory flashed in Noelle’s mind, but it didn’t sway her as intended.

Regent, half-trapped in Noelle, taunted her. Bitch, the last Undersider, was hidden by the armored tinker’s dust cloud. Noelle vomited clones to use against Bitch but lost one, a large but useless one named Über. She killed Genesis, a charging bull-jellyfish hybrid. Regent asked for a goatee on his clone. Noelle ignored him, absorbing him fully.

She ran, feeling a rush of endorphins. Her body manipulated her mind, rewarding her with pleasant feelings when she acted in sync with it. She was losing control, with only weeks, days, or hours before she was fully subsumed.

She leaped over a pit the tinker created, spitting a stream of bodies at him. He blocked with a makeshift barrier. A girl in silver armor kicked her, breaking her stride. Noelle decided to let Bitch go for now, focusing on defense. She had three Undersiders: Regent, Skitter, and Grue. She chose Grue, swallowing the original and letting a clone spill out.

Her Grue clone was monstrous, covered in darkness, with black eyes and misshapen teeth. He hurled spheres of darkness at the girl in white, one hitting her. A thread of darkness connected the sticky substance to Grue, allowing him to control it and absorb her power. The tinker cut the thread, and Grue turned to face him.

Trickster was being attacked by her clones. She ordered them to stop, and they backed away. She faced Eidolon and a flying cape with Trickster, a united front.

■

“It’s not you, it’s me,” Noelle said to Krouse, breaking up with him. She claimed their relationship was stalled, unfair to him. Krouse insisted he was okay with it, but Noelle was adamant. He mentioned her “stuff” she wouldn’t share, making her wonder if he knew about her issues. He offered to leave the club if it helped, but she refused. He asked her to look him in the eye and say she was worse off with him. She couldn’t. “Never mind,” she said, wanting to forget the conversation. He offered to walk her home, and she nodded, feeling a mix of emotions.

■

Noelle was fighting Eidolon, lost in memories. She swallowed Skitter, finding her taste and smell right, a decision her body made without her consent. She checked, confirming Skitter, Grue, Regent, and a space warper were safely inside her.

Eidolon used a gravity attack, tearing her flesh. Regent, half-formed, emerged. The girl in white attacked, and the tinker created fissures. Noelle vomited at the tinker, who blocked with debris and barriers. Eidolon’s gravity attack intensified, but Trickster broke his contact by teleporting him. Eidolon created electric orbs, slowly homing in on Trickster.

Noelle, feeling less resentment towards Trickster, moved towards him. She crashed into the orbs, absorbing their energy, enduring inhuman pain. She shielded Trickster from the approaching orbs. “I’m sorry,” Trickster said. Noelle felt a killing instinct towards Eidolon, never wanting to kill before. She gave her body control, experiencing a different memory.

■

A collective of entities traveled through immeasurable distances and time, sharing knowledge and carrying out cycles. One entity within the collective had a specific target, an individual to bond with, to influence the cycle. It could see its objective, a living being, and encoded the time and place.

■

Noelle realized she wasn’t the intended host. The entity, her powers, were meant for someone else, twisted by her issues and the incomplete dose. Her minions surrounded her: two Tricksters, Skitter, Grue, Regent, two blondes, four civilians, and the tinker. Eidolon, covered in bile and blood, was on his knees. “Why isn’t it working?” he asked, his voice distorted.

Noelle offered a deal: her minions would run, causing damage, unless he let her go. She’d give herself up after taking down the remaining Undersiders. Eidolon agreed, requesting reinforcements but ordering them not to engage. A PRT member coined her “Echidna,” not wanting to associate his daughter, Noelle, with her.

■

Noelle found the remaining Undersiders in Coil’s base. She spat out Vistas to create a way in, absorbing and expelling rubble. She entered the vault, finding Tattletale and Bitch with her dogs. Noelle felt like herself again, despite the circumstances. “Come on. Do your worst,” Tattletale grinned, her grip on the railing betraying her fear.









19.1


Worm, Chapter 19.1 Summary:

Taylor was in a nightmare, where the school’s bell tolled with an echoing, unending deep tone. She couldn’t maintain her footing, felt blind, and experienced a familiar sensation of being perpetually off-balance. Tall figures shoved past her, their bags catching on her nose and causing it to bleed. As she staggered, someone walked into her as if she were invisible, knocking her down. Another person stepped on her hand, breaking something.

Emma, Madison, and Sophia were there, tormenting her. Every attempt she made to defend herself was punished, as if the universe was conspiring against her. She searched for a weapon, a tool, something she was supposed to have, but found nothing.

■

Tattletale leaped back as Noelle lunged, catching the metal walkway, which pulled free as Noelle fell. Tattletale retreated into Coil’s room, a space designed with thick concrete walls and a doorway to nowhere, built after Coil learned about Noelle’s potential to go rogue. She gunned down a Grue clone that Noelle vomited out.

■

Taylor, still in her nightmare, felt a breaking point. Protecting her brain became paramount. She stopped fighting back, curling into a ball. The assault became periodic kicks and stomps, accompanied by a familiar shame. Sophia approached with a noose, lifting Taylor off the ground. Madison opened a locker, and Sophia shoved Taylor inside, surrounded by a rancid smell and biting bugs.

■

Tattletale cooked a grenade and tossed it at Noelle. The explosion was intense, with smoke and heat radiating outward. “Rachel! Now!” Tattletale shouted.

■

Taylor, in the locker, felt her heart slow, her thoughts turning to slush as her life flashed before her in fragmented images. She felt disembodied, then could breathe again. The scene shifted to a factory with churning machinery, where Mannequin stood, sharpening his four three-foot blades. People from her territory, along with allies and family, hid in the shadows. Taylor assessed her tools: a gun, a knife, a baton, and her bugs.

■

Tattletale handcuffed herself to a chain attached to a cluster of wires. Noelle’s tongue wrapped around her waist, but Tattletale shot it off. Bitch sent three of her largest dogs at Noelle, who absorbed them, her flesh stretching thin around their growing forms. Two figures emerged from behind Noelle: Regent and Skitter. Regent made Tattletale drop her gun, her hand snapping to her throat. The other Skitter commanded all bugs in the area to turn toward Rachel.

■

Taylor called her bugs, but only a few responded, the heat killing most. Mannequin pointed at her dad. She shot at Mannequin, but with only one bullet, it barely fazed him. She charged with her knife and baton, but he ignored her, stabbing downward. She couldn’t look. Mannequin attacked her, his blade penetrating her armor. She screamed in rage, battering him to no avail. He crushed her in a bear hug. Her life flashed before her eyes, then she was in a flooded ruin, surrounded by desolation and signs of the S9. An explosion took the top off a building. She felt sick, her skin burning. Radiation? A plague? Cockroaches fled. “Where are you?” a filtered voice asked, followed by a girl’s giggle. Bonesaw, Bakuda, and Jack were close. The Nine were here. Taylor reached for the cockroaches.

■

Noelle called for Regent, who reluctantly climbed her arm to a doorway leading to the cells, where Shatterbird was held. Tattletale was on the ground, with two Skitters and a Grue approaching. Rachel lay prone, Bastard shielding her from the bugs. The Skitters discussed their plan, with one mentioning Tattletale’s secrets and trigger event. Tattletale taunted them, saying they were already off-balance. Skitter One suggested turning the tables, messing with Tattletale’s head. Tattletale ordered Bentley to attack. Skitter Two was shattered by Bentley, while Skitter One bound him with silk. Tattletale shot Skitter One, but the bugs continued their work. Grue teleported Skitter One with his darkness. Heroes were on their way, Miss Militia leading them. Shatterbird appeared, pushing Regent’s limp body onto Noelle. Miss Militia opened the door, and Tattletale shouted, “Shut the door!” Shatterbird screamed, using her power.

■

Taylor created swarm-clones with the cockroaches, but the Nine weren’t fooled. She ran, Night crippled her, and she was surrounded by the Nine, including Weld. She tried to warn him, but her words were mumbled. Weld grabbed her and carried her. She felt her power waking up, sensing the bugs and the surroundings. She saw Shatterbird, Noelle with absorbed dogs, Rachel, Tattletale, and Imp down. The heroes were losing momentum, focusing on saving their teammates. Her doppelgangers had complete control of her bugs. Skitter One talked to Weld, mentioning the bad things Taylor had done. Weld said he didn’t care, that they would take her into custody after this. Skitter One revealed that Taylor had murdered Weld’s boss, Thomas Calvert. Imp appeared and slashed Skitter One. Weld threw Taylor away from Noelle, then submerged himself in her, hacking his way through. Taylor drove Shatterbird away with her bugs and destroyed the bug clones. Miss Militia arrived, and Tattletale ordered Rachel to feed Noelle more dogs. The dogs attacked Noelle, getting stuck in her. Weld fought to emerge, throwing out Grue and a dog. Noelle vomited a stream of clones and a dog, which Bentley killed. Weld emerged with Grue and a dog. Tattletale asked Miss Militia for containment foam. Noelle got to her feet, vomiting more clones. Miss Militia used a flamethrower, but the heat and smoke were unsustainable. Noelle was about to spray again when bodies started dropping from her gut. Weld emerged, throwing out more clones and dogs. Noelle belly-flopped onto Weld, Grace, and a dismembered foot. Miss Militia fired a rocket launcher at Weld’s location. He emerged, throwing the others to safety. The group retreated up the staircase. Echidna was stuck, unable to fit through the door. The building shook as they escaped. Tattletale collapsed outside. Weld mentioned Vista was missing. Miss Militia asked about the containment foam, and Tattletale said they needed to buy time. Miss Militia grabbed Tattletale’s phone, preventing her from doing something drastic. Tattletale revealed a contingency plan: blowing up the base. Miss Militia input the code, and explosions rocked the building, causing it to collapse. The underground base imploded. Tattletale said they bought an hour, maybe a few. Grue noted that Noelle was stronger now. Tattletale admitted she didn’t have a solid plan, only ideas. Taylor had a few bad ideas too. Tattletale decided to seek healing. Taylor, Grue, and Regent were in bad shape. Weld and Miss Militia were talking, looking at Taylor. They knew about Thomas Calvert.
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Worm, Chapter 19.2 Summary:

Skitter struggled to her feet, her bugs forming a cloak around her. She approached Weld and Miss Militia, who went silent as she neared. She thanked Weld for the rescue, acknowledging his heroism. Weld mentioned Imp and Tattletale’s convincing argument about the danger posed by Skitter’s clones and the psychotic Grues. Miss Militia added that at least one Grue clone likely survived. Skitter suggested that other capes were equally dangerous, prompting Miss Militia to note the illuminating nature of the situation regarding unchecked powers.

Miss Militia mentioned the Undersiders’ removal of their armbands, indicating they were playing loose with the rules. Skitter stated this was related to what she wanted to discuss, addressing the information her clone had revealed. Weld offered her a way out, suggesting the clone might have been lying, but he had still informed his boss.

Skitter, choosing her words carefully, revealed that Thomas Calvert was Coil. She explained Coil’s power to create parallel realities, which he used to amass wealth and hire mercenaries, including the Travelers and the Undersiders. Coil’s power ensured their plans were more likely to succeed, leading to their takeover of the city. He then staged his own death, along with those of reporters, setting up a body double to die in his place. His plan was for his hired woman to become mayor, Piggot to lose her job, and Calvert to become head of the PRT.

Skitter outlined Coil’s grand plan: controlling all illicit activity in Brockton Bay through the Undersiders and Travelers, dominating local business and industry with his wealth and power, controlling the government through puppets, and the heroes through his PRT position. When asked if she had murdered him, Skitter evaded the question, suggesting it would be better not to answer.

Miss Militia said she would discuss this with her superiors, suggesting a temporary truce. Skitter advised against informing the higher-ups, hinting at Tattletale’s suspicions about Eidolon’s motives. She mentioned overhearing Eidolon talking to Noelle, suggesting he knew about Coil’s involvement with Cauldron.

Miss Militia and Skitter moved away from the others. Skitter asked if Miss Militia knew about Cauldron, which she dismissed as a debunked rumor. Skitter insisted on Cauldron’s existence, citing the Merchants’ power-granting vials and a contract with Cauldron. When asked if she had seen someone gain powers from the vials, Skitter admitted she hadn’t.

Miss Militia suggested that the name “Cauldron” was used for advantage, but Skitter countered with Eidolon’s statement about Coil and Cauldron’s involvement with Noelle. Miss Militia accused Skitter of lying or using an unbelievable story to buy time. Skitter denied seeking an argument, stating she only wanted to put her cards on the table, except for admitting to the murder.

Miss Militia asked what they were supposed to do with this information. Skitter suggested operating as usual but keeping their eyes open. When asked if she would surrender peacefully if they decided to arrest her, Skitter said no. Miss Militia accused her of selfishness, but Skitter maintained she was not trying to defend herself, only suggesting they be more wary of Eidolon and investigate Calvert’s connection to Coil.

Weld asked if Skitter was speaking from experience about blurring identities. Skitter evaded the question. Tattletale interrupted, asking to steal Skitter away. Miss Militia agreed, expressing appreciation if Skitter was telling the truth.

Tattletale introduced Skitter to Scapegoat, a young hero who could transfer injuries. Scapegoat explained that his healing was fragile and temporary, with injuries potentially returning worse if the effect broke. Despite the risks, Skitter agreed. Scapegoat touched her hand, causing a rush of intense sensations. Tattletale explained that Scapegoat was patching Skitter with unhurt parts from alternate versions of herself.

The sensations intensified, and Skitter tried to displace herself from her body using her bugs. Tattletale warned that a new injury or shock could break the effect, bringing back all injuries worse. Skitter questioned how she could fight like this, but Scapegoat said it was too late to undo it.

Suddenly, the sensations stopped, and Skitter could see and breathe again. Scapegoat, now suffering from Skitter’s injuries, coughed and wheezed. Tattletale explained that Scapegoat had taken on Skitter’s injuries, including her blindness.

Other junior heroes gathered, including Grace and Wanton. Scapegoat, supported by Grace and Tattletale, was still recovering. Grace asked if Skitter had been blind, and Skitter confirmed it had happened before they parted ways. Grace looked worse for wear, her costume stained with Noelle’s fluids.

Skitter felt better, almost euphoric. She asked Grace and Wanton to accompany her to find the others. They agreed, their orders still standing. Tattletale advised against bringing Bentley due to the risk of breaking Scapegoat’s effect. Skitter suggested using a containment van and foam to keep him safe.

Tattletale helped Skitter avoid straining herself. They found the Undersiders, with Grue unresponsive and withdrawn. Skitter explained that being inside Echidna showed variations of trigger events or ugly moments. She suggested Imp take Grue home, as he needed reassurance. Imp mentioned Grue’s other trigger event was about Skitter.

Skitter offered to take Grue, leaving Tattletale to lead the Undersiders. Imp hesitated, then agreed. Skitter took Grue’s hand, urging him to go with Aisha and leave the scene behind. He resisted, but she insisted, placing his hand in Aisha’s.

Skitter watched them leave, then rejoined the others. Reinforcements had arrived, including Alexandria, Legend, Myrddin, Chevalier, and Eidolon. Tattletale, with a mischievous smile, said “Cauldron” loud enough for the heroes to hear. Legend reacted, confirming Tattletale’s suspicion that all three knew about Cauldron.

They walked past the major heroes, adding three potential enemies to their list.
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Worm, Chapter 19.3 Summary:

Tattletale’s outburst had put the group in a precarious position, surrounded by heroes who didn’t trust them. Skitter, mindful of the listening Wards and Scapegoat, subtly chastised Tattletale for her ill-timed provocation of the Triumvirate, emphasizing the need to avoid making enemies and risking a kill order. Tattletale, though somewhat dismissive, agreed to avoid seeming dangerous.

They discussed strategy with the Chicago Wards. Wanton explained that Myrddin had collected the radioactive material, but his other form felt weak. Raymancer had suffered severe radiation poisoning. Skitter, recalling Grue’s distress, advised Tecton to focus on the present situation and help Raymancer after they survived. Tecton, surprisingly, expressed faith in Myrddin’s ability to handle Raymancer’s care.

Skitter suggested blaming her for the armband incident, but Regent offered to take the blame. Tecton refused, not wanting to be responsible for their deaths. They discussed their next steps: Skitter wanted to resupply and retrieve Atlas, while Tattletale wanted to meet with the remaining Travelers and Faultline’s Crew.

They found the Travelers in custody, with Trickster absent. Genesis, Sundancer, and Ballistic were immobilized by containment foam, while Scrub was buried in the road. Gully, a member of Wards West, greeted them and explained that she was temporarily in charge. Tecton and Gully shared a moment of camaraderie, revealing their history and mutual respect.

Tattletale approached Scrub, revealing her theory about his power. She believed he was transplanting matter to another Earth, not simply annihilating it. To demonstrate, she had Gully extract a section of road hit by one of Scrub’s blasts, revealing a subtle change in the road’s texture.

Tattletale explained her theory about powers and their limitations. She posited that passengers connect capes to parallel Earths, allowing them to draw power and avoid self-harm. Scrub, for example, shunted matter to another Earth while simultaneously pulling in more permanent elements, preventing him from destroying the ground beneath him. Similarly, Shadow Stalker displaced her mass between Earths, and Sundancer shunted heat to another world.

Skitter questioned her own power’s source, and Tattletale suggested she might be leeching energy from other Earths. The implications of potentially harming other worlds disturbed Skitter. Tattletale further theorized that passengers might be massive entities residing on other Earths, connected to capes through a thread to their brains, processing their abilities and channeling necessary energies.

Tattletale proposed that Echidna might have a broken or demented passenger, or that her passenger was trying to enter their world. She believed understanding passengers was crucial to stopping or fixing Echidna. However, she acknowledged that powerful individuals might oppose their investigation into Cauldron.

Tattletale then proposed a radical plan: tearing a hole between dimensions.
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Worm, Chapter 19.x (Bonus Interlude #1) Summary:

Rey, also known as Blasto, a bio-tinker, hesitantly approached Accord’s Victorian-style home. Accord, a meticulous and impeccably dressed villain, greeted him, offering a deal: in exchange for Blasto’s help in eliminating the Nazi capes who destroyed his lab, Accord would provide him with a state-of-the-art laboratory and half of Blasto’s territory after the job was done.

Accord led Blasto to a pristine basement lab, a stark contrast to Blasto’s usual cluttered and aging equipment. This lab was a dream, fully stocked with clean, high-quality tools and materials, including neatly ordered bins of chemicals and troughs of rich earth.

Accord presented Blasto with a database and samples he’d acquired, originally intended as a bargaining chip. The database contained PRT records on numerous parahumans, including detailed power analyses. Among the samples were tissues from various capes and, most surprisingly, a fragment of the Simurgh’s feather.

Blasto, observed by Accord’s ambassador Citrine, began experimenting. He explained his usual method of creating plant-animal hybrids through a process of budding and culling, using special seeds that acted as stem cells. His ultimate goal, however, was to replicate an Endbringer, using the Simurgh’s tissue as a base. He suspected Accord anticipated this, providing the samples for that purpose.

As Blasto worked, splicing the Simurgh’s feather with other tissues and creating a homunculus lab assistant, Citrine revealed she was bored and tried to engage him in conversation. Rey, although he preferred to stay quiet, talked to her about his work. He explained that he considered that what tinkers did was more art than science.

The news on a nearby TV showed the Slaughterhouse Nine attacking Boston. Blasto, focused on his work, barely reacted. He continued developing his Endbringer replica, naming it Morrígan, and monitoring its growth. He had also sprayed himself and his lab with pheromones to control his creations.

The situation escalated when Bonesaw and Damsel of Distress, members of the Slaughterhouse Nine, infiltrated the lab, killing Accord’s ambassadors. Bonesaw, intrigued by Blasto’s work, conversed with him while Damsel was quickly dispatched by Defiant, formerly known as Armsmaster. Defiant, in a biohazard-safe suit, engaged Bonesaw in a brutal fight.

Blasto, caught in the middle, realized he had to choose between his own survival and preventing Bonesaw from causing further harm. He decided to help Defiant, knowing it might cost him his life.

Bonesaw, despite being impaled and dismembered, continued to fight, using her altered body and knowledge of diseases. She also injected herself into Rey’s body, controlling him like a puppet. Defiant, hindered by a strange white smoke, was unable to reach Bonesaw.

Blasto, under Bonesaw’s control, opened the Morrígan’s tube prematurely, hoping it would intervene. However, the creature was not viable and died instantly. Bonesaw, using Blasto’s body, collected samples of other Slaughterhouse Nine members, including a crucial seed from Blasto’s own creations, before escaping into the subway system with him as her puppet.

Defiant, freed by Dragon, surveyed the aftermath. They had lost two suits and were unsure what Bonesaw had taken, but they had killed four members of the Nine. Dragon revealed they had also captured Manton, the Siberian’s controller, effectively ending the Siberian’s threat.

Despite the losses, they considered it a partial victory, a step closer to stopping the Slaughterhouse Nine. They prepared to mobilize, determined to continue the fight.
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Worm, Chapter 19.4 Summary:

“Perfectly happy,” Scapegoat said, wallowing in self-delusion about Brockton Bay’s safety despite evidence to the contrary, until Tattletale shattered his blissful ignorance. Tattletale, ever the strategist, proposed a daring plan: tear a hole in reality using Scrub’s power combined with another’s. Her target? Noelle, also known as Echidna, the monstrous parahuman wreaking havoc.

Tecton, a seasoned hero, questioned the wisdom of such a risky move, but Tattletale was adamant. This wasn’t just about containing Noelle; it was about striking at the source of parahuman abilities, a chance to shut them down. The Travelers, a group displaced from their reality by Cauldron, held the key. Their desire to return home was Tattletale’s ultimate bargaining chip.

Skitter, weary but resolute, agreed to gather supplies with Scapegoat, accompanied by Rachel and her mutant dogs, as well as the heroes Gully and Wanton. As they navigated the evacuating city, Skitter used her bugs to guide them, her mind drifting in and out of a restless near-sleep.

Upon reaching their destination, Skitter found Atlas, her giant beetle, weak but unharmed. She fed him and prepared for their return, only to find the others gone. A tense reunion with Tattletale and a group of heroes revealed a standoff. Tattletale, pushing her risky plan, had provoked the heroes, leading to a confrontation with Miss Militia.

Accusations flew, revealing a hidden truth about Cauldron, the organization behind the creation of many parahumans. The Triumvirate, the world’s foremost hero team, was deeply involved. Legend himself arrived, confirming the shocking revelation and explaining Cauldron’s motives and the origin of the Travelers.

As the ground trembled, signaling Echidna’s imminent arrival, Legend revealed another bombshell: Manton, the Siberian’s controller, was responsible for the “case fifty-threes,” individuals altered by a Cauldron formula. Despite the gravity of the situation, Tattletale’s triumphant smile hinted at a deeper game, one Skitter couldn’t fully grasp.

With Echidna’s emergence, the fragile peace shattered. The monstrous parahuman, now larger and more developed, attacked, her Grue clone creating a wave of darkness to engulf the heroes. Legend, Alexandria, and Eidolon took to the air, their subtle nod to each other confirming Skitter’s suspicions of Legend’s earlier omissions.

The battle was about to begin, and Skitter, caught in a web of secrets and lies, knew that the truth, like Echidna, was a monstrous force, difficult to contain and impossible to ignore.
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Grue’s darkness, a tidal wave, surged toward Scapegoat’s van. Skitter, atop Atlas, pursued, guided by her bugs. The van rematerialized, heroes scattered. Skitter’s heart pounded, relieved that Scapegoat’s power remained intact. They were dispersed, battle lines shattered, struggling to regroup.

Skitter’s bugs crafted a cord, attempting to ensnare the teleporting Grue. Futile, but any disruption might help. The Triumvirate, joined by flying heroes, engaged Echidna. Alexandria, striking first, was briefly trapped. Eidolon, using a time-distortion bubble, slowed Echidna. Legend’s lasers, precise and numerous, carved through her, avoiding trapped victims.

Grue teleported, severing Skitter’s cord. Her bugs retrieved it, ready for another attempt. Legend’s beams followed Echidna, relentless. Alexandria, trapped in the slowing effect, used a traffic light pole to bludgeon Echidna, freeing a trapped hero. Grue’s darkness blanketed the area, Legend retaliated, targeting the source.

Skitter tied the cord to Echidna, anticipating her next move. Eidolon signaled, Legend fired, and Grue was pulled off his feet, the cord tightening around his neck, killing him instantly. Echidna, regenerating, rampaged through alleyways. Myrddin, with a wave of his staff, blocked her path, summoning heroes, including Tecton and Chevalier.

Skitter, realizing the need for guidance, directed the van and drew arrows and letters in the sky with her bugs, marking Echidna’s location and identifying key heroes. Exhausted, she struggled to maintain focus. Myrddin and Chevalier, a formidable duo, attacked. Myrddin absorbed Echidna’s vomit, releasing it as a condensed projectile. Tecton aided, destabilizing the ground.

The Triumvirate flew overhead, Legend unleashing a massive laser. Echidna, trapped and wounded, had limited escape options. Skitter directed heroes, warning of her imminent escape through the walls. Echidna, desperate, plunged into a building, heading towards the waiting heroes. Forcefields and heavy hitters slowed her, Chronicler’s replicas dealt further damage.

Echidna, falling, vomited a massive sludge of bodies. Legend attacked, but Echidna escaped, leaving a trail of clones. Myrddin contained her momentarily, while others fought the fragile, yet dangerous, clones. Rachel’s dogs, led by Bentley, tore through the ranks. Casualties mounted.

A speaker blared, disseminating Tattletale’s intel: Echidna was in a rage, controlled by the monster, not Noelle. Her regeneration stemmed from a core producing endless biological material. Scapegoat emerged, using a captured clone. Skitter, overwhelmed by phantom sensations, heard a subtle keening. “Shatterbird!” she buzzed, warning the others.

Shatterbird’s attack, weaker but still devastating, shattered glass across the city. Tecton, Scapegoat, and Chevalier were injured. Skitter, protected by the clone, remained within Scapegoat’s range. Battle lines broke, clones advanced. Weld, Atlas, and Skitter formed a defensive line.

Skitter fought a duplicator, her weapons against the clone’s relentlessness. Weld battled an invulnerable, burning man. Skitter directed him to attack the man’s vulnerable back. Legend’s stray lasers killed more clones, Weld finished the last. But they weren’t winning fast enough.

Echidna reappeared. Legend and Eidolon focused on her, leaving the clones to the others. A Kudzu-clone rallied the others, charging towards Echidna. Despite the heroes’ efforts, they reached her. The Kudzu was absorbed, then Echidna split into four.

The Echidna-doubles, though withering, posed a grave threat. One charged the ground troops, while the others fought the Triumvirate. Eidolon, caught by a concealed tongue, was pulled in, his forcefields failing. Alexandria, trapped between two Echidna-doubles, was swallowed by the original.

Echidna spat out Alexandria, now missing an eye, revealed as Director Costa-Brown, head of the PRT. Another spit, and Eidolon emerged, deformed but regenerating. Chevalier urged an attack before Eidolon recovered. They charged, a desperate last stand.
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Worm, Chapter 19.6 Summary:

The naked Eidolon-clone touched Alexandria, flickering her into a white costume, a dark mirror of her true self. Legend attacked, a laser tearing through Eidolon-clone and into Echidna, whose leg buckled. The Alexandria-clone blocked Legend, forcing him to divide his beam, then charged. Skitter watched as Eidolon-clone healed, while Echidna charged the heroes.

Chevalier, his cannonblade growing, stood in Echidna’s path. He slammed the blade into the ground and fired, the massive cannonball ripping through three of Echidna’s legs. She skidded, and Chevalier shot again, halting her. A hero created ice glaciers, possibly to hinder Echidna’s regeneration. Chevalier severed Noelle from Echidna’s back, swatting her away. Noelle, fatally injured, began to disintegrate.

Echidna caught Chevalier with a tongue. He cut it and circled, seeking a way to rescue the trapped heroes. A clone with burning hands attacked Chevalier, flinging molten metal. A rock-throwing clone shattered a glacier. Chevalier blocked, while the ice-cape rained attacks, encasing clones in ice.

Skitter joined the fray, her swarm attacking clones. Bugs fell from the air near the Eidolon-clone, suffocating in a vacuum. He was dressed now, a dark reflection of Eidolon, flickering, possibly using a variant of Scapegoat’s power. Aerokinesis allowed him to float, manipulating air, creating a vacuum around him.

Miss Militia shot him, but he flickered, uninjured. Her bullets, then lasers, began to miss as he altered their trajectories. A headwind hit Skitter, her bugs mapping the effect’s perimeter: a storm with a diameter three-quarters of her range, a vacuum extending a hundred feet. Clones on his side suffered.

Eidolon-clone approached fallen heroes. Skitter ordered Rachel to fetch the wounded, others to retrieve teammates. Rachel, herding clones, heard and complied. The ice cape, one of Chevalier’s, was redirected to contain clones. Heroes struggled to move the injured, Eidolon-clone dangerously close.

Rachel’s dogs, following her and Bentley, began the rescue. A risk, but better than certain death. Eidolon-clone, lacking targets, turned to Echidna. He chipped away the ice with sharp wind, fragments helping to break it apart. Echidna stood, her wounds healing, Noelle regrown.

Chevalier’s cannonball veered, hitting Echidna instead of Eidolon-clone. A focused wind blast sent Chevalier flying. Legend and Alexandria fought above, Legend’s speed increasing as he flew, circling, firing, taking out clones. Myrddin, recuperating, flew up from behind, attacking Eidolon-clone.

The Eidolon-clone’s vacuum expanded, Myrddin set down, reserves low. Eidolon-clone reappeared, battling Myrddin, the vacuum smaller but growing. Myrddin deflected sharp wind blasts, attacking with energy and debris. Echidna mended, the heroes’ heavy hitters down.

A tinker’s layered forcefields were a weak barrier. The ice cape returned, creating glaciers, a temporary measure. Skitter sought a better solution, surveying the fallen, the unfamiliar capes. Red lightning accelerated allies, a phasing boy rescued them.

Rachel returned with the wounded. A dog had bitten too hard, cracking armor, a rib. Skitter didn’t mention it, focusing on the man’s survival. Eidolon-clone attacked Myrddin, shoving him against a wall, choking him with the vacuum. Myrddin, struggling, fell, hand to his chest.

Eidolon-clone was driven back by gunfire, forced to flicker. His armor absorbed the impacts, healing. He diverted fire away. Skitter bound his neck with a cord, tied to a car’s side-mirror. He flickered, the cord falling free. Wanton attacked, barely slowing Eidolon-clone, who produced a knife, gripping Myrddin.

Eidolon-clone’s hand convulsed, dropping the knife. Regent. He flickered, the knife back, plunging it into Myrddin’s chin. Wanton attacked, using the knife against the clone. Myrddin was dead or dying, Chevalier’s fate unknown, two Triumvirate members turned against them.

Gully carried Clockblocker, his mask shattered. Skitter spoke to him, Gully overhearing. Eidolon-clone, echoing his earlier sentiment, craved a fight, a challenge. He spoke of Cauldron, the Triumvirate, selling powers, creating monsters like Siberian, Shatterbird, Gray Boy, Echidna. Manipulating media, nations, kidnapping, experimenting, casting out failures.

A crimson clone confirmed, calling them monsters. Legend shouted, unheard. The naked Alexandria-clone joined the chase. Nobody helped. Eidolon-clone declared them all deceived, fools. Echidna belched out more clones: a forge-man, two stone-throwers, an Alexandria.

Clockblocker declared they’d lost, not just the fight, but the war. Without the Protectorate, heroes wouldn’t unite against Endbringers. Skitter, unsurprised, unlike the shocked heroes, saw a chance. The villains could think straight.

Skitter, seeking optimal effect, used her swarm to draw attention. “Noelle!” she called, her voice augmented. “Is the deal still open? An Undersider for your captives?” Noelle confirmed, “You’re dead anyways.” Skitter offered herself for Eidolon, a necessary asset.

Noelle spat out Eidolon. He flew towards the Protectorate, barred by two fliers. He turned, watching Legend, wary of his clone. Noelle told Skitter to run. “I’m not running,” Skitter said, stopping Rachel from intervening. Noelle charged. Skitter closed her eyes, ordering Clockblocker to use his power.

He froze the gun, the thread attached, held aloft by bugs. Spider silk, thin but unyielding with Clockblocker’s power. Echidna, unable to stop, was severed. Skitter urged Miss Militia to hit the Eidolon-clone. He moved, stopped by a thread, flickering. Miss Militia fired her rocket launcher.

“Watch the two pieces,” Skitter communicated. “Tattletale said there’s a core. Whichever half regenerates has it.” Echidna swelled, regenerating. Heroes attacked, freeing captives. Her other half decayed, revealing more captives. She reconnected, minus eleven, but reforming.

Clockblocker, cared for by Scapegoat, nodded at Skitter. A containment van approached, Chevalier in the turret. They could win, but morale was low, heroes distanced, no orders given. Gully, Weld, and the crimson boy stood apart, Cauldron-made. The divide, Skitter hoped, wouldn’t be their undoing.
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Echidna continued to be attacked, the lack of teamwork amongst the heroes apparent. Skitter, to prevent accidents, marked the frozen threads with a thick cluster of bugs. Clockblocker, though looking worse for wear, was in fighting shape and asked if Skitter needed help. She declined, explaining the danger and the difficulty of using his power in the current situation.

Clockblocker questioned why Skitter hadn’t told him her plan, suspecting she distrusted him. Skitter admitted to wanting to avoid any tells that Eidolon might notice, unsure herself of the exact reason. She acknowledged the heroes’ shared suspicion, a sentiment amplified by the recent revelations.

Eidolon dispatched an Alexandria-clone with a green energy blast. Echidna released more clones, quickly neutralized by the heroes. Clockblocker pressed Skitter about her knowledge of his powers, suggesting the Undersiders knew more than they let on. Tattletale exited a van, accompanied by Faultline, Labyrinth, and four Travelers: Sundancer, Ballistic, Genesis, and a blond boy.

Clockblocker teased Skitter, adopting a high-society persona, earning a glare from a nearby cape, Astrologer. He was coping, Skitter realized, letting his guard down—a sign of trust, perhaps, given his uncertain future. Another energy blast signaled the end of the second Alexandria-clone. Legend and Eidolon descended, cautious.

Tattletale approached Skitter, confirming the thread-slicing was Skitter’s doing. She warned Skitter about the dramatic sacrifice, its impact on Grue, who relied on her. Clockblocker, overhearing, offered to leave, ready to help if needed.

Alexandria, carrying a scorched girder, strode forward, swinging it at Echidna, knocking her into a building. She impaled Echidna with the girder, then flew up to join Legend and Eidolon. The gesture seemed symbolic, a message perhaps.

Echidna, though pinned, was healing faster than they could inflict damage. The heroes were disorganized, tiring, and burning resources. Tattletale mentioned needing Sundancer’s help, and that Scrub was on his way to open a dimensional portal. Labyrinth began creating a structure, aided by Faultline, to facilitate Scrub’s power.

Tattletale explained they’d trust luck and an educated guess to reach the right dimension, a plan Skitter found unsettling. Skitter questioned Tattletale’s recent recklessness, her provoking the Triumvirate, the costly use of Faultline’s crew. Tattletale, evasive, claimed it was her way of operating.

Weld freed two more capes from Echidna, leaving five trapped. Tattletale led Skitter away from the fight, guiding capes with her bugs. She admitted to feeling aimless after Coil’s defeat, suggesting Skitter had found focus through talking to the heroes, while she hadn’t.

Tattletale dismissed the idea of needing therapy, stating she was part of Skitter’s problem, part of what she needed to work through. She hinted at secrets, including her trigger event, but wanted to postpone the discussion until after they’d dealt with Echidna and the portal.

They reached the van, Labyrinth’s structure growing. Scrub, with Gregor the Snail, Newter, Shamrock, and Spitfire, looked worse for wear, possibly pulled from another job. Faultline expressed doubts but acknowledged the urgency, demanding an explanation.

Tattletale instructed Labyrinth to clear the area. Faultline led Labyrinth away as Skitter confronted Tattletale again about her certainty. Tattletale revealed a theory about powers, suggesting many were more versatile than their owners realized.

Scrub detonated an explosion, creating a white void where the structure had been, a doorway. Alexandria confronted them, demanding they close it. Tattletale refused, suggesting it could be used to trap Echidna or something even more useful, involving Labyrinth.

A cape warned Alexandria, referencing Eidolon-clone’s words. Alexandria asserted her authority as Chief Director, but the cape dismissed it. Tattletale taunted her, stating her authority was meaningless if unaccepted. Alexandria threatened Tattletale, who proposed using the portal to dispose of Echidna or for Labyrinth to work with.

Labyrinth confirmed the portal’s depth, revealing multiple worlds. Tattletale directed her to find a “path” that felt well-trodden, close to the surface. Labyrinth found two. Echidna attacked the barrier. Alexandria reacted to Labyrinth’s words, a detail Skitter noticed.

Labyrinth presented two worlds: a pre-settlement Brockton Bay and another, intact version of the city. Tattletale identified the latter as Earth Aleph, the Travelers’ world. Alexandria warned of interdimensional war, but Tattletale dismissed it as a zero-sum game, suggesting the portal could save Brockton Bay from being scrapped.

Some capes listened, intrigued. Alexandria accused Tattletale of recklessness. “Traitor!” someone shouted. Alexandria, searching for the insulter, was joined by more capes. Faultline agreed with Alexandria’s concerns, suggesting a safer alternative.

Tattletale countered, revealing Eidolon-clone’s confession about Cauldron’s crimes: kidnapping, experimentation, their connection to the Nine. Faultline, though skeptical, acknowledged it might be true but remained concerned about the portal’s risks.

Chevalier intervened, prioritizing Echidna’s removal. Tattletale asked the Travelers if they wanted to go home. Sundancer refused, citing her changed self and the impossibility of returning to her old life. Tattletale urged her to kill Noelle and then go home, pretending it never happened. Sundancer was hesitant, calling Noelle her friend. Skitter corrected her: “was.”

Sundancer, after confirming no one remained inside Echidna (a lie by Skitter), began to create a miniature sun. Capes retreated as Sundancer grew the sun, melting ice and forcing Echidna against her prison. Alexandria helped hold Echidna in place.

“Marissa!” Echidna screamed, “Mars! It’s too soon! I want to kill them! Kill this world! Destroy this universe that did this to me! Not yet, Mars!”

The sun engulfed Echidna, Alexandria, and the prison. After nearly a minute, it vanished. Echidna was gone, only charred remnants of her feet remaining. Alexandria survived, badly burned, her costume mostly destroyed.

Sundancer, removing her costume, walked into the portal, confused, then disappeared. The other Travelers followed, Ballistic confirming Trickster’s imprisonment. Faultline asked if Labyrinth could close the portal. Labyrinth said no, but could find a world without people.

Tattletale suggested it could be even more useful, making Brockton Bay a hub for interdimensional travel. Faultline, still wary, agreed to find an empty world, not for Tattletale, but to protect a defenseless world from an Endbringer.

Weld, with the red-skinned boy and Gully, approached Faultline’s crew. Their conversation was unheard, but it was clear the “monsters” couldn’t stay with the Protectorate. Faultline was a known quantity, a protector of the Cauldron-made.

Alexandria, covered by Eidolon with her cape, declared that nobody could know about the clones. A cape scoffed, questioning her right to demand secrecy. Alexandria, unfazed, admitted their actions were ugly but done for the right reasons. Someone spat in her face; she didn’t react. She warned that revealing the truth about clones would shatter the Protectorate’s image, turning the world against them.

Miss Militia questioned the Protectorate’s involvement with Cauldron. Alexandria insisted it had to stand, for the sake of the world. She offered to resign, and suggested Eidolon would do the same. Legend, she claimed, only knew the basics about Cauldron. Miss Militia accused Legend of lying, of being untrustworthy. Alexandria acknowledged this but said Legend’s actions were his own.

A cape demanded justice, a trial. Alexandria warned it would lead to scrutiny of all capes, dissolving teams, and likely their defeat in the next Endbringer attacks. Capes murmured angrily. Miss Militia asked about the captives from other worlds. Alexandria claimed they’d stopped experimenting, a statement Tattletale didn’t dispute.

Alexandria asserted their necessity, for fighting Class-S threats and for maintaining the image of heroism. She trusted their reason would prevail over pursuing them, which wouldn’t be worth it. She claimed Cauldron was now out of everyone’s reach.

Skitter, feeling numb, stepped forward, her swarm buzzing, silencing the angry voices. “She’s right,” she said, her voice amplified by her swarm. She urged caution, advising against rash decisions, suggesting team discussions and a unanimous decision from leaders.

A cape, Jouster, questioned her, pointing out she wasn’t PRT and wouldn’t face the same consequences. Skitter conceded, thanking them and departing on Atlas.

Later, on her balcony, Skitter reflected. Kids from her territory distributed treats she’d ordered. She’d return home soon, but her territory felt more peaceful.

Tattletale joined her. She revealed she owned the land with the portal, through Coil’s alias. The heroes were still talking when she left. Tattletale then spoke of her brother, Reggie, nicknamed Rex, a popular athlete, her opposite. They were estranged, their interactions forced.

She noticed him struggling, faking smiles, growing angry. He eventually took his own life. Her family blamed her for not speaking up, though they were grieving. She had her trigger event, gaining powers, figuring things out, but suffering migraines. Her father exploited her power, leading her to run away.

Coil found her, then she found Skitter, recognizing a similar darkness in her. Helping Skitter was a way to atone for failing her brother. After Skitter killed Coil, Tattletale felt finished, having saved Skitter from a similar trap. Her recklessness was a subconscious upping of the stakes, a need to prove herself the smartest person in the room.

Skitter asked if she felt like the smartest. Tattletale envisioned a future with interdimensional trade, with them at the top. They hugged. Skitter crumpled the papers in her hands, their contents unrevealed.





19.y (Bonus Interlude #2; Parahumans Online)


Worm, Chapter 19.y (Bonus Interlude #2; Parahumans Online) Summary:

This chapter takes the form of a series of online forum posts and private messages.

“What the Fuck Happened?” - A thread started by Bagrat, a self-proclaimed “cape geek,” seeking information about the events in Brockton Bay on June 20th. He outlines the known timeline: Mayor Christner’s visit to Washington, an explosion at town hall during Coil’s attempted coup, a massive cape deployment to Brockton Bay, and subsequent quarantine procedures. Users speculate about the nature of the threat, with theories ranging from an interdimensional war to Cauldron’s involvement.

Private Messages - XxVoid_CowboyxX chats with GstringGirl about an online game, “Space Opera.” He suggests meeting up, but she declines, citing strict parents. Later, she reveals her phone is broken and expresses discomfort with his assumption that she’s a “middle-aged pervert.”

“The Ground Zero Badge” - A thread on a private Brockton Bay board. White Fairy, a moderator, proposes stricter verification for users with “Ground Zero” badges, citing misuse for status and spreading misinformation. Verification methods include a photo with the date and username or an in-person meeting. XxVoid_CowboyxX is called out for lying about his location and situation, claiming to be in Bitch’s territory with a generator but unable to provide photo evidence.

“Legend Leaves the Protectorate” - A thread discussing Legend’s resignation. Users speculate on his successor, ruling out Eidolon due to his personality. Weld, leader of the Irregulars, clarifies that his team remains connected to the Protectorate and that their departure was amicable. He neither confirms nor denies issues with specific Protectorate members. A user named Answer Key asks about payment to keep quiet, issues with members and what happened on 20th.

“The Endbringers, Thread XXXIV” - A thread discussing the Endbringer cycle. Users debate the impact of recent events on the next attack. Xyloloup provides a breakdown of the current villain territories in Brockton Bay: Skitter (Boardwalk/North), Parian (upper end), Grue (western end), Imp (southernmost end), and Regent (eastern end). Bitch controls remote areas. Tattletale is mentioned as a behind-the-scenes figure.

“Hypothetically, if I wanted to become a henchman…” - WagTheDog expresses admiration for Bitch and inquires about joining her gang. Char offers assistance via private message.

Private Messages - GstringGirl continues to message XxVoid_CowboyxX, explaining her inability to send a photo and asking to return to their previous dynamic.

“Who’d you lose?” - A thread for users to share their losses from the Leviathan attack. XxVoid_CowboyxX claims his aunt and uncle were killed by the Chosen. White Fairy questions the story’s veracity. Vista lists several capes and an unnamed family member.

“Skitter” - A thread discussing Skitter. Users debate her morality and power. Nondeceptive wonders about her real-life identity. Antigone notes her location and physical description.

Greg, reading the “Skitter” thread, connects the dots and realizes Skitter might be Taylor Hebert, a girl he knew from school. He recalls her anger and frustration and wonders if her parents know about her cape identity. He considers the attention Skitter is receiving and whether she’ll attend summer classes. He imagines himself in her shoes, craving a second chance and confidence. He decides to attend class, curious to see if she’ll be there.





19.z (Interlude; Emma)


Worm, Chapter 19.z (Interlude; Emma) Summary:

Emma’s dad suggests she pick an extracurricular activity: ballet, horseback riding, modeling, or violin. Emma suggests moving out of Brockton Bay, but her dad refuses, citing his dislike of moving. Emma complains about the city’s decline, mentioning a friend’s birthday party. She receives a call from Taylor, who excitedly recounts a story from summer camp about a girl’s bikini mishap. Emma is relieved to hear Taylor sounding happy after her mother’s death a year ago. Their conversation is interrupted when their car stops in an alley, blocked by a dumpster and approached by ABB gang members.

Emma’s dad tells her to call the police, but she freezes. The window shatters, and a gang member grabs her hair. She manages to undo her seatbelt and is dragged out of the car. The gang members, dressed in red and green, take her jacket and discuss selling her. One of them cuts her hair. Emma, terrified, pleads for them not to harm her face. She is overwhelmed by fear and adrenaline but feels strangely calm.

A one-eyed gang member named Lao threatens to cut her face, offering a choice: one eye, nose, mouth, or both ears. A girl named Yan is tasked with the cutting. Emma sees a figure in a black cloak and mask on top of her father’s car. Lao hands the knife to Yan, who shoves Emma’s cut hair into her mouth. Emma thinks of Taylor, who lost her mother, and resolves not to become like her. She fights back, clawing Lao’s eye.

The cloaked figure attacks, breaking Yan’s arm and taking the knife. She injures Lao and defeats the other gang members. One escapes with Emma’s backpack, but the cloaked figure stops him, impaling his hand to a door with the knife. Emma’s father asks if she’s hurt, and the cloaked figure disappears.

Emma is in her room, ignoring her sister Anne. Taylor calls, but Emma refuses to talk. She imagines Taylor’s happiness before the attack and tells her mother she’ll never come out if she tells Taylor. Emma’s dad suggests a therapist, but she stays in her room, hugging her knees. He tells her they’ll be out, leaving her food and the therapist’s number. Emma stays put until they leave, then makes coffee and cereal.

She showers, leaves the house without locking the door, and walks to the alley where the attack happened. She worries about being seen as a victim. She waits, hoping to see the cloaked girl, but leaves when the sun is overhead. Emma realizes the world is filled with tragedies that shape people. She encounters the cloaked girl, who reveals herself as Sophia. Emma asks why she waited to help. Sophia explains she wanted to see who Emma was: someone who gets stronger or weaker after a crisis.

Emma wants to be stronger. Sophia explains her philosophy of winners and losers, predators and prey. Emma’s family watches her as she prepares to go out. Her mother mentions Taylor returned from camp. Emma says she’ll talk to her. She meets Sophia, and they see Taylor approaching. Taylor is happy to see Emma, but Sophia is rude. Emma tells Taylor to go home, ending their friendship. Taylor leaves, and Sophia trips her.

Emma’s phone vibrates. She gets a tackle box and goes downstairs. Her dad is at the kitchen table. She asks for his help without questions. They drive downtown and find Shadow Stalker injured. Emma and her father provide first aid.

Taylor confronts Emma about her stolen flute, a memento from her mother. Emma says Taylor shouldn’t have brought it to school. Taylor accuses Emma of trying to make a point. Emma calls Taylor a loser. Taylor says it says more about Emma. Emma asks Sophia about the flute, telling her to damage it.

Emma and her father are in a meeting. Her father attests to Shadow Stalker’s probationary membership in the Wards. Shadow Stalker is angry about the stipulations. Emma remembers an incident where Shadow Stalker accidentally killed someone. Shadow Stalker compares the Wards to prison. Emma tells her to fake it until she makes it.

Emma, Sophia, and Madison laugh as they leave a bathroom where Taylor is drenched in juice. Emma thinks about how Taylor has become a victim and how she has become someone who can laugh at such things. Emma visits Sophia, who is detained. Emma talks about moving back to Brockton Bay. She says things are better in the north, but downtown is still damaged. Sophia doesn’t care, saying the world will end in two years.

Emma says Brockton Bay is at the center of hope, with Arcadia High as the center of the city’s hope, and the heroes and winners at the center of the school. She intends to be a winner. Sophia says it’s sad. Emma hangs up and waves goodbye to Sophia, who is cuffed. Emma decides not to visit Sophia again, realizing she has become prey.

Emma asks her dad to detour to Taylor’s house. They see Taylor and her dad unloading a box from a new car. Taylor looks different, stronger. Emma realizes Taylor stayed in Brockton Bay and is doing well. She feels unsettled, remembering Sophia’s words about survivors being the strongest.









20.1


Worm, Chapter 20.1 Summary:

Taylor starts her day, multitasking with her powers while performing mundane tasks like brushing her teeth and getting dressed. Her mind races, juggling countless details, tracking movements within a thousand-foot radius, and managing her territory. She prioritizes tasks, knowing she can’t do everything.

She prepares breakfast for her dad, deliberately shifting her focus to him. He questions her attire, as she’s dressed for a run, not school. Taylor reveals she won’t be returning to school, disappointing her dad, who suggests that with recent events, it’s the perfect time for a fresh start. Taylor admits she would go if he asked, but it’s not what she wants. Her dad asks what she’ll do instead, and Taylor says she’ll continue cleanup work, which pays well. He expresses concern, knowing it’s hard work, and mentions their expectation that she’d go to college. Taylor promises to graduate, but wants to study online for a year.

Her dad, looking older and wearier, doesn’t push, respecting her decision. He reflects on parenthood and the inevitable moment when a child realizes their parents aren’t all-powerful. He recalls a conversation where Taylor asserted her independence. He kisses her hand, expressing a wish that she never has to hear similar words from her own child.

Taylor says she wants to work on the Boardwalk, citing good pay, food, and safety. Her dad notes it’s close to the local supervillain, but doesn’t argue. They agree to meet for lunch. Taylor gives him her cell number, and he seems momentarily sad before perking up, realizing she needs it to stay in touch with others.

Taylor prepares to leave, gathering pepper spray and a knife. Her dad avoids looking as she gears up. She steps outside into the oppressive heat, checks her messages, and finds coded messages from Charlotte about trouble and school. Taylor heads to her base through a storm drain, using bugs to conceal herself.

She finds Charlotte with a new girl and several children. Butterflies land on the children’s hands as a distraction. Taylor changes into her costume, considering the need for a lighter summer version. She learns about two Fallen villains in Imp’s territory, prompting Haven to send capes. Taylor had tried to find the Fallen but failed.

The Ambassadors are interested in joining the alliance, which could be beneficial, but their Thinker leader is disliked by Tattletale. The Teeth are also encroaching on Parian’s territory, but Parian hasn’t asked for help.

Charlotte introduces the new girl, Fern, who was blindfolded on the way. Forrest, Charlotte’s nominee for Taylor’s second-in-command, is also present. Taylor asks about urgent issues and learns about thugs causing trouble up north, who were caught by her people. Garbage is piling up on Shale Avenue, and a bad batch of vegetables meant a planned meal couldn’t be made.

Taylor decides to order pizza for everyone and asks Forrest to see the kids off to the school bus. She talks to Charlotte about Fern, who hasn’t been vetted by Tattletale. Taylor stresses the importance of vetting. She asks Charlotte if she needs anything as thanks, and Charlotte mentions candy for the kids as a treat.

Taylor tidies up, noticing a wet bed. She decides to clean the mattress. Forrest returns, and they go to check on the captured thugs. The Boardwalk and the Docks are being rebuilt, and people stop to watch as Taylor passes.

Forrest explains the attackers were from the Chosen, but not full members. The family they attacked is scared but mostly unharmed. Taylor confronts the thugs, who are being held in makeshift cells. A Japanese couple, victims of the thugs, are also present. The man asks for leniency for the thugs, citing Christian mercy. One thug is defiant, insulting the couple.

Taylor can’t release them, as it would send the wrong message. The couple suggests a citizen’s arrest, but Taylor worries they might go free. She orders the cells opened and tells the thugs to turn themselves in at a nearby police station. They mock her, but she has planted bullet ants on them.

The thugs leave, and Taylor uses the ants to inflict severe pain on them, as a lesson. She tells them to turn themselves in, or the pain will continue. They run towards the police station. The Japanese man confronts Taylor about her lack of leniency. Taylor, unable to fully explain her reasons without undermining her authority, simply says she was lenient.

Taylor returns to her lair, changes out of her costume, and prepares for her work shift. She has coordinated with Lisa and Grue, who are meeting with an Ambassador. She’s also arranged for garbage cleanup, pizza orders, and additional food supplies. A swarm-clone of Skitter appears on a rooftop to reassure her people.

Taylor cleans Jessie’s wet mattress, then gets a message from Charlotte about someone in her class who might be “big Eric” (big trouble). He’s an old classmate of Taylor’s, asking about her, insistent and loud, and wouldn’t believe Taylor wasn’t at school. Charlotte thinks he wants to talk to Skitter, not Taylor.





20.2


Worm, Chapter 20.2 Summary:

Everything’s finally settling, and then this. Greg’s sniffing around Arcadia High, asking about Taylor, and it’s all kinds of inconvenient. Tattletale and Grue are meeting with the Ambassadors, so they’re out. Forrest is too conspicuous for a high school setting. Regent, Imp, or Bitch? No, she’s trying to fix things, not make them worse.

Taylor gets more info from Charlotte: Greg’s been asking around, checking if Taylor’s there. Charlotte approached him, and he claimed he didn’t know Taylor, but seemed too intense for that to be true. It’s Greg, all right. Blond hair, blue eyes, talks a mile a minute.

Charlotte has to go to class, and there’s no time to plan. Taylor tells her to tell Greg she’s not at school but can meet him later. While waiting, Taylor dries a cleaned mattress, then gets a message: Greg’s gone, no drama. Taylor tells Charlotte to go to class, and that she’ll try to track him down.

Taylor feels guilty. Charlotte’s been picking up her slack, managing the territory while Taylor sleeps at her dad’s. She’s earning her pay twice over. Taylor would increase her pay, but Charlotte thinks it’ll arouse suspicion. Maybe Tattletale can arrange a scholarship. They have funds, thanks to Coil’s assets and the Ambassadors’ “gift” for intruding on their territory.

Taylor dresses for a run, grabs her ID, cell, and a knife she hides in her sock. It’s 9:50 AM, and she has until 11:35 to get Greg out of class before lunch starts. She has to leave her territory for this, a minor but potentially major issue if ignored. And how does she even approach it? It’s ridiculous, but going back to school stirs up old anxieties. She stretches on the near-empty bus, shrugging off old burdens.

Arcadia’s been fixed up, new windows gleaming like compound eyes. The front gate’s rebuilt, vandalism cleaned up. But the people are what catch Taylor off guard. Around forty students are outside, split into two groups: those in new clothes, smiling and talking, and those who stayed in Brockton Bay during the chaos, wearing worn clothes and weary expressions.

A guard asks if Taylor’s just arriving. He asks about her weapon, and she hands over her knife. He explains the students outside are “depressurizing.” The principal wants to give them a few days. They’re not enforcing many rules yet. Some kids take breaks, smoke, talk. He thinks the ones who fled are intimidated by the “shithole of a city.”

Taylor heads inside. She’d been here once before, during a life-or-death situation. Now, she has to suppress her powers. She can’t risk a cloud of flies being noticed. There are students in the halls, avoiding socializing. Directions are posted, so she doesn’t need to ask. A note on the wall: “New sudents go to front office”. A typo.

Another set of papers, “Know where you are,” with a crude drawing on Rachel’s. Taylor heads to the office, feeling out of place. The lack of gang signs is unsettling. The only “gang” now is hers and her team. High school is a microcosm of the world, and seeing this impact on a familiar place is surreal.

The office is crowded. Capes are present: Adamant and Sere. A secretary yells for people to form lines. Lines form, but people still push. Taylor studies the capes. Adamant, in a metal costume, was at the Leviathan fight. Sere, in white robes, can dehydrate people. What made them stay with the Protectorate? How would she fight them?

Taylor’s next. She needs to contact someone, but they can’t give out info. She asks about signing up for classes. Core classes are in classrooms, non-core in computer labs. She asks for second-period classes, listing Greg’s: World Issues, Spanish, History, and Music. World Issues is fourth period, History is now.

Taylor heads to the computer labs, using her bugs to find them. The first is a bust. In the second, she spots Emma, hair dyed blond, watching a video with others. Emma notices her, but Taylor moves on. She finds Greg in the makeshift computer lab in the gym, past eleven. Her dad will call soon.

Taylor taps Greg’s shoulder. He’s thrilled to see her. She asks if he’s stalking her or has a vendetta. He says no, he’s trying to help. She cuts him off, saying she doesn’t need his help and is offended he’d say she does. He says, strained, “I know!” about her secret identity.

Taylor says he doesn’t know anything about her. He says they’re similar: not social, like reading and computers. He’s trying not to hurt her feelings by calling them both losers. She lets him flounder, then says he messed up her day. He wanted to help, but she was spooked.

Taylor says she thought he was angry or had a crazed infatuation. He denies the latter, saying it was a small thing a while back. She says she has a boyfriend. A boy stops, noticing their tense atmosphere. He’s one of the ones who stayed. Taylor tells him it’s personal, and he leaves.

Taylor says she doesn’t want to be his enemy, but the last while has been scary. He says he stayed in town, but admits he was on the far side of Captain’s Hill, near a mountain. Not really Brockton Bay. She says he didn’t stay, then, and that she just wants peace and quiet with her dad.

Greg says if he could figure it out, others could too. She asks what he thinks he knows. He whispers, “You’re Skitter.” She denies it. He says it all clicked when he was reading online about people wondering if Skitter was an adult. She says he ruined her day over a hunch.

He lists reasons: her age, location, attitude, trigger event. She asks what that is. He realizes she’s playing dumb. She says capes hurt her dad, twice. She doesn’t want to think about superpowers. He says he can’t talk about it without mentioning capes. She calls it insulting to suggest she’s a villain.

He says everything fit. Fit, not fits. She waits. He apologizes. She says he’s not a bad guy, sorry she’s not who he wanted. He wishes her dad well. She leaves, feeling like crap for manipulating him, but what else could she do? What did he expect? Gratitude for pointing out her identity issues?

Crisis averted. She’ll text Charlotte, then meet her dad. She wants to leave. Nothing for her here but ugly feelings. But now, she feels more like an Emma than a Taylor.

She senses Emma by the front door. Changing routes, she exits through a stairwell. She can’t climb the wall around the grounds without attracting attention. Going through the parking lot exit would take her the wrong way, and she’s in a rush.

She walks briskly for the gate. Emma intercepts. Fuck her. Emma’s playful, blocking her way. A sly smile. Others are watching. Emma asks if Taylor’s avoiding her. Taylor doesn’t reply, unsettled by how her bugs are responding to her irritation. She hates few people. Emma? She couldn’t care less. That’s what unsettles her.





20.3


Worm, Chapter 20.3 Summary:

“Yes,” Taylor admits, “I’m avoiding you because I have somewhere to be.”

Emma’s hurt, they used to be friends. Taylor remembers, but she’s not sure she wants to back down. The students who stayed in Brockton Bay during the chaos watch, cautious. Emma’s friends offer support, but Emma’s the instigator. The guards are backing Emma. If Taylor retaliates, they’ll stop her, and she’ll be delayed.

Emma mocks Taylor’s new look. Taylor says she’s not impressing anyone. Emma calls her hostile, reveling in the irony, oblivious to the tens of thousands of bugs Taylor’s holding back. Taylor could unleash them, imagining the horror on Emma’s face as they invade her airways. It’s tempting, especially now that Emma has less of a hold on her.

“Zoning out, Hebert?” Emma taunts.

Taylor admits she doesn’t think much of Emma anymore. She’s dealt with real threats, seen real desperation. Even after seeing the worst, she thinks less of Emma. Emma’s world is small, focused on high school and popularity, a fraction of the world’s reality. Yet, she’s trying to climb this tiny hill.

Emma points out Taylor’s beneath her on this hill. Taylor calls her a dropout, a failure. Taylor says she likes Emma’s approach, descending from subtlety to basic insults. Emma’s entourage speaks up, but Emma silences them. She’s actually angry. Taylor would’ve appreciated this months ago, but now she doesn’t care.

Emma accuses Taylor of wanting to look strong. Taylor just wants to have lunch with her dad. She’s still angry, wants to hurt Emma, but it feels out of proportion, monstrous. Emma’s getting to her, just not how she intended.

Emma tells Taylor to thank her. If Taylor had stood up for herself sooner, they’d still be friends. Taylor realizes Emma’s talking about Sophia, about Shadow Stalker. Taylor calls Sophia a sad basket case, worse than Emma. Emma was misguided to look up to her. Emma pushes a friend, and a guard calls out. Emma apologizes, but her friend’s unhappy.

Emma asks if Taylor wants to play hardball. Taylor repeats she wants to meet her dad. Emma’s been playing hardball for years. Emma says she can top using Taylor’s mom’s death to taunt her. She claims Taylor killed her mom. Taylor was supposed to call her mom, and she was dialing when the accident happened.

Taylor doesn’t buy it. Emma says Taylor’s dad blames her. He disconnected, stopped caring. Taylor remembers, it was a dark time. Her dad told Emma’s dad he blamed Taylor. He still has his daughter, but not his wife. Does he even like Taylor?

A hollowness settles in Taylor. It’s partly what Emma’s saying, partly memories, partly the dissonance she’s felt since arriving. People watch, neither helping nor joining in. Emma’s smug, waiting for a reaction. Taylor sees what Emma’s doing, like Tattletale, making guesses, claims hard to verify but devastating.

“Okay,” Taylor says, “Are you done?” The anger’s fading. If this is all Emma can do, Taylor doesn’t need to worry.

Emma says Taylor’s heartless. Taylor says she doesn’t believe her, and she’s dealt with worse people. Her phone vibrates. It could be anything. She answers. It’s her dad. He asks about work. She says it’s not, she’s at Arcadia. He’s at the boat graveyard, having problems. They agree to meet halfway.

Emma strides toward her. Taylor decides to let her hit her. Emma knocks the phone away, shoves her. She’s panting, trying to think of something to say. She pulls Taylor and slams her again. Taylor could laugh. Emma’s not strong. A guard pulls Emma off her.

The guard says they’ll see the principal. Taylor glares at him. They only step in when there’s a fight? He says it’s not his job to stop arguments. Taylor says she’s not a student. He says it’s her call, go or come to the office. Taylor picks up her phone. Her dad’s still there. She says Emma tried to start a fight. He asks if she needs him. She says no, they’ll meet tomorrow.

She hasn’t taken her eyes off Emma. The guard hauls Emma away. He tells three witnesses to come too. They head to the office. Principal Howell is on the phone. She points them to her office. Emma and Taylor sit, the guard and witnesses stand behind.

The principal doesn’t look like an authority figure, but her hard tone changes that. She asks Collins for a rundown. He says Emma started an argument, escalated to pushing. A witness agrees, calling Emma a bitch. Another says Emma didn’t do anything wrong, there’s history. The principal doesn’t care about history, she wants peace. There have been fights, weapons. Many students were in Brockton Bay during the crises, some were in gangs. Friction is inevitable, many have PTSD.

She’s willing to accept trouble, but won’t hold them to the same standards. Emma says it’s not fair. The principal calls her actions stupid and dangerous. She asks Terry if he brought a weapon, if he’s been in a fight. He says no, a few. She asks Sheila. She has a weapon, like brass knuckles. She tells her to hand it over or step outside. Sheila leaves.

She asks Taylor. Taylor admits she was armed. Collins says she handed over her knife. The principal asks if she would’ve used it. Taylor doesn’t know. She asks if Taylor’s used a knife. Taylor nods. The principal turns to Emma, saying they could’ve hurt her. Emma says it’s fine.

The principal starts putting them in the computer. Emma Barnes, Taylor Hebert. She pulls records, then reboots the slow computer. Silence. The screen comes back on. She murmurs, “Hm.” Collins asks what it is.

There are past incidents, emails from Winslow High about a bullying campaign against Taylor. Emma pales. A final ‘fuck-you’ from Sophia? The principal asks if Taylor wants to press charges. Taylor’s stunned. This is reality. This is what she wanted, to see Emma’s house of cards fall. To press charges?

“No,” Taylor says. Emma’s shocked. The principal asks why. Taylor says Emma’s not worth the trouble. The school can act without her consent. Taylor wants to be done with her. The principal says Emma will see her in September. Summer classes are a privilege. She won’t extend leniency to Emma.

Emma’s stunned. They’ll discuss if she’ll repeat tenth grade, and if it’ll be here. Given Taylor might attend, it might not be conscionable to let Emma attend. Emma says her dad’s a lawyer. The principal expects many discussions. Collins takes Emma away. The principal asks if it’s satisfactory. If Taylor was holding back about the Undersiders, she can be discreet.

Taylor doesn’t understand. The principal says it doesn’t matter, she got the impression Taylor didn’t want to be treated differently. Taylor asks who she is. The principal says she’s a vice principal in over her head. She’s felt the effects of the disasters. Her predecessor died after a fight. They worked together for seventeen years. She wants to keep the peace. Someone gave her a list of names, Taylor’s was on it.

It’s Tattletale. She arranged this. Taylor says she’s not confirming anything, but asks why. The principal says peace. It’s an ugly road, but she won’t lose anyone else. She had to tell Taylor? This is a perversion of justice, even if it’s in her favor.

Taylor says to treat her like anyone else. The principal agrees, but Taylor doesn’t believe her. She’s won, but this revelation has taken the justice out of it. Taylor says she’s going. The principal says she needs paperwork for Emma’s suspension. Taylor’s not a student, doesn’t intend to be. The principal will have her fill out a visitor form.

The phone rings. The principal tells Taylor to wait at the front. Emma’s there, Collins beside her. Taylor stands at the opposite end. She’s numb, disgusted. Her fingers are shaking. She has a lump in her throat, but she’s not sad. Is she happy? Scared? Relieved?

A secretary calls for her. She gets the paper. Her name, age, address are filled in. Address: 911 Incoming St. Alt Address: 9191 Escape Ave. The principal’s at the window, mouthing ‘Run’.

Someone knows she’s Skitter.

Taylor runs.





20.4


Worm, Chapter 20.4 Summary:

Charlotte’s text had Taylor on edge, bracing for disaster. Fresh from resolving the Greg situation, she’s caught off guard when a guard stops her, hands on her shoulders, preventing her from running.

Without her weapons, armor, or powers, Taylor avoids a fight. She needs to escape, discard evidence, assess the threat, and then react. She tears up papers, using bugs to survey her surroundings. Someone likely knows she’s Skitter.

The school’s layout is a problem. Two buildings form an “H,” with the main office in the center. Exiting would expose her to windows and alarms. She can head to a four-story building with classrooms, a cafeteria, and a gym, leading to the parking lot, or to a similar building with an auditorium and the front doors.

She heads for the front door, discarding the paper scraps. She spots Adamant and Sere with two guards. Ducking into a stairwell, she avoids them. The guidance counselor’s office and staff meeting rooms have Shatterbird-resistant windows.

The building’s sealed windows make it hard to get her bugs inside, limiting her swarm. She places bugs strategically, creating a rough map. Flies reach the principal’s office, letting her listen in.

“…fight on my campus…” the principal says into the phone. Taylor gets bits of information, translating with her bugs.

“…of my students are …ly sensitive … to … them feel unsafe…”

The unfamiliar layout is a hurdle. She heads towards the staircase furthest from Sere and Adamant.

“…if that’s an order… yes… fine…”

The principal hangs up. Taylor speeds up. Bugs on the principal’s pants indicate she’s turning to the computer.

As Taylor reaches the stairs, every guard, Adamant, and Sere react. Students are also leaving classrooms. It’s the Protectorate, or someone connected to them.

The doors lock, the front gate closes. Taylor could run or fight, but it’s risky without her costume and with few bugs. She didn’t bring bugs or wear her costume, fearing a search.

“May I have your attention please?” Principal Howell’s voice fills the school. “The school is now being locked down… there is no immediate danger.”

The plan is to clear classrooms one by one. The Protectorate might have ways to find her. Clockblocker and Kid Win are changing into costume.

They know Taylor was in the school, but not that she’s still there. Outside, she has her bugs. She creates a decoy with her swarm.

A guard sees the decoy, alerts Sere. Taylor splits the swarm. “A supervillain is currently near the school entrance…” announces the school.

The office empties. Emma heads to the cafeteria with other students. The guidance office evacuates, the counselor invites Taylor to join them.

Taylor could ask to go to the auditorium, but she wants to be invisible. She joins the group heading to the cafeteria.

Students fill the cafeteria. The principal and staff are at the door. Emma glares at Taylor. Taylor finds Charlotte, carrying the ladybug-marked paper cube.

Sere destroys one decoy. Spiders suffer the most, their hydraulic movement system failing. Taylor tells Charlotte it’s best if she doesn’t know her.

“Is this about you?” Charlotte asks.

“I think so,” Taylor mutters. She sits at a back table, hidden but observant. Her bugs search for escape routes.

Sere attacks the decoys. Taylor tries to blind him with dirt, using flying bugs to drop small stones. In the cafeteria, more students arrive, sweaty from the gym.

Around 350-400 people are in the cafeteria. A group takes the end of Charlotte’s table, she stands and joins Taylor.

“What’s going on?” Charlotte whispers.

Taylor explains about Tattletale’s list and the principal’s warning. She couldn’t escape in time, and now she’s trapped.

“Shit,” Charlotte says.

“Exactly,” Taylor agrees. She tells Charlotte to prioritize the kids under her care.

Kid Win heads for the front door. Taylor’s bugs block his thermal goggles, then swarm him when he opens the door.

“What are you going to do?” Charlotte asks.

Adamant watches the students and the fight outside. Clockblocker heads to the front, wearing a large gauntlet.

“I have a few options,” Taylor whispers. She could attack the people at the door and escape. Her bugs are causing chaos outside, giving her an advantage.

There are escape routes, but she needs keys or a distraction. The principal might help, but she’s surrounded, and Emma’s watching.

“What if she’s the one who made the call?” Charlotte asks about the principal.

Taylor doubts it, based on the overheard phone call. Charlotte suggests the principal might know about Taylor’s bug-hearing.

Kid Win is swarmed. Sere is tied up with silk cords. Taylor takes Kid Win’s tools and phone, then lets him go. He heads back inside.

Taylor ties Kid Win to the door, gets keys from the guards. “I think I’m set,” she tells Charlotte.

Students are getting food. Taylor heads for the kitchen, confident. She finds a door outside, her bugs on the other side.

An impact shakes the building. Dragon’s suit lands outside. The door is deadbolted, but the figure outside – Armsmaster, now calling himself Defiant – breaks it down.

He’s in green and gold armor, with a lizard-themed spear. Dragon flies in behind Taylor.

“Dragon,” Taylor says, “And Armsmaster.”

“The name is Defiant,” he corrects.

“Skitter,” Dragon says, her voice gentle. “I’m sorry it worked out this way. My hand was forced.”





20.5


Worm, Chapter 20.5 Summary:

Dragon’s words echo through the silent cafeteria, confirming to everyone at Arcadia High that Taylor is Skitter. Emma, pale and in shock, stares from across the room. Defiant steps forward, closing the door he breached, while Taylor retreats, putting both heroes in front of her. His spear cracks with electricity, killing every bug in the hallway.

The cafeteria isn’t an ideal battleground, but Taylor remains calm, rolling her shoulders, letting the tension drain away. Five capes against her, and she’s without her costume, weapons, or a substantial swarm. She has her reputation, her image.

“Low blow, Dragon,” Taylor says, “Outing me? I thought you were better than that.”

Dragon is just following instructions. The failed deployment of armored suits against the Undersiders isn’t the reason they’re here. Taylor reminds them of her contributions in the fights against Leviathan, the Nine, and the Class-S threat downtown. She deserves better than having her identity revealed.

“It wasn’t by choice,” Dragon says.

“You choose to follow them,” Taylor counters, reminding them that many heroes have left the Protectorate recently. “It’s never simple. But sometimes you have to take the hard road.”

The Protectorate is disorganized, picking up the pieces, making errors in judgment. Taylor questions their priorities, leaving the threat hanging in the air. Dragon steps closer, but Taylor raises a hand, stopping her.

“It’s not in you, Skitter,” Dragon says, explaining why she stopped.

Taylor lists the gruesome acts she’s committed, questioning why they’d corner her with so many potential hostages. She taunts them about Sere, hinting that he’s incapacitated, then has a centipede crawl on Emma’s hand, making her shriek. She assures the heroes she won’t take it further, revealing that Sere is fine, for now.

Clockblocker, Adamant, and Kid Win enter. Dragon sends Adamant and Kid Win to find Sere. Taylor suggests it’s all bait, that they want her to take hostages to justify using some countermeasure, discrediting the Undersiders and their leader.

“It wasn’t our plan,” Dragon admits, saying she and Defiant didn’t believe Taylor would harm hostages.

Taylor questions why they expect her to keep quiet about the Protectorate’s secrets after they’ve revealed her identity. Dragon claims she didn’t find out that way and insists Taylor will keep quiet because it’s important. Defiant suggests moving the conversation elsewhere, but Taylor refuses, wanting witnesses.

Dragon explains they were ordered to confront and detain Taylor after being forced to announce their reason for entering Brockton Bay’s airspace. They were supposed to be hunting the Slaughterhouse Nine, but now they’re here, suggesting something more important has come up. Defiant offers to explain in private, but Taylor declines, suspecting the audience is the only thing ensuring fair play.

Defiant and Dragon are playing it safe, believing Taylor might have a trick up her sleeve, aware of her past exploits. Taylor smiles; despite her dire situation, the good guys are cautious. Adamant frees Sere, and Taylor realizes she could have caught Adamant too, but it wasn’t worth the effort.

Defiant apologizes for not meeting Taylor halfway in the past, admitting he regrets how things played out between them. This was a large part of why they came, to talk cape to cape about the future.

“One last question,” Taylor says, “Why out me in front of everyone? It doesn’t fit with Defiant being remorseful, it flies in the face of the unwritten rules.”

“It’s better you don’t know,” Dragon says.

“Tell me.”

“A precog told us it was our best option for bringing you into custody.”

A precog? The flawed plan, the contradictions—it all makes sense now. Like a plan Coil might have made with Dinah. “Who was this precog?” Taylor asks. “You know who,” Defiant replies.

It’s Dinah. All of Taylor’s efforts to free her, and now this? Taylor feels numb. She barely cares about the audience, the cameras, the inevitable online posts.

“Did they force her to give up the information?” Taylor’s voice trembles.

“You don’t want to hear the answer to that question, either,” Defiant says.

The PRT is using Dinah like Coil did, or she volunteered the information. Taylor asks for the odds. Dragon reports a 96.8% chance they’ll take her into custody, less than 1% chance of success with violence.

Taylor glances at the crowd, at Emma, who’s not even a factor. A part of her wants to lash out, to hurt Emma, but it’s irrational.

“I never liked that name,” Taylor says, “Skitter. Never quite fit.” She walks around a table, putting students between herself and Clockblocker. “No idea,” she adds, “Felt like commenting on the subject.”

Defiant offers to admit some culpability to get her a more lenient sentence. Taylor realizes he’s admitting it for everyone to hear, that he’s partially to blame for her becoming a villain.

“Okay,” she says, deciding what to do.

“Students!” she calls out, “Stand if you side with me. I won’t make any big speeches here. That’s not who I am. I won’t feed you lies or guilt you into this. It’s your call.”

Nearly a third of the students stand, gathering behind her. Charlotte is there, not making eye contact. Fern and a few others join from the back.

“This is reckless,” Defiant says.

“Probably,” Taylor replies, “But not as much as you’d think. We’re not fighting. We’re going to walk out of this school as a group. If you want to stop us, you’re going to have to hurt us, and you aren’t capable of doing that to people any more than I am.”

Taylor tells them to link elbows and surround Clockblocker. They head for the doors, telling one group to go to the kitchen, past Defiant. He bars the door, using his spear to create an electrical barrier.

“Steady forward,” Taylor says, “First ones to reach him, grab him. He’s a hero. Trust in that.”

Charlotte grabs the spear, others follow. Dragon flies over them, but Taylor clogs her jetpack with bugs. Dragon’s jetpack expands, becoming more powerful, but Taylor slips into the kitchen, into a narrow hallway Dragon can’t navigate.

Dragon leaves with Adamant and Sere. Defiant is stuck, students clinging to him. He removes a panel from his spear, Taylor fills it with bugs. He disconnects his glove, then types a sequence into the spear’s mechanism.

Outside, Defiant’s armored suit looms, but it doesn’t move. They walk between its legs. Dragon stands, but doesn’t pursue.

They walk three blocks from the school. “Stop,” Taylor says. What is she supposed to say? “Thank you” seems trite.

“You saved my dad,” Fern says. Others chime in, mentioning Imp, the Nine, the ABB, Shatterbird, Mannequin, Leviathan, the Empire.

Taylor walks down Lord Street, her heart heavy. Her range is longer now. Her bugs trace over the area. A butterfly lands on her dad’s hand.

“Taylor,” he says.

Six and a half blocks away, she replies, “I’m sorry.” The butterfly and Taylor take off.





20.x (Bonus Interlude #1; Stan)


Worm, Chapter 20.x (Bonus Interlude #1; Stan) Summary:

Stan, a reporter for channel twelve, arrives at Arcadia High School with his crew, Nipper and Marshall, to cover the aftermath of the confrontation between Dragon, Defiant, and Skitter. The humidity is brutal, clinging to Stan’s back, but he powers through, determined to get the story.

They park uphill from the school, strategically positioning their van for a quick getaway if needed. The school is surrounded by police cars and PRT vans, but it’s the uniformed guards with “Arcadia High School” stenciled on their sleeves that catch Stan’s attention. It feels more like a prison than a school.

Principal Howell, a woman with old acne scars and a nose that doesn’t quite fit her face, confronts them at the gate. Stan tries to negotiate, offering her a favor in exchange for access to the school and her students. Howell refuses, well aware that Stan is trying to bait her into giving him a sound bite.

Stan pretends to give up, but it’s a ruse. He instructs Marshall to find students willing to talk, particularly those who attended Winslow and might have known Skitter’s civilian identity, Taylor. He sends Nipper to film the uniformed guards, then approaches a group of teenage girls for an interview.

The girls reveal that Skitter is indeed Taylor, a former Winslow student. They recount the events, mentioning Dragon, Defiant, Sere, Adamant, and Clockblocker’s involvement. Marshall returns with a student who has cell phone video of a long conversation between Defiant, Dragon, and Skitter in the cafeteria. Stan pays her for the footage, deciding to watch it later.

He interviews two more groups, learning that Channel four has arrived, and the race is on. He returns to the van with Marshall and the laptop, deciding to watch the video to understand the narrative. Nipper connects the laptop to the studio, allowing the editors to access the footage.

The video shows a tense conversation between Taylor, Defiant, and Dragon. Stan takes notes, highlighting key phrases and questions. He identifies the heart of the story: students siding with Skitter over the heroes. He cuts the scene, titles it “The heart of this story?”, and the editors at the studio agree.

Marshall returns with a despondent young man who claims to have known Taylor. Stan smiles.

The news segment begins, with Stan reporting on the confrontation at Arcadia High. Clips of the mechanized dragon suit and the conversation between Taylor, Defiant, and Dragon are shown. The segment raises questions about the Protectorate’s actions, Skitter’s knowledge, and the involvement of the Slaughterhouse Nine.

Sophia, watching from prison, is enraged. She kicks the television screen, shattering it, and is tackled by guards.

Danny, watching with Kurt and Lacey, is devastated. The segment shows Taylor admitting to gruesome acts, and Danny wonders if it’s his fault. Kurt turns off the television, and they decide to take Danny to their place.

The segment continues, questioning what drives students to side with a villain over heroes. Director Tagg, Piggot, Defiant, Dragon, and other officials watch the segment in a meeting. Tagg blames Defiant and Dragon for the incident, but Piggot suggests they listen to Defiant’s demands.

Defiant wants the Directors to admit culpability and clean house, with in-depth background checks and investigations into PRT members. He also wants to stop censorship, starting at midnight. Tagg is aghast, but Piggot agrees, calling it a misuse of resources.

The Chief Director turns down Defiant’s demands, revealing that they’ve been in contact with Saint, the leader of the Dragonslayers, who is eager to step into Dragon’s shoes if she takes a leave of absence. Defiant is outraged, but the Chief Director prioritizes security over morality.

The Chief Director then asks what will happen when the next Endbringer arrives. Defiant admits that it won’t go well, even with the Protectorate at its peak. The Chief Director insists on a middle ground. Defiant and Dragon agree to get through the next fight, then clean house.

The news segment ends, and Jack Slash watches with Hookwolf and Bonesaw. Bonesaw is preparing Hookwolf for an experiment, and Jack expresses his desire to inject more drama into the world’s end. The lights flicker, revealing rows of glass cases containing clones of the Nine, except for Jack and one other: Gray Boy. Bonesaw hauls on a lever, plunging the room into darkness, signaling the start of their plan.





20.y (Interlude; Accord)


Worm, Chapter 20.y (Interlude; Accord) Summary:

Accord, a villain with an obsessive need for order, arrives at the Forsberg Gallery for a meeting with Skitter and her Undersiders. The building, damaged by Shatterbird’s attack, is an eyesore to Accord, its asymmetry and disarray triggering a flood of intrusive thoughts and plans for its destruction and reconstruction. He sees ways to use the building’s flaws against his enemies, imagining elaborate traps and mechanisms involving pendulums, wires, and thermite.

He suppresses these violent urges, reminding himself of the need for order and the satisfaction of cleaning up messes. His power, a relentless problem-solver, offers solutions he doesn’t want, from redesigning the city’s architecture to manipulating glass shards into weapons.

He calls on his Ambassadors, Citrine and Othello, to distract him. Citrine’s slight breach of protocol – speaking out of turn – triggers another wave of violent thoughts, this time directed at her. He sees himself slicing her throat or pushing her down the stairs, but the resulting disorder dissuades him. He touches her face, a gesture that calms both of them, and reminds her of her place.

The ascent to the meeting is plagued by more intrusive thoughts, reminiscent of the urge to jump in front of a train. Accord reflects on his past, his attempt to solve world hunger, and his subsequent imprisonment for embezzlement. He’s now focused on a twenty-three-year plan to bring order to the world, a plan that hinges on the current meeting.

They reach the top floor and encounter the Teeth, a villainous group known for their brutality. Accord itches to eliminate them, his mind buzzing with potential strategies, but he refrains, for now.

The Undersiders, led by Skitter, are assembled at the end of a long table. Bitch’s mutated dogs, Imp and Regent, Parian in a new black outfit, and Tattletale, perched on a giant silk scorpion, complete the group. Grue stands behind Skitter, a figure of menace in his darkness.

Accord greets Skitter, and they take their seats. The Fallen arrive shortly after: Valefor, styled after the Simurgh, and Eligos, reminiscent of Behemoth.

Skitter establishes herself as the leader, warning against violence at the meeting. Valefor challenges her authority, questioning why a “schoolgirl” should lead. Skitter offers to fight him, alone, and Accord warns Valefor that he’s already lost, noticing the silk threads attached to him, a trap set by Skitter.

Accord wonders if Skitter is prepared to kill, a question that will shape the discussion. Skitter confirms she’ll kill as a last resort, adhering to the “unwritten rules.” Accord is intrigued, eager to discover her contingency plans.

Butcher, leader of the Teeth, arrives, placing a massive gatling gun on the table as a show of force. She refuses to sit, conveying her defiance with minimal words.

Skitter reveals another trap: silk threads attached to the furniture, allowing her to manipulate the table and trap her opponents. Accord is pleased with himself for figuring it out, unconcerned by the danger.

Skitter lays out her terms: the Undersiders have prior claim to the city, and any who break their rules will be killed. She demands a third of all property acquired by other groups, or they can fold their organizations into hers. Accord sees it as a passive takeover, a squeeze until they cave.

Skitter adds another condition: during Endbringer events or the possible end of the world, each group must send half their powered members or three, whichever is more. Valefor balks at the idea of fighting Endbringers, but Skitter clarifies that she doesn’t expect him to.

Accord realizes Skitter is relying on his long-term plans, his need for resources and infrastructure, to force his compliance. She’s right; he has no choice but to accept.

Skitter predicts the Fallen will reject the terms and leave, which they do, silently. She claims Imp and Haven will handle them. Accord warns her about Valefor’s cunning, but Skitter is unconcerned.

Skitter confronts Butcher, who simply states, “You die. You can’t kill me. I will win,” before leaving.

Accord explains the history of the Butchers, each inheriting a fraction of their predecessors’ powers and consciousness. Butcher Fourteen has thirteen sets of powers and voices in her head, making her a formidable opponent. Tattletale adds that her attacks are guaranteed to hit, bending space to reach their target.

Tattletale, having sat without permission, clashes with Accord over rules and order. Skitter silences them, demonstrating her control. Accord is impressed by her composure and the order within her swarm.

Accord accepts Skitter’s deal, acknowledging their similarities and the potential for friction. He invites a response, and Skitter takes a moment to think before speaking, a habit that irks Accord.

Accord, alone with his Ambassadors, is again plagued by intrusive thoughts. He discusses the possibility of taking on the other groups, focusing on the Teeth and the Fallen. He decides to recruit more capes, prioritizing those two groups.

They reach their accommodations, a building Accord is slowly taking over. He orders Othello to send him five top-tier employees, promoting them to Ambassadors.

Accord contacts the Number Man, requesting five vials of a specific caliber, hinting at a larger plan. He mentions the Undersiders as a potential replacement for Coil, their ambitions aligning with Cauldron’s. Accord’s twenty-three-year plan, and the fate of billions, now rests on Skitter’s shoulders. He falls asleep, his mind finally at rest.









21.1


Worm, Chapter 21.1 Summary:

Tattletale, perched precariously on the edge of a Shatterbird-damaged building, uses binoculars to confirm Accord’s departure. Imp expresses a desire to have eavesdropped on the Fallen, but Tattletale dismisses it, citing the need for more information on Othello and Citrine’s powers. She speculates on Citrine’s abilities, noting her focus on areas with strong powers and suggesting she might be a trump.

Parian voices concern about the assumption of a fight with Accord. Tattletale justifies it as a threat assessment, and Grue shifts the focus to more immediate issues, particularly Skitter’s situation.

Skitter downplays her role, mentioning costume adjustments and plans for more streamlined armor. Grue, however, is worried about the fallout from her exposed identity, checking on the status of their families. It’s revealed that most of their families are either unconcerned or already aware of their activities. Regent’s father is Heartbreaker, a fact that puts their notoriety into perspective.

Grue brings the conversation back to Skitter, expressing concern over her heavy-handed approach at the meeting. Skitter explains that she’s tired of playing defense and wants to dedicate herself fully to her villainous role, enforcing the rules and backing up her team. Tattletale warns her about the need for rest, but Skitter feels trapped, unable to live a normal life due to her exposed identity and Dragon’s surveillance.

Regent suggests going after the PRT, and Skitter agrees, wanting to strike back. They discuss the necessity of a strong response to maintain respect among villains and deter the PRT from future attacks. They debate the risks of escalation, with Tattletale and Grue expressing reservations about alienating potential allies.

Skitter proposes a more aggressive approach, targeting their enemies before they can strike first. Rachel, Regent, and Imp are on board, while Parian abstains, feeling inexperienced and wary of Butcher. Grue shares his concerns, suggesting that Skitter’s desire for aggression might be driven by hurt and anger, but ultimately trusts her instincts. Skitter, feeling an inexplicable urge to hug Grue but suppressing it, outlines her plan: operate in groups of three, targeting the Fallen, the PRT, and the Teeth. She chooses Tattletale and Rachel for the first mission.

The scene shifts to a coordinated attack on the PRT. Bentley and Rachel’s other dogs bring down a PRT van, while Skitter and Atlas handle Dovetail, a cape with forcefield-generating slivers of light. Skitter uses her bugs to blind and bind Dovetail, while Rachel manages her dogs to take down another van and engage Adamant. Sere is trapped inside the building, unable to use his powers.

Skitter enters the PRT headquarters, her swarm covering every employee. She finds Director Tagg with his wife, holding a gun but not pointing it at her. Skitter asks “Why?” and Tagg, after setting down his gun, declares her the enemy. He claims ignorance about the school attack until the capes landed, justifying the decision to press the advantage.

Skitter accuses him of putting kids at risk, but Tagg counters that Dragon and Defiant assured him Skitter wouldn’t endanger the students. He calls her actions barbaric, but Skitter clarifies that inflicting pain isn’t the point. She explains that she orchestrated the attack to create a media spectacle, demonstrating the PRT’s vulnerability and her unwillingness to back down.

Tagg calls it a war, and Skitter retorts that her side is winning. He suggests that bad publicity fades and that, in the long run, the PRT will prevail. He reveals that he was chosen for his tenacity, not his success, and vows to fight the system. Tagg threatens to harass Skitter’s father, pulling him in for questioning whenever she acts.

Tattletale warns Skitter that Tagg is playing her. Skitter notices a family photo on Tagg’s desk and asks if he has daughters. He confirms he has two, studying abroad. Skitter questions his lack of remorse for hurting a father through his daughter, and Tagg states he feels none, calling Skitter a “thug.”

Skitter asks Mrs. Tagg if she stands by her husband, and she affirms her support. Skitter unleashes her swarm on Mrs. Tagg, causing her to scream, but doesn’t harm her. Tagg reaches for a gun, but Skitter stops him, illustrating her control. She spares Mrs. Tagg, but the gesture doesn’t change Tagg’s mind. Skitter then covers Tagg in bugs, causing him to scream in pain.

Skitter and Tattletale leave, joining Rachel and the dogs as they flee the scene. Skitter leaves her bugs behind to infest the PRT headquarters. She reflects on Tagg’s threat against her father, realizing that her actions have consequences for him. The demonstration with Mrs. Tagg might have been for her own sake, a way to prove something to herself.





21.2


Worm, Chapter 21.2 Summary:

Atlas, Skitter’s giant beetle, is faltering. Bugs, being hyper-efficient, don’t have the same ability to push past their limits as humans do. Acknowledging Atlas’s fatigue, Skitter asks Rachel for a ride on one of her dogs. She explains that Atlas hasn’t fully recovered since the Echidna fight, and she hasn’t found the perfect diet to keep him in peak condition.

Tattletale, ever the analyst, wonders about the significance of Atlas’s name. Skitter explains that he’s a giant Hercules beetle, and Atlas, the titan who carries the world, seemed like a fitting upgrade. The analogy to Skitter’s own burdens isn’t lost on Tattletale, but Skitter brushes it off, rejecting psychoanalysis in favor of action. She’s tired of the “unfathomable, stupid calls” made by authority figures and the heroes like Armsmaster, Kaiser, Purity, Miss Militia, Piggot, and even Dragon. She just wants to find someone who’s on the same page, someone who understands basic concepts like keeping the peace and making sure everyone is safe.

Tattletale points out that people in power, like Tagg and Piggot, have to care about appearances. They need to maintain the Protectorate’s image, even if it means breaking the unwritten rules. Skitter’s actions are important to them because they care about appearances. The PRT is struggling, losing members, and they see Skitter’s takeover of the city as a threat to their stability. They attacked the school not just to bloody Skitter’s nose, but to reassure the world that they’re still relevant.

Skitter is still incredulous that they would break the rules and endanger kids, but Tattletale explains that they had numbers from Dinah saying Skitter wouldn’t do anything disastrous. They’re planning to twist the narrative in the media and keep chipping away at Skitter’s forces.

Rachel, ever practical, offers Skitter one of her dogs, Radley, a Boston terrier, to ride. Skitter accepts, promising to take care of him. She rides Radley through the city, enjoying the sensation of movement and the wind in her hair. She wants to see Dinah but knows it’s a bad idea. She avoids her dad, not wanting to face the media and the Protectorate presence.

With no destination, Skitter and Radley run until Radley shows signs of fatigue. Skitter dismounts and walks him, Atlas flying overhead. She’s frustrated with Tagg and the recent conversation, and she doesn’t want to return to her territory and face her underlings’ questions. She will soon be Skitter again, with everyone she interacts with for a long time.

Skitter finds herself at a cemetery, scaling the wall and entering the grounds. She sits by a headstone and starts talking to her deceased mother, Annette Rose Hebert. She apologizes for not visiting sooner and expresses her frustration and shame about recent events.

She explains to her mother that she’s become a supervillain, a crime lord, but tries to justify it by saying she’s saved lives and fought powerful threats. She admits to killing a man and hurting innocent people, but struggles to feel remorse. She reveals that Dinah, the girl she saved, turned on her, but she understands why and doesn’t blame her.

Skitter shows her mother the two notes Dinah left her: “Cut ties” and “I’m sorry.” She believes Dinah’s actions were necessary for the greater good and might be crucial for Skitter’s survival. Skitter believes that she has to be heartless and do something that her parents wouldn’t approve of, in order to be in the right place at the right time for what’s coming.

A groundskeeper approaches, and Skitter says she’ll leave. He offers her tea and paper, which she accepts. She writes a long letter to her father, explaining her actions and apologizing. She leaves the letter in an upside-down vase by her mother’s headstone.

Skitter thanks her mother for listening and says she’ll be busy, so it might be a while before she visits again. She leaves the cemetery with Radley, having made a difficult decision and found a new direction. She is no longer lost or frustrated, and she has penned an explanation for her father.





21.3


Worm, Chapter 21.3 Summary:

Regent’s lair was undergoing a transformation, with stone tiles, suits of armor, and a dais with a throne. As Skitter, Regent, and Imp ventured outside, they discussed tactics. Skitter emphasized the importance of adapting to circumstances and not being predictable. Regent, however, questioned the need for constant strategizing, preferring to delegate.

Skitter wondered if Regent truly wanted to follow in his father, Heartbreaker’s, footsteps, a thought that troubled her. Imp, on the other hand, was becoming a terror in her own right, and Skitter pondered her potential future as an assassin.

Distracted by unusual movements, Skitter identified the presence of Haven and the Fallen, including Rosary and Eligos. They were clearly preparing for a fight in Regent’s territory. Skitter decided they should intervene, to avoid looking weak.

Skitter outlined the plan: Regent would take Halo, she would handle Valefor, and they would deal with Eligos together. She formed a massive swarm of insects, darkening the area and attacking Eligos and Rosary. Eligos created wind to repel the bugs, while Rosary used her power to shred the silk lines and create a car for protection.

Skitter, Regent, and Imp approached, using bugs as cover. Regent used his power to trip Eligos, allowing Skitter to bind him with silk. She then used Atlas to lift Eligos into the air with a silk thread, before dropping him to the ground, injuring him.

Rosary, now facing Skitter, was ordered to kneel. She complied, revealing her resentment. Skitter revealed that had Rosary refused, Regent would have taken control of her, even while unconscious.

Imp, under Valefor’s control, attacked Regent and Skitter but suddenly turned on Valefor, incapacitating him. Imp revealed that she had voluntarily submitted to Valefor’s control earlier, which allowed her to resist his power now.

Skitter considered their options for Valefor, ultimately deciding to use fear as a weapon. She suggested they could strip him of his powers, revealing a container of maggots and other insects. Skitter forced Valefor to look at her, and the insects crawled into his eyes, blinding him.

They marched Valefor to Rosary, who was shocked by his condition. Skitter explained that they could have saved his vision, but chose not to. They ordered Rosary to leave and not return without permission.

As they walked away, Skitter explained that the unknown was a powerful tool of fear, and that silence was often more effective than words. Regent’s response to her strategy was noncommittal, leaving Skitter to ponder their next steps and the need for a careful discussion with Grue.





21.4


Worm, Chapter 21.4 Summary:

Disguised in plainclothes, Taylor navigated downtown, wary of being recognized. Her outfit, a white summer dress and a large sun hat, was meant to make her blend in, despite the overcast sky. She carried her costume and weapons in shopping bags, bugs concealed beneath.

The area, marked by the fight against Echidna, showed signs of destruction. Taylor was tense, ready for any threat. The new reality of parahumans meant potential danger lurked everywhere.

She entered a construction site, meeting Grue and Citrine, both in costume. Citrine, representing Accord, had information to share. Taylor, despite a flicker of unease at their camaraderie, focused on the professional nature of their meeting.

They ascended to the roof, overlooking the nearly completed portal, a white tower with ramps leading inside. Despite the uncertain future and ownership debates, the portal was taking the spotlight off the Undersiders.

Citrine revealed Accord was recruiting five new capes, using Cauldron to empower them. They were experienced, loyal Accord employees, vetted and ready for powers. The risks, including physical defects and mental instability, were known to them.

Citrine explained that these individuals sought the “journey” of power, the ability to effect change, regardless of their starting point. She herself was a Cauldron cape, able to attune areas to different functions, even nullifying or turning powers against their users.

Accord, avoiding Tattletale’s scrutiny, was sitting out this meeting. The deal stood: no new territory for Accord, and Tattletale would vet the new capes. Accord also planned to task them with a job against the Teeth, in collaboration with the Undersiders.

Citrine mentioned the portal’s role as a potential escape route, aligning with Director Tagg’s advice to consider the future. Taylor expressed a desire for stability and a continued presence in the city, with the portal remaining an escape route.

Citrine handed Taylor a heavy folder, a detailed plan for bringing order to Brockton Bay. It was a technical manual, outlining steps to align criminal elements and players, without resorting to murder or totalitarian methods.

Taylor and Grue discussed the uncertain future, the need for the Undersiders to solidify their hold on the city, and the challenges posed by various villain groups. Taylor brought up the possibility of her stepping down as leader, asking if Grue could take over. He admitted he couldn’t, leading to a discussion about therapy and his potential to lead in the future.

Taylor revealed that Regent had controlled Imp, a fact that disturbed Grue. They discussed the problematic relationship between Regent and Imp, and the difficulty in controlling them.

As rain began to fall, they sought shelter inside. Grue removed his mask, and they shared a moment of intimacy, acknowledging their past relationship without regret. They agreed to focus on the present, setting aside worries about the future.





21.5


Worm, Chapter 21.5 Summary:

The rain was a light drizzle as Taylor and Brian finished up. They cleaned themselves off, Taylor using her bugs, a silent, intimate moment passing between them. Acknowledging the impossibility of a future together, they shared a simple goodbye, and Taylor headed back to her territory.

On the bus, she noticed a group of construction workers recognizing her, acting as a shield between her and the other passengers. It was a strange feeling, this mix of protection and wariness.

Reaching her territory, Taylor observed the rebuilding efforts, the new ‘seaside’ aesthetic a stark contrast to the old, industrial decay. She noted a crude version of her tag, a reminder of her complex role in this city.

A makeshift memorial for the time-distortion incident during the Leviathan fight stood amidst the new construction. Taylor added a bouquet, a quiet tribute to the lost heroes, including Brockton Bay’s Dauntless.

Back in her lair, the presence of intruders - heroes - put Taylor on edge. Parian, Miss Militia, and Flechette were waiting. A tense exchange followed, with Taylor asserting her control over the territory, demanding a symbolic surrender of weapons.

Miss Militia explained their visit: promising reports from the other side of the portal. Resources, potential for mining, and a lack of human life suggested a valuable future for Brockton Bay. Taylor, unsurprised, learned of Dragon and Defiant’s initial interest in a truce, now complicated by recent events.

Miss Militia, with Flechette, investigated a tinker device, leading to revelations about Defiant’s actions. Parian’s involvement brought them to Taylor, seeking a conversation. An apology from Miss Militia for past events, including Taylor’s traumatic school experience, followed.

Taylor expressed frustration at the heroes’ apologies without change, highlighting the Protectorate’s complicity in various wrongdoings. Miss Militia acknowledged the need for change but cited the precarious situation with the Endbringers as a reason for caution.

A discussion with Flechette revealed the hero’s inner turmoil and disillusionment with the Protectorate. Taylor empathized, urging Flechette to decide what she was willing to fight for.

Taylor, now referring to herself as Skitter, demanded compromise from Miss Militia. The PRT’s exclusion from the discussion was a sticking point, with Miss Militia unable to promise their cooperation.

Skitter proposed a plan: a truce, passive resistance from the heroes, and a focus on upcoming threats like the Teeth. The plan hinged on Accord’s cooperation, which the Undersiders would ensure. A temporary stop to Skitter’s aggression, including the Valefor incident, was agreed upon.

Skitter asked Flechette if this was satisfactory, suggesting it might help her relationship with Parian. Flechette, contemplating a transfer to Brockton Bay, was left to think.

A truce, however fragile, was established. Miss Militia and Flechette departed, leaving Skitter to ponder the accelerated timeline of her plan, a mix of determination and apprehension filling her thoughts.





21.6


Worm, Chapter 21.6 Summary:

The aftermath of the Leviathan attack lingered, the city flooded, the air thick with evaporated water. Rain lashed down, a relentless barrage, the wind turning it horizontal. Taylor, accompanied by the Undersiders, stood in the street, facing a squat building. Regent, ever the joker, was ready to trip up any sudden enemy movements. Rachel, with her monstrous dogs, hung back, a force held in reserve.

The Ambassadors, loaned by Accord, were present, their colorful powers muted by the rain. Citrine, Othello, Jacklight, Ligeia, Lizardtail, and Codex stood ready, sheltered by Citrine’s color-draining field. Their temporary costumes, simple and unadorned, reflected the urgency of their deployment.

Their target: the Teeth, holed up inside the building, recovering from recent skirmishes. Twenty unpowered troops, six or so capes, all nursing injuries, eating, joking, oblivious to the impending storm. Butcher, the leader, sat apart, cleaning her gun, a chilling detachment in her posture.

Taylor had spent time studying them, analyzing their movements, noting their habits, all through the discreet eyes of her bugs. The wait was tense, the minutes stretching into an eternity. Regent’s commentary, a mix of humor and impatience, filled the silence.

Finally, the signal came. Bugs surged into the building, not from the direction of the waiting capes, but from the opposite, a wave of chitin and stingers. They disrupted the Teeth’s meal, scattered their money, dragged away unattended weapons. Spree, handcuffed to a towel rack in the bathroom, struggled to join the fray.

The first of the Teeth to exit the building was caught in a tripwire of spider silk. Others trampled over him, firing blindly into the darkness. The powered members, however, gathered around Butcher, their movements silent and purposeful.

Butcher, immune to pain and armed with the powers of thirteen fallen capes, led the charge. Spree generated a tide of duplicates, a living wave of bodies, each dumber than the last. They were a distraction, a force to occupy the Undersiders while the true threats advanced.

Codex, a blaster-thinker hybrid, attacked the duplicates, causing brain damage and memory loss. Jacklight launched orbs of light that warped space and redirected the clones. Ligeia conjured geysers of water, driving the duplicates back, sucking some into an unknown void.

Rachel released her dogs, monstrous beasts that tore through the tide of duplicates. Vex, with her countless, sharp forcefields, slowed their advance. Animos, a shapeshifter, engaged one of the dogs, his power-stripping scream nullified by Citrine’s aura.

Butcher teleported past the defenses, a muted explosion marking her arrival. She fired her gatling gun at one of the dogs, the weapon jamming after ten shots. A danger sense, inherited from a previous Butcher, allowed her to evade the dog’s retaliatory attack.

She reappeared, swinging her gun like a club, knocking Bentley off his feet. Super strength, accumulated from multiple Butchers, made her blows devastating.

Othello, invisible and immaterial, attacked Hemorrhagia, his presence only revealed by the shallow cuts that appeared on her skin. Imp appeared, electrocuting Spree, ending the stream of duplicates.

Butcher inflicted a wave of pain, momentarily incapacitating Bentley. Regent, off-balance, was caught as Bentley struck her. She teleported between Regent and Taylor, a wave of flame washing over them. A rage-inducing aura, another stolen power, filled their minds, turning them against her mindlessly.

Taylor stabbed at Butcher, finding a vulnerable spot, but was elbowed aside, tumbling amidst the Spree clones. Lizardtail’s healing power, suppressed by Butcher’s wound-aggravating ability, slowly mended her injuries.

Butcher threw Regent into Biter, potentially fatally injuring them both. She teleported to Rachel, and Taylor, anticipating a confrontation, had lines of silk prepared. Butcher, however, teleported free, the flames destroying the silk.

Codex was helped onto Bentley, and they charged, Butcher their target. Butcher unfolded a compound bow, a weapon once used by Quarrel, a previous Butcher. She reformed the rooftop into arrows, aiming at the group.

Codex struck Taylor, nearly unseating her, as an arrow pierced the new villain’s neck. Butcher aimed again, her shots unerringly accurate. Rachel and Taylor, realizing they were outmatched, fled, Butcher in pursuit.

They reached the edge of the city, Butcher still closing in. Taylor created nets of silk, but Butcher teleported through them, the flames consuming the strands. With one net left, they lured Butcher to a rooftop, ensnaring her as she prepared to fire.

She fell, teleporting to the ground, injured but alive. Rachel’s dogs snatched her up, and they fled, knowing they had little time. They reached a designated spot, a line of stones in the wet sand. Rat-dog shook Butcher, then dropped her on command.

Butcher roused, attacking the dogs, but hesitated, stepping back from the line. She inflicted pain, a desperate attack, but fell to her knees, conversing with the voices in her head. She formed a spike of sand, teleported above it, and impaled herself.

The fight was over. They left Butcher, her powers neutralized, and returned to the others. The only casualty was Codex.

Later, at Rachel’s shelter, a semblance of normalcy returned. Rachel’s followers, a collection of damaged souls, tended to the dogs, a sense of routine in their actions. Taylor suggested a new role for Rachel, a guardian of the portal world, a tracker of fugitives. Rachel, ever practical, worried about feeding her dogs.

They ate, a meal prepared by a blue-eyed girl, one of Rachel’s followers. The food was mediocre, but the girl’s pride was evident. As night fell, they tended to the dogs, a calming ritual for Rachel.

Taylor, exhausted, woke on a couch, a blanket over her. Rachel, too, was resting, the blue-eyed girl beside her. A makeshift family, bound by damage and a shared need for connection.

Taylor departed, leaving Rachel to her dogs and her found family. She had delayed long enough. The Teeth were weakened, but not destroyed. Hemorrhagia and Reaver had escaped, and there were still rank-and-file members to deal with. But the immediate threat was lessened.

Tomorrow, she would face Tagg and the PRT. The inevitable confrontation, the one she had been dreading, could no longer be postponed. The future, uncertain and fraught with danger, awaited.





21.7


Worm, Chapter 21.7 Summary:

The room was dark, dusty, illuminated only by needle-thin rays of light. Taylor made her way to a C-shaped desk, following Tattletale’s instructions from a text message. She carefully typed a password into the nearest keyboard, and a series of beeps echoed through the room. Turning on the monitor, she illuminated half the room, revealing Tattletale’s costume and a heavy metal door leading to her bedroom.

Adjusting a dimmer switch, Taylor could now see the details of the bulletin boards, color-coded by subject and interconnected with threads. The boards on the left, labeled ‘Cauldron’, were filled with images of capes, organized into categories like ‘unconfirmed’, ‘likely’, and ‘confirmed’. The ‘confirmed’ section listed Eidolon, Alexandria, and Legend. Another board detailed ‘confirmed trigger’ capes and ‘Case 53’, each with a brief description of their trigger event and a reference number.

Yarn connected the ‘Cauldron’ board to a ‘PRT’ board, a whiteboard with magnets and index cards. A black yarn linked Alexandria to the recently retired Chief Director, while yellow yarn connected to notes about PRT funds. The whiteboard was filled with questions and musings about Cauldron’s involvement with the PRT.

Moving to red-themed boards, Taylor found information on potential threats in Brockton Bay: the Teeth, Red Handed, Heartbreaker, Lost Garden, Adepts, the Orchard, and The Fallen. Each was labeled with a code and a letter-number combination, which she found referenced in file folders on a bookshelf.

She examined the files on the Adepts and Lost Garden, noting their threat levels, crime rates, engagement levels, and activity levels. The Lost Garden file detailed their leader, Barrow, a powerful shaker similar to Labyrinth, and his collection of young parahumans.

Another blue-lettered whiteboard titled ‘Powers: Source’ was filled with questions and theories about the origin and nature of powers. Tattletale’s stream of consciousness explored the randomness of power distribution, the role of trigger events, and the differences between Cauldron-induced and typical triggers.

The last board, labeled ‘End of the World’, was mostly empty, except for Jack Slash’s picture and notes tracking his movements and interactions. An index card detailed Dinah’s limitations in predicting events involving power-immune capes, precogs, and certain thinkers, using these ‘stoppers’ to narrow down Jack’s possible locations.

Taylor sat at Tattletale’s desk, turning on the remaining monitors and televisions, each displaying news, business updates, and social media feeds. She logged into Parahumans Online, searching for information about herself, Skitter and Taylor Hebert.

Tattletale, Lisa, entered, wearing casual clothes but with her hair down, a mix of her cape and civilian identities. She recoiled from the light and sound, still recovering from her power overload. Taylor turned off the lights and screens, apologizing for not realizing the extent of Lisa’s condition.

Lisa insisted on staying, and Taylor helped her to her chair. They discussed Lisa’s setup, with Taylor suggesting it was too much for her to handle. Lisa explained that tackling everything at once helped her fill in the gaps in her understanding, like a massive game of Sudoku.

Taylor added a note about Accord buying powers from Cauldron to the board. After a period of silence, they acknowledged the reason for Taylor’s visit. Lisa expressed frustration at her inability to help, feeling scared and uncertain.

Taylor mentioned Rachel’s gratitude and expressed her own appreciation for Lisa’s help, despite the uncertain outcome. Lisa offered a weak “Give ’em hell” as advice. Taylor hugged her, a silent gesture of farewell, and left, remembering their rule of “no goodbyes.”

Outside, Taylor walked towards the PRT headquarters, feeling a mix of tension and calm. She entered the building, unnoticed among the crowd of employees and tourists. Standing in the lobby, she was eventually noticed by a PRT officer, who shouted “Villain!” and pointed his gun at her.

Civilians screamed and ran, while PRT officers surrounded Taylor, weapons drawn. Miss Militia and the Wards emerged, watching with concern. Taylor knelt, hands behind her head, and closed her eyes, seeking stillness amidst the chaos.

She thought about her team, her decision to cross a line, and Dinah’s words, “Cut ties.” Her eyes met Miss Militia’s, and she spoke, “I surrender.”





21.x (Bonus Interlude #1; Number Man)


Worm, Chapter 21.x (Bonus Interlude #1; Number Man) Summary:

The Number Man, a seemingly ordinary middle-aged man, manipulates vast sums of money through a touchscreen, understanding that money’s power lies in collective belief. He reflects on societal constructs like fashion, seeing them as shared delusions that people cling to, enforced by power dynamics. His office, located in a complex on another Earth, is plain, adorned only with images of the Golden Mean and Dali’s Corpus Hypercubus.

He analyzes data from Earth Bet, monitoring groups like the Elite and Gesellschaft. The Elite are expanding too slowly to counter the predicted end of the world, while Gesellschaft is planning a small war, potentially involving nuclear terrorism. Since Gesellschaft hasn’t sought his services, the Number Man sabotages their plans by manipulating their bank accounts, effectively disrupting their arms deal.

He dismisses other minor issues like the C.U.I.’s parahuman purchases and Tattletale’s distancing herself from him. He understands numbers, and through them, everything. A silent alarm alerts him to an intruder, his companion, the Custodian, guiding him through the complex. He realizes the threat isn’t an external invader, but an escapee from within Cauldron’s research facility.

He navigates through the facility, passing cells holding test subjects, including key staff members like Doormaker and a clairvoyant. Reaching the fourth basement level, he confronts the escapee, experiment three-zero-one-six, a man with missing body parts who can manifest powerful attacks.

Using his power to perceive and calculate every detail around him, the Number Man evades the attacks, closing the distance. He recognizes the stages of his opponent’s fear: Deimos (terror) and Phobos (mindless panic). He forces the escapee into a corner, offering him a choice between returning to his cell or a painful death.

Three-zero-one-six, who calls himself Reyner, reveals he’s going mad and longs for his family. The Number Man explains that Reyner died and this is a “purgatory,” a place between life and death. He claims their experiments will help save Reyner’s family from a future threat. Reyner, defeated, admits he can’t return to his cell. The Number Man confirms there was never a chance of escape.

Later, the Number Man meets with the Doctor. They discuss the increasing escape attempts and the need for a new approach. The Doctor suggests stopping damage control and letting the truth about Cauldron be revealed, accepting the loss of control. She also proposes increasing the volatility of their power-granting formulas, accepting a higher rate of deviations in exchange for potentially stronger powers.

The Doctor wants to use the Number Man in the field, a role he hasn’t played in years. He agrees, understanding the necessity. They discuss using him to find the Slaughterhouse Nine, but the Doctor has other plans, considering the Number Man’s absence from behind-the-scenes operations a necessary risk.

The Number Man prepares to return to the field, retrieving his old costume and knife. He reflects on his past, particularly his relationship with Jack Slash. In 1987, he and Jack, then known as Jacob, killed King, a powerful cape. Jack proposed they embrace their newfound power and create a reputation, but the Number Man, then called Harbinger, chose a different path, though he agreed to “play” along.

The Number Man considers Jack his “other number,” his inverse. He believes Jack might be unknowingly drawing on his agent, granting him an uncanny ability to survive and kill. He wonders if this suggests something about the agents’ motives. He muses on the nature of friendship and family, seeing them as constructs, delusions. Yet, he feels a connection to Jack, a shared beginning. He is the Number Man, a killer who seeks to save lives through understanding the very fabric of reality, while Jack is a killer, plain and simple, who he suspects has a deeper connection to the forces that grant powers than anyone realizes.





21.y (Interlude, Parian)


Worm, Chapter 21.y (Interlude, Parian) Summary:

Sabah, also known as Parian, walks through her territory, feeling the weight of leadership. She inherited this area from Bitch, and despite her efforts to be a different kind of leader, people still don’t respect or trust her. They reject her gifts or take them without thanks, as if she owes them something. She’s frustrated and suspects it’s because she wasn’t there during the city’s worst disasters, unlike Skitter or others who stood as a line of defense.

This feeling of being rudderless isn’t new to Sabah. It’s a recurring theme in her life, a constant uphill climb. High school was hard due to her immigration from Basra and her struggles with English. She tackled it alone, her parents too busy with their own adjustments. She found solace in math and engineering in college, but faced harassment from a male student who wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer. It escalated to the point where she caved, apologized, and pretended to be interested just to survive the social pressure. Her father’s heart attack was the last straw, triggering her powers one lonely night in her dorm room.

She abandoned engineering for fashion design, hoping for a fresh start. She made friends, moved into a shared dorm, but doubts crept in. Leviathan’s attack and the Slaughterhouse Nine’s killings of her family and roommate shattered her world. She joined Skitter’s Undersiders, hoping that this time, working out of necessity rather than desire, she’d find her direction. She didn’t.

Her headquarters, her atelier, is where she feels most out of place. People stare or ignore her, unlike the natural respect Skitter commanded. A text from Flechette shatters her thoughts: Skitter has surrendered to the PRT. Confused, Sabah tries to contact Tattletale, but gets a busy signal. She texts instead and receives a cryptic reply to meet at the usual place.

Using her powers, she deconstructs her cloth unicorn, creating a smaller quadruped for transportation. She reflects on her powers, how she manipulates fabric, creating shells filled with telekinetic energy. It’s clumsy, but it works. She arrives at the Forsberg Gallery to find Tattletale, Regent, Imp, and Grue gathered around a TV. Skitter is in a containment cell, authorities discussing her fate.

Grue is a storm of darkness, demanding answers from Tattletale, who claims her power is out of commission. Tattletale admits she had an idea about Skitter’s plan but kept it secret on Skitter’s request. Skitter believed it would fix more than it broke. Bitch arrives with her dogs, demanding to know what’s happening. Regent carelessly reveals Skitter’s surrender. Bitch is ready to break her out, but Regent explains it was intentional.

Bitch insists it’s part of Skitter’s plan. Grue reveals Skitter visited him, a silent goodbye. Tattletale confirms she and others received similar visits. Parian realizes Skitter wasn’t planning a short absence. Bitch remains loyal, believing Skitter will defeat the PRT and return. Grue, designated interim leader, focuses on damage control, especially regarding Accord, who arrives with his Ambassadors, earlier than expected.

Accord, a meticulous and dangerous villain, expresses his dislike for surprises. Tattletale, despite her throbbing headache, confronts him, asserting the Undersiders’ authority. Accord complains about Skitter’s absence and risky decisions, but Tattletale reminds him they are not partners but landlord and tenant. She offers to consider his ideas for city management, a generous bonus to their existing contract.

Accord accepts, hoping for stability and no further national news about the Undersiders. Parian is stunned by the mention of national attention, thinking of her family and friends who are undergoing facial reconstruction surgery. After Accord leaves, Tattletale explains her strategy, using old information and bluffing to maintain their position. She admits she hasn’t even read Skitter’s management booklet.

Parian, feeling out of her depth, finally speaks up, suggesting that Skitter’s actions are a way to protect them all, using herself as a bargaining chip with Director Tagg. She also believes Skitter is seeking personal redemption, maybe making peace with her guilt and her father. Tattletale agrees they should trust Skitter’s plan. Bitch, in a burst of frustration, smashes the TV. They decide to wait until nightfall, Skitter’s deadline.

Back at her atelier, Parian finds Flechette waiting. Flechette, avoiding the PRT, admits she doesn’t know why she’s there. They talk, reminiscing about their past. Flechette, once confident, now feels lost. She admits she was most comfortable with Parian during the post-Leviathan chaos. Parian removes her mask and wig, a symbol of her past failures and a reminder of the Slaughterhouse Nine’s brutality.

Flechette reveals Skitter asked her what she wanted, and she answered “Parian.” Parian, having been manipulated before, is wary. Flechette insists her motives aren’t carnal, but Parian sees through her poorly-timed glances. Flechette asks what Parian wants, and she answers “direction,” specifically excelling at something meaningful. Flechette realizes Parian is referring to her people in Dolltown, who need money for reconstructive surgery.

Parian explains she needs to be part of the Undersiders to influence them and protect people. Flechette offers to join as her lieutenant, giving up her arbalest and the Wards. Parian accepts, seeing a chance to make a difference. She kisses Flechette, feeling a sense of rightness she hasn’t felt before, a partnership that might finally make the uphill climb a little easier.









22.1


Worm, Chapter 22.1 Summary:

Skitter kneels, hands behind her head, as PRT officers shout contradictory orders. They’re hesitant to approach, likely due to rumors of Armsmaster’s fate at the fundraiser. Miss Militia intervenes, and Clockblocker cautiously approaches. Skitter admits her surrender is a trick, but not in the way he thinks. After a brief exchange, Clockblocker freezes her in time and applies heavy restraints. She’s led past a crowd of heroes and PRT officers, including Director Tagg, who gives her a hard stare.

The restraints are heavy, designed for powerful capes. Skitter wonders if it’s a deliberate act of spite. They don’t read her rights, and she chooses to appear confident rather than ignorant. Tagg and the capes head to the stairwell, while the PRT takes defensive positions, packing more lethal weapons than Skitter remembers.

She’s taken to an E-type containment cell, designed to neutralize powers with electric charges and containment foam. Triumph explains the cell’s features, emphasizing its inescapable nature. Skitter assures them she has no intention of escaping, but Clockblocker remains suspicious. Left alone with a PRT officer, she’s subjected to a strip search, a tactic likely meant to make her feel vulnerable. She complies, trying to remain calm.

Meanwhile, Tagg gathers key personnel, including capes and PRT members, to discuss Skitter’s surrender. Miss Militia believes Skitter is planning something, while Mrs. Yamada, a psychologist, suggests that actual surrender isn’t impossible. Assault speculates that Skitter might be trying to bring down the PRT from within, using a jury trial to expose dirty secrets. However, Dovetail points out that Cauldron’s cleanup crew is effectively silencing any leaks.

The discussion shifts to Skitter’s motives, with Miss Militia suggesting Skitter might be trying to oust Tagg. Back in the cell, the strip search concludes, and Skitter is given prison clothes. In the conference room, Tagg reveals his plan to let Skitter “stew” in her cell, hoping to break her composure. He also wants to control the media narrative, emphasizing the threat posed by Accord and Hellhound.

The Alcott family, including Dinah, arrives. Tagg questions Dinah, suggesting she might have helped Skitter. Dinah denies it, saying she’s working for “everyone” and that Skitter’s surrender makes the “end of the world a little less bad.” Tagg, frustrated, threatens Dinah, who responds by revealing a high probability of his painful death. Miss Militia intervenes, noticing that the bugs outside are reacting to the tension in the room. Skitter realizes she’s given herself away, revealing her ability to hear through her bugs.

Tagg orders Kid Win to expedite the bug defense system. Time passes, and Kid Win activates drones that kill bugs within the PRT headquarters. Tagg and Miss Militia head to Skitter’s cell. Miss Militia mentions Flechette’s defection, and Skitter admits she left the door open for it to happen, calling it “symbolic.”

Skitter is taken to an interrogation room. She reveals that the Undersiders will attack at 8:30 PM, sunset. She explains that she gave Tattletale instructions to hold them back until then, allowing them to get angry and target the PRT. She emphasizes that the Undersiders are far more unreasonable without her to control them. Skitter clarifies that this isn’t about needing her to keep them in line, but a time limit. She warns that if the PRT stands between her and her friends, or if they hurt her, the Undersiders will go “thermonuclear.”

Skitter presents Tagg with a choice: send her to the Birdcage and face the consequences, or hear her demands. She promises that if he meets her conditions, she’ll cooperate fully, giving the PRT a much-needed victory. She warns that her demands call for big changes, but the alternative is an all-out war.
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Worm, Chapter 22.2 Summary:

Skitter, cuffed in an interrogation room, makes a call to her newly appointed lawyer, Mr. Calle. He’s on his way, currently in her territory, gathering intel about her from the locals. He’s speaking with a “young lady, dark-haired”, and Skitter provides a code phrase, “fly in a paper box”, to confirm his contact’s identity. Calle promises to arrive quickly, inquires about her food preferences, and advises her to remain silent. Skitter requests a BLT, a sugar donut, and tea.

Tagg, watching her, comments on her casual demeanor. He attempts to unsettle her by discussing the horrors of the Birdcage, a prison for the most dangerous parahumans. He recounts his experience in Lausanne, fighting individuals affected by the Simurgh’s song, people stripped of their morality. He describes the grim reality of having to kill these fundamentally altered individuals, including children. Tagg emphasizes that he hates the Birdcage, but would rather use it than let threats like Skitter roam free. He reveals that others have tried to follow in Skitter’s footsteps, leading to death and destruction, citing the recent example of Hiemal in Alaska.

Mr. Calle arrives, a strikingly handsome Latino man with a noticeable scar on his face. He introduces himself to Miss Militia and Tagg, requesting a private meeting with his client. He pointedly asks that the observation room behind the one-way mirror be vacated and cameras turned off, much to Tagg’s irritation.

Alone with Skitter, Calle reveals they have until 8:30 PM. He outlines the numerous charges against her, including assault, battery, hostage-taking, treason, and complicity in various crimes. Some charges relate to specific events like the bank robbery and the attack on Lung, while others are more general. Skitter clarifies some of the charges, expressing surprise at being charged for attacking Lung’s henchmen. Calle notes a conspicuous lack of charges involving major heroes, suggesting they might have withdrawn them. He also mentions a charge of battery against Emma Barnes, one of the girls who bullied Skitter.

Calle informs Skitter that she’s being charged with treason for effectively declaring war against the U.S. government by taking over her territory. Skitter admits to more recent crimes, including arranging a psychopath’s death and putting maggots in someone’s eyeballs in self-defense. She also reveals she’s facing a premeditated murder charge for killing Coil, who was secretly Director Thomas Calvert.

Calle states that they could likely get most charges dropped in a jury trial, but Skitter insists she doesn’t want one. He suggests they could paint her as a bullied teenager pushed to the limit, but she’d face consequences if she pleads down. Skitter wants a binding agreement to ensure the PRT can’t change their minds after getting what they want. She suggests using public knowledge as leverage.

They spend an hour and a half drafting terms for Skitter’s surrender, followed by a tedious wait for printing and revisions. Finally, Tagg, Miss Militia, the Deputy Director, Clockblocker, and Mrs. Yamada return to hear the terms.

Calle presents the document, outlining Skitter’s offer of official surrender for a select few crimes, televised for insurance and to signal the Undersiders to stand down. In return, she requests leniency for the Undersiders, allowing them to police the city’s underworld without PRT interference, effectively a truce. She also demands Tagg’s retirement, citing his unyielding, combative nature as detrimental to the city’s need for peace and compromise. She proposes Miss Militia as his replacement, arguing for a cape to lead the local PRT to foster a shared perspective and understanding.

Tagg derides Skitter’s arrogance, pointing out her captivity and surrender. He threatens to send her to the Birdcage via Dragon and Defiant, keeping her away from insects until her trial. Skitter counters by asserting her belief in the Undersiders’ capabilities, warning that they would surprise the PRT if pushed.

Miss Militia suggests a figurehead leader with her as the real power, but Skitter insists on a full leadership role for Miss Militia to set a precedent for change elsewhere. Tagg dismisses her ambition, calling her “not that big a fish.”

Skitter adds one more request: not to be sent to the Birdcage or face harsh punishment. She proposes being used to hunt down Jack Slash and the Slaughterhouse Nine, similar to Armsmaster’s absolution and mission.

Tagg reveals that Skitter’s intel is outdated. The Slaughterhouse Nine attacked Toybox, a black-market organization of tinkers, stealing their technology and kidnapping the tinkers themselves. The Nine, now enhanced with powerful tinker tech and possibly clones, have disappeared, likely using pocket dimensions to hide. Miss Militia explains that they believe the Nine have gone into a cryogenic stasis, potentially emerging days, months, or years later, making them impossible to track.

Skitter, reeling from this revelation, realizes Tattletale was unaware due to her power outage and the chaos surrounding them. She asks if Jack Slash knows he’s supposed to end the world within two years, but Miss Militia believes he doesn’t, making it impossible to predict when he’ll wake his team.

Calle suggests revising their terms based on this new information. Tagg agrees, emphasizing the need for speed as sundown approaches and rejecting their current terms. He exits with Miss Militia, and Skitter notices her guarded posture around him, offering a glimmer of hope. However, she overhears Tagg mentioning something about “her father” to Miss Militia, leaving her with a sense of unease.





22.3


Worm, Chapter 22.3 Summary:

The heroes and PRT officials leave Skitter and her lawyer, Mr. Calle, alone. Their hushed conversation is not quiet enough; Skitter, straining to listen through her bugs, overhears snippets: Tagg discussing her father’s arrival, Clockblocker talking about Skitter’s desire to hunt the Slaughterhouse Nine, and Mrs. Yamada noting a pattern of escalation tied to Skitter’s father.

Skitter requests five minutes of silence to think. During this time, she overhears a conversation between the Wards and Tagg about Flechette’s defection to the Undersiders. Vista is particularly upset, and Tagg advises her to call Flechette, expressing hope that she might reconsider. He also reveals plans to mobilize capes against the Undersiders, and not making Vista to fight against Flechette if she doesn’t want to.

Miss Militia calls Skitter’s father. Mr. Calle suggests manipulating the situation, hinting at exercising leverage. Skitter wants to shake the PRT’s confidence and asks Mr. Calle to relay a message, but he refuses direct involvement. He proposes involving the District Attorney to complicate matters for Tagg, forcing him out of his comfort zone, but Skitter sees drawbacks. Media attention is another option, but Skitter seeks cooperation, not enmity.

Skitter decides to contact Tattletale and make a play for ownership of the portal to another world, using her firm’s assets. She sabotages the wiring for Kid Win’s drones to maintain her advantage. Dovetail reports to Tagg and Miss Militia about the Undersiders arming civilians. Skitter’s father arrives, and Tagg takes him to his office, showing him the charges against Skitter. Mr. Calle interrupts, demanding a meeting with his client.

Tagg brings Skitter’s father to her cell. After a tense reunion, where her father hugs her instead of striking her, Tagg initiates a discussion. He emphasizes the Undersiders’ threat and Skitter’s terms, including amnesty for her friends and Tagg’s removal. Skitter reiterates her willingness to go to the Birdcage if it means achieving her goals. She explains her motivation: the world is ending, and the PRT is too focused on petty conflicts to address the real dangers, like the Class S threats.

Tagg challenges Skitter, painting her friends as dangerous criminals. He questions her father, asking if he wants the Undersiders controlling the city’s underworld. Skitter’s father says no, but also expresses his trust in Skitter, despite not understanding the situation fully. Tagg argues that Skitter’s plan is short-sighted and will have negative long-term consequences for the PRT.

Mr. Calle reveals that news of a property transfer is breaking. Properties around the portal have been consolidated under a single individual, Sierra Kiley, connected to the Undersiders. Skitter feigns ignorance, but is secretly pleased. Miss Militia expresses anger at Skitter’s actions, but acknowledges the need for compromise.

They await the arrival of a new player, a woman who commands respect and fear. She is revealed to be Deputy Chief Director Costa-Brown, also known as Alexandria, one of the most powerful heroes in the world and a leader of the PRT. She has stepped down but is handling remaining crises. Alexandria’s arrival shifts the power dynamic, leaving Skitter and her father facing an even more formidable opponent.
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Worm, Chapter 22.4 Summary:

Alexandria arrives, initiating a tense discussion with Skitter, her father, and Mr. Calle. She asserts her intention to end the Undersiders’ threat, stating her legacy with the PRT and belief in its life-saving role. When Skitter claims to be protecting it, Alexandria suggests rescheduling their discussion for a more stable time, revealing she’s following the new Chief Director’s orders while also operating independently as a Cauldron operative.

Alexandria presents a chilling ultimatum: talk for five minutes, then she’ll take out one of Skitter’s teammates, either arresting or killing them. She plans to repeat this until sunset, effectively neutralizing the Undersiders. Skitter questions Alexandria’s absence during the Slaughterhouse Nine and Echidna incidents, but Alexandria cites “extenuating circumstances,” partially involving Tattletale.

Alexandria boasts about her reputation and powers, mentioning her extensive experience fighting Endbringers and her enhanced intellect, which she claims makes her one of the few who truly understand the world’s situation. Skitter suggests leveraging Tattletale’s knowledge, but Alexandria counters, saying Tattletale is too unpredictable and dangerous with the information she could uncover. She prefers bringing Tattletale into custody and using her freedom as leverage.

Alexandria leaves to target one of the Undersiders, leaving Skitter, her father, and Mr. Calle in the cell. Miss Militia exits, needing fresh air. Skitter explains to her father that this is her daily reality, facing terminal risks and monsters. Skitter reveals the PRT scandal involving Alexandria and other secrets, shocking her father. Mr. Calle is offended when Tagg suggests he might warn the Undersiders, but he notes the unusual civility between Skitter and her father, contrasting it with his past experiences with supervillain families.

Tagg taunts Skitter, saying she’s going to jail, but Skitter remains confident, hinting at multiple plans. Her bugs sabotage Tagg’s phone, causing it to fall and go off-hook. She dials a number, hoping to reach Tattletale. Using cockroaches, she taps out a message: “Alexandria.” Tattletale understands.

Skitter tells her father about the Undersiders’ bond, saying she’s willing to go to jail for their sakes and for the greater good, especially concerning the Endbringer threat. Alexandria returns with an unconscious Regent, whose limbs are broken. She gives Skitter another five minutes, threatening to take out another teammate. Skitter refuses to make concessions, insisting on her original terms.

Alexandria leaves again. Tagg and Skitter are left alone, and he tries to provoke her by being a bully. Mr. Calle and Skitter’s father discuss legal and moral issues, with her father learning about trigger events and the possibility of a death penalty. They also discuss how to counter Alexandria and Tagg.

Alexandria returns with Imp, unconscious. She explains that the Undersiders used a fire hose and a water-generating cape in an attempt to drown her, but it failed. Alexandria offers new terms: Skitter surrenders, the Undersiders receive no amnesty but are released, Tagg remains in position, and Miss Militia is promoted. Skitter gets two years in juvenile detention, followed by probation with the threat of the Birdcage for any violation.

Skitter’s father sees this as a way out, but Skitter refuses, stating she needs the Undersiders to keep the real monsters out of the city. Miss Militia calls the offer generous, but Skitter insists on amnesty for her team. Skitter’s father squeezes her hand, pleading silently, but Skitter stands firm, trusting her teammates and herself. She warns Tagg and Alexandria that she’ll make them pay if they hurt her team further, referencing Lung, Valefor, Butcher, and Coil.

Alexandria leaves for a third hunt. A PRT van arrives with a body bag. Skitter realizes it’s either Brian or Rachel, and she breaks down, shaking. Alexandria returns, and Skitter attacks her with bugs, aiming to suffocate her. She also attacks Tagg with venomous insects. Miss Militia tries to intervene but doesn’t shoot. Skitter, in a detached state, reflects on her actions as revenge.

Alexandria, choking on bugs, flies through the roof. Tagg, blinded and in pain, attacks Skitter, slamming her head on the table. PRT officers inject Skitter with a tranquilizer, but her powers continue to work even while she’s unconscious, ensuring Tagg’s death. Skitter blacks out, her last thought being the inevitability of her actions.
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Worm, Chapter 22.5 Summary:

Skitter awakens, disoriented and in pain, finding herself back in her cell in the PRT offices, her swarm drastically reduced. Her father and lawyer are gone, making her feel like a monster, a label she’s unsure if she can shake. Her mind wanders to unusual behaviors her bugs performed while she was unconscious, like weaving silk, suggesting an unsettling connection between her unconscious mind and her passenger.

She finds the building empty of people, with only technology and abandoned cars remaining, likely due to an evacuation triggered by her powers. After a painful shock from a security device, she discovers Tagg’s body in the morgue, killed by her bugs. Despite the gravity of taking a life, she struggles to feel remorse, focusing instead on Tagg as a threat.

Determined to escape, Skitter uses her remaining bugs to retrieve Tagg’s phone and keys. The building’s renovations and security measures make it a difficult task. She navigates through vents and a damaged elevator shaft, eventually getting the phone and keys to her cell. Before she can unlock herself, Defiant and Dragon arrive in a four-legged vehicle, intending to take her into custody.

Skitter memorizes Defiant’s phone access code and uses heated bugs to mimic his touch, successfully opening the cell door. She uses the elevator to evade them, then uses the stairs to reach the second floor, hiding as Dragon patrols outside. In her haste, she unlocks her restraints, feeling a sense of dread about her team and the mercenaries they’d hired.

Skitter gathers tools and weapons, including silk cords and a grenade launcher from the PRT supply room, using Tagg’s phone and keys to access it. She attempts to disable the security system and backup generator, hoping to gain an advantage in the darkness. She loads the grenade launcher but finds it requires confirmation to fire.

Defiant and Dragon confront her, their armor impervious to her bugs. They communicate silently, likely through their masks, and take her towards the rooftop, where Defiant’s vehicle awaits. Skitter, filled with anger and despair, tries to fight back, binding Defiant and Dragon together with silk cord.

On the rooftop, she makes a last request to speak with Defiant alone, using the opportunity to push him off the edge. Dragon saves him, and he angrily confronts Skitter, revealing that both Alexandria and Tagg are dead. He tells Skitter that her actions have doomed them all, crushing morale and breaking the hearts of billions.

Skitter defends her actions, blaming Alexandria and Tagg, and asserts that the PRT is more trouble than it’s worth. Defiant counters, saying she’s made a choice for the entire planet, and that her actions are making it difficult for him to be lenient. Skitter retorts that she’ll fight them as long as they work for the PRT, believing there’s a way to survive without them.

Miss Militia’s voice comes through a speaker on Dragon’s shoulder, revealing that they’re running out of time. Skitter realizes that the Undersiders never attacked and that Alexandria’s actions were part of a larger ruse. She questions the purpose of the deception, and Defiant admits it was a tragic mistake they’re all about to pay for.
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Worm, Chapter 22.6 Summary:

Dragon’s sleek aircraft hovered gracefully, a stark contrast to Defiant’s sturdy, battle-ready vehicle. Skitter, still reeling from the confrontation, learned that Alexandria’s actions were a calculated gambit. She pushed Skitter, expecting either an attack, providing grounds for severe punishment, or a lack of resistance, revealing leverage points. However, Alexandria underestimated Skitter’s attachment to her friends, leading to her and Tagg’s deaths. The Undersiders were safe, poised to attack within fifteen minutes.

A PR nightmare loomed, with news of Alexandria’s death threatening to spread. Dragon managed digital communications, but word of mouth was uncontrollable. Skitter suggested they embrace the chaos, exposing the PRT’s flaws. Miss Militia questioned Skitter’s change of heart, and Skitter blamed her for her inaction.

Miss Militia urged Skitter to stand by her desire for a workable solution. Skitter agreed to call off her team, but demanded the Undersiders be left alone. After tense negotiations, Miss Militia was appointed interim PRT director, a temporary measure to address the crisis. Skitter contacted Tattletale, instructing her to delay the attack. The Undersiders were shocked to learn Skitter killed Alexandria, but the news was already spreading.

To mitigate the damage, they needed a convincing narrative. Dragon’s A.I. crafts were suggested as a symbol of hope, but concerns about their vulnerability to Endbringers remained. Carefully crafted words and a compelling speech were deemed necessary. Skitter agreed to call off her lawyer, Mr. Calle, who was threatening the PRT. Mr. Calle, however, refused to back down, suspecting coercion. He agreed to a meeting, and Dragon’s vehicle was sent to retrieve him.

The plan was to hold off the immediate crises, control the narrative, and address Alexandria’s death. Skitter’s cooperation was crucial. She was asked to participate in a press conference, a fabricated story to legitimize their actions and rebuild the PRT. Skitter questioned the foundation of lies, but acknowledged the need for concessions in such a large-scale event. She proposed “flipping the script” on Alexandria, presenting her as a villain.

Dragon transported Skitter and Mr. Calle to her aircraft, where a makeshift contract was drafted in minutes. Chevalier arrived, and they prepared for the press conference. The Wards stood guard as they addressed the reporters. Chevalier announced Alexandria’s death, revealing her as a traitor responsible for a recent incident in Brockton Bay. He claimed “good capes” left the PRT, leaving it weakened, and that Alexandria’s power and resources silenced them. He emphasized that some, like those on stage, stayed to protect the PRT’s ideals, promising accountability.

Chevalier mentioned Alexandria’s many battles against the Simurgh, suggesting she was a victim of the Endbringer’s influence, a blatant lie to protect her image. He credited the evening’s efforts for stopping Alexandria, introducing Skitter as a key player. Skitter, overwhelmed and struggling to speak, was rescued by Chevalier, who declared it a day of change and hope, a chance to fight without sabotage. Dragon’s new A.I. crafts landed, symbolizing this new era. Chevalier mentioned the portal to another world, offering resources and potential refuge, as well as new allies.

Skitter removed her prison clothes, donning her new costume. She admitted to her crimes, expressing her willingness to face the consequences, hoping to inspire other heroes to return. She declared her commitment to serving the people, fighting to the end. As dogs howled in the distance, she announced her new name: Weaver.

Chevalier ended the conference, leading Weaver away. Defiant praised her improvisation, but acknowledged she couldn’t stay due to a conflict. Dragon, however, silenced him with a gesture, embracing Weaver in a rare display of warmth.
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Worm, Chapter 22.x (Interlude, Charlotte) Summary:

The broadcast concluded, announcing Skitter’s transformation into Weaver, a hero. Silence descended, broken by Ephraim’s question, “She’s going to be a hero?” In the aftermath, the Boardwalk community gathered, watching the news unfold. Charlotte, taking the day off, reflected on Weaver’s decision. “It’s done,” she stated, “For better or worse.” Forrest believed it was for the better, but Charlotte harbored doubts, remembering Weaver’s darker side.

As bedtime approached, Charlotte managed the children, each with their unique struggles. Kathy, rebellious, and Mason, attention-seeking, were the most challenging. Aidan suffered from nightmares, while Jessie struggled with bedwetting. Charlotte, checking on them throughout the night, found solace in Kathy’s surprising maturity in caring for the younger ones.

Online, the Parahumans Online message boards buzzed with discussions about Alexandria, the “new PRT,” and Weaver. Charlotte explained to the children that Weaver was famous for her transformation and her role in defeating Alexandria. A news van arrived, seeking information about Weaver. The reporter offered money for insights, but Forrest intervened, reminding everyone of their stake in the Boardwalk’s future, a deal they’d made with the supervillain.

A heated argument ensued between Forrest and Scott, who blamed Weaver for the Slaughterhouse Nine’s attack. Charlotte, overwhelmed, fled the crowd, old anxieties resurfacing. A man approached her, introducing himself as Danny, Taylor’s father. He sought Charlotte, hoping to understand his daughter better.

They discussed Weaver’s actions, her choice to prioritize her friends over family. Danny revealed his internal conflict, his duty to protect his daughter versus her desire to join the Wards. Charlotte urged him to support Weaver, emphasizing her need for his approval.

The Undersiders arrived, bringing a sense of closure. Tattletale explained the arrangements made on Weaver’s behalf, ensuring the Boardwalk’s safety and financial stability. Weaver had left a substantial sum for the community, a gesture that hinted at her guilt and a desire for redemption. The mercenaries under Tattletale’s command would train the residents, preparing them for future threats.

Bitch brought puppies as a form of therapy, a temporary comfort for the loss they felt. She revealed Weaver’s wish for her to guard the interdimensional portal, a task Bitch seemed to accept. As midnight approached, the Undersiders departed, leaving Danny and Charlotte to ponder Weaver’s choices.

In the quiet aftermath, Charlotte checked on the children, discovering Aidan’s drawing, a remnant of a forgotten dream. The dream, occurring on the night Weaver was outed, hinted at a possible trigger event or a near-trigger.

The chapter ends with Charlotte grappling with unanswered questions, the weight of responsibility, and the lingering uncertainty about the future. Weaver’s absence was deeply felt, her influence woven into the fabric of their lives, a complex legacy of both darkness and hope.
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Worm, Chapter 22.y (Bonus Interlude, Lung) Summary:

March 2nd, 1997: Kenta, a young man of mixed Chinese-Japanese heritage, feels out of place in Japanese society. Seeking to break free from conformity, he joins Daiichi’s gang, aiming to gain notoriety and eventually join the Yakuza. They embark on their “springtime,” a period of freedom before they join the organization.

Their first target is a group of Chinese businessmen meeting with two foreign women. Kenta kicks down the door, and they enter, finding five people in the room. One of the foreigners, a black woman, instructs everyone to stand back as her bodyguard, a younger woman in a black suit, will handle the situation.

Daiichi fires a warning shot, but the bodyguard remains unfazed. She expertly deflects his attacks using a knife and a table, showcasing remarkable skill and precision. Daiichi’s ghostly replica and Ren’s wind-based power are both countered effortlessly.

The bodyguard disables the gang members one by one, her movements calculated and efficient. Kenta is forced face-first into a brick of powder, possibly drugs, and experiences a powerful rush. He feels like he’s having a heart attack and has a brief, out-of-body experience, witnessing two entities communicating through various mediums, observing a gaseous planet and its lifeforms.

Kenta snaps back to reality, finding himself and his gang defeated. The bodyguard, slightly injured, is helped by the black woman. The Chinese men collect their money and drugs, and the black woman negotiates the cost of the lost product.

Kenta, left among his dead or dying comrades, realizes the folly of their attack. He vows to be more careful in choosing his battles.

November 2nd, 1999: Lung, now a powerful parahuman, watches Leviathan’s rampage in Japan. He’s waiting for the right moment to join the fight, feeling his power stir within him. A Sentai woman approaches, questioning his presence. He explains he’s waiting, and she reveals her power is ineffective against Leviathan.

Lung enters the fray, his scales growing as he anticipates the battle. He fights alongside other heroes, enduring Leviathan’s attacks and healing rapidly. He reaches a critical point in his transformation, his power escalating. He battles Leviathan, growing larger and stronger, his fire burning hotter. The ground shakes, and a chasm opens. Lung resists being dragged in, aided by Alexandria.

He fights for an indeterminate amount of time, growing larger than Leviathan, his power reaching its peak. However, as the other heroes retreat or evacuate, Lung’s power begins to wane. Leviathan, wounded, flees into the depths. Lung, unable to float, sinks to the ocean floor, his power leaving him. He feels a sense of despair, having failed to kill his enemy and having no audience to witness his strength. Alexandria retrieves him from the depths.

August 13th, 2002: Lung is imprisoned in the C.U.I. prison, his power suppressed. He’s visited by two Yàngbǎn members who question him about his dealings with American heroes. Lung reveals he turned down their offers. He agrees to join the Yàngbǎn to escape, planning to betray them later.

March 23rd, 2011: Lung, now in Brockton Bay, is confronted by Bakuda, who criticizes his gang’s name and his lack of ambition. Lung explains his philosophy of fear, his goal to engender a “fear of knowing” in his enemies. He reveals his past, how he defeated many gangs and recruited members like Oni Lee. He states his intention to defeat his enemies and rule.

July 14th, 2011: In the Birdcage, Amelia discusses her theory about power-granting entities with Teacher and Marquis. Teacher expresses skepticism, and they debate the implications. Lung watches a news broadcast about Alexandria’s death and Weaver’s (formerly Skitter) role in stopping her. Teacher suggests it might soothe Lung’s ego to know Weaver defeated Alexandria, but Lung dismisses the notion.

Weaver announces her intention to serve the people, even if it means facing imprisonment. Teacher and Lung discuss a plan to manipulate events to secure their release, using a captured parahuman named Saint to communicate with the outside world through Dragon’s systems. Lung agrees, on the condition that his power is left alone. He’ll act as Teacher’s bodyguard for a time after their release.

Lung returns to Marquis’ cell block. Marquis offers him tea, a gesture of acceptance. Lung, contemplating the nature of acceptance and conformity, chooses not to reveal Teacher’s plan to undermine everything Marquis and Amelia are working towards. He simply thanks Marquis for the tea, keeping his secret. He feels his power under his skin, fueled by the possibility of freedom, and the scale of the events Teacher has hinted at, and the promise of revenge.
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Worm, Chapter 23.1 Summary:

Taylor Hebert, formerly known as Skitter and now going by Weaver, is serving time in a medium-security prison. Defiant arrives to grant her temporary leave, assuring her it’s not a permanent release. They discuss the challenges of leadership and the sacrifices involved, drawing parallels between Taylor’s imprisonment and Defiant’s “retirement.”

Taylor is assigned to a close-security wing in a medium-security prison, a compromise reached due to her dangerousness and the PRT’s request for leniency. The warden warns Taylor about the prison’s no-tolerance policy on powers and expresses concern about Taylor’s control over the prison’s insect population. Taylor explains her power is always on, and she’s been trying to manage the bugs to avoid discomfort.

Defiant reveals that Taylor’s membership in the Wards is confirmed, but the specifics are still being decided. She’s to meet with several team leaders who will evaluate her for placement. The best-case scenario is joining a team in the thick of action, while the worst is being relegated to a low-risk assignment.

Taylor, in her Weaver costume, meets with the team leaders and captains of various Wards teams, including Prism, Rime, Revel, Dispatch, Jouster, Vantage, Tecton, Hoyden, and Clockblocker. She also meets Glenn Chambers, PRT head of Image, and Mrs. Yamada.

Dispatch suggests a field exercise to assess Taylor’s abilities, proposing they target a group of villains called the Adepts. Despite her reservations about her inadequate equipment and the change in rules, Taylor agrees.

The team discusses the Adepts, a group of “wizards” led by a time traveler named Epoch. They’re organized into tiers, with members competing for higher positions. The team infiltrates one of the Adepts’ properties, where they encounter three capes: Felix Swoop, Paddock, and a yet-unnamed male.

Jouster leads the attack, using his lance to deliver various energy-based attacks. Clockblocker freezes Paddock, while Vantage and Hoyden engage the other two capes. Taylor uses her bugs for reconnaissance and to hamper the enemies, but she feels sidelined as the others quickly subdue the Adepts.

A fourth Adept, Thirteenth Hour, arrives and uses her power to slow down time for the heroes, incapacitating them. Taylor’s bugs, acting on their own, begin to bind the Adepts with silk. Taylor manages to wake herself by triggering her gag reflex with a cockroach, then does the same to Tecton, who shakes the building, waking the others and dispelling Thirteenth Hour’s power.

Hoyden fights off Swoop’s flaming birds, while Taylor uses her taser to incapacitate the remaining Adepts. Jouster wakes Vantage and Clockblocker, and they prepare to assist their reinforcements who are fighting the Adepts’ reinforcements outside.

Defiant informs Taylor that she may have won over some doubters, but Rime was unhappy with her attitude. Taylor returns to prison, injured but having proven herself to some extent. She begins eliminating the prison’s insect population using a bug zapper provided by the warden, while contemplating the challenges of adapting to her new role as a Ward and finding her place within the team.
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Worm, Chapter 23.2 Summary:

The Las Vegas team’s reaction to Weaver’s team’s arrival is less than welcoming, arms folded, eyes averted. Satyrical, with his goat-head helmet and perpetual smile, looks deranged with the circles under his eyes. His bare, muscular chest and low-slung costume are intentionally distracting. Nix, Blowout, Leonid, and Floret join Satyrical in their displeasure, their vibrant costumes a stark contrast to their dark moods. Spur and Ravine seem more lost than angry, but they side with their team.

As they descend in the elevator, Vantage asks Weaver for her thoughts. She finds the building dull, like a giant tombstone, with no windows and minimal decoration. Vantage notes the contrast, and Rime explains that Vegas is overrun with villains, employing a unique cape dynamic. Unlike other cities where brute force reigns, in Vegas, thinkers, tinkers, and strangers rule the underworld. The heroes are flamboyant and strategists, designed to counter the villains’ schemes. Rime explains that the “game” of cops and robbers has escalated, causing catastrophic damage and the decline of the strip. The building is a fortress because that’s what the city needs.

They reach the cells, where they find Pretender, an albino cape in a velvet purple costume. Rime confronts him, accusing him of wrongdoing. Pretender claims he was forced, citing a “bogeyman” that silences those who reveal sensitive information. He believes his actions, including killing a government thinker, were the best option, as surrendering or talking would have led to his death. Arbiter senses a massive danger associated with Pretender, using her social thinker power to gauge the threat levels of those connected to him. Rime contacts Dragon, requesting immediate extraction due to the impending trouble.

They go up to the roof, where a Kulshedra model has landed. Boxes with butterflies. Dragon wants her to change her methods. It’s still stupid. She releases the butterflies, sending them to scout the city. A sniper is spotted on a nearby rooftop, and they take cover in the craft. Prefab creates barricades, and they confirm passwords with Rime’s team, who arrive with a containment box. They secure the box and take off, identifying the sniper’s location. The ship is hit by a projectile, and they identify it as a human, possibly hired by Pretender.

The ship is struck again, heavily damaged, and crash-lands between two buildings, caught by Rime’s ice. The projectile, identified as Bambina, attacks again, and they are forced to prepare for a fight. The ship’s AI is damaged, and they struggle to get information and light. Weaver uses the ship’s systems to provide some light and camera feeds, demonstrating her familiarity with Dragon’s technology. Bambina, accompanied by Starlet and August Prince, attacks, and they discover that the sniper and the child villains are not allied.

They prioritize helping civilians trapped under the crashed ship. Weaver offers to disable the shooter, but Prefab and Rime refuse, ordering her to stay. She provides Rime with butterfly decoys and helps evacuate civilians. Bambina and her team attack, and Arbiter is frozen by August Prince’s power, which prevents aggression towards him. Bambina and Starlet take out Prefab and Leister, while August Prince attacks Weaver. She is unable to fight back due to his power. Rime is taken out by the sniper, encased in ice for protection.

Vantage takes down Starlet, but August Prince continues to choke Weaver, who is unable to fight back. Usher tries to use his power to make her immune, but it fails. A woman emerges from the Kulshedra, fixing the systems and freeing Pretender. She identifies herself as working for “The Doctor,” and Pretender willingly goes with her through a portal. The Vegas team arrives, revealing they hired Bambina to break out Pretender. They announce their departure from the Protectorate, disillusioned by its decline and Pretender’s treatment.

Arbiter contacts Chevalier, informing him of the situation and the Vegas team’s defection. Chevalier orders them to let the Vegas team go, prioritizing their need for heroes, even if they aren’t Protectorate. Weaver is left with mixed emotions, realizing they’ve lost on every count except for Rime’s survival. She reflects on the difficulty of reconciling her heroic aspirations with her past as Skitter, recognizing the need for change.





23.3


Worm, Chapter 23.3 Summary:

Weaver enters the bustling domain of Glenn Chambers, the PRT’s head of costume design and marketing. The room is a whirlwind of activity, with maps adorned with hero portraits, display cases showcasing costumes, and a flurry of assistants catering to Glenn’s every whim. He’s a strange figure, clad in an eccentric outfit, a stark contrast to the archetypal power brokers Weaver has encountered. He reminds her of Skidmark, the former leader of the Merchants, not in appearance, but in the way he commands his orbit of subordinates.

Glenn, surrounded by a hive of activity, swiftly deals with his underlings, critiquing action figures and poster designs with a demanding eye. Weaver approaches, seeking a private audience, but Glenn insists on a public discourse. He’s busy, yet he can’t resist the allure of Weaver, his “most interesting project.”

Weaver confronts him about the disastrous mission in Las Vegas, where Pretender was broken out, their team was crushed, and Rime was shot. She blames Glenn’s restrictions on powers, particularly the butterfly mandate, for their failure. Glenn deflects, his indifference only fueling Weaver’s frustration. She argues for a more aggressive approach, citing the need to shed the “kiddie gloves” and unleash their full potential, especially in dire situations. The Wards, she points out, were whittled down in Brockton Bay because they couldn’t fight back effectively, and now the same pattern threatens the Protectorate.

Glenn dismisses her concerns, suggesting that her intelligence is overhyped. He questions whether she wants the Wards to emulate her viciousness. Weaver clarifies that she wants all capes, Wards and Protectorate alike, to stop holding back when necessary. She emphasizes that their failure to inspire confidence in the Vegas teams contributed to losing them.

At this, Glenn orders his subordinates to leave, granting Weaver the privacy she initially sought. He warns them against leaking any information, emphasizing his extensive network and the risks of disclosure. Alone with Weaver, Glenn shifts the conversation to her “misdirection and deception,” acknowledging her past as a successful leader of a group that ruled a city. However, he positions her as a novice in the Protectorate’s world, unfamiliar with its customs and precautions.

Weaver counters by highlighting her accomplishments, including taking down Alexandria and fighting class-S threats. Glenn remains skeptical, questioning her dependability. He reveals that they have footage of her “snapping,” transitioning from calm to homicidal in an instant. While he acknowledges the motivation behind her actions, he asserts that it doesn’t inspire confidence. The tests, he explains, are to gauge her ability to follow their restrictions, as unfair as they may seem.

Weaver proposes a compromise: she’ll make the butterflies work, but she wants permission to use her full arsenal against real threats, like the sniper and the woman in the suit from the previous night. Glenn rejects the idea, warning against an “endless loop of serial escalations.” He reiterates that the issue isn’t about lethal or nonlethal force, but about trust and whether she’ll stick to the path they’ve set for her.

Weaver argues for negotiation instead of rigid rules, emphasizing her experience, versatility, and ability to handle various threats. Glenn counters that the public’s scrutiny is too intense to “let her off her leash” so soon after Alexandria’s death. He suggests that when things quiet down, she might fit in with the “grayer” heroes of Vegas, but not now.

Weaver presses for a chance to prove herself, to deliver the wins they need. Glenn counters by showing her a video of herself, Skitter, attacking the PRT office in Brockton Bay. The footage is disturbing, even to Weaver, as she sees her own movements, coordinated with the swarm, in a way she doesn’t recognize. Glenn points out that this “nightmarish” image isn’t marketable.

Weaver concedes to work on being “less nightmarish” but insists on a way to be more effective. Chevalier and Defiant arrive, and Chevalier reveals that the restrictions will last until she turns eighteen and joins the Protectorate. He explains that it’s a compromise, a way to ensure she won’t snap again and to vet her thoroughly, given her past.

Weaver argues that the world will end before she turns eighteen and offers to be used, to round up tinkers or leverage her villainous reputation. Chevalier acknowledges her contributions, including her role in the fight against Echidna, but reiterates the need for patience. Defiant suggests she take this as a reprieve, a chance to rest after the tumultuous events she’s faced.

Weaver, realizing that the legitimate avenues are failing her, proposes helping indirectly by outfitting their heroes. Chevalier agrees, suggesting a deal similar to what they have with tinkers. Weaver declines the money, asking for a workshop and equipment instead.

Later, in the prison’s back corridors, Weaver starts breeding spiders, a step towards mass-producing silk. It’s a calming act, a return to something concrete after the frustrating meeting with Glenn. She receives a bundle of mail, letters from fans and critics, words of support and death threats.

Among them are letters from the Undersiders. Grue’s letter is a mix of anger, confusion, and longing. He calls her an idiot but admits he’ll write again. Imp’s letter is a single, explosive “HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!!! what the fuck???” Tattletale’s letter is a detailed update on the situation in Brockton Bay: Accord, Heartbreaker, the Red Hands, the Lost Garden, Grue’s struggles, Regent and Imp’s antics, Flechette and Parian’s relationship, and the impending Endbringer attack. She reassures Weaver that things are normal, in their own way.

Charlotte’s letter informs Weaver that Atlas died, and they’re making a brass mold of him as a way of keeping her with them. Rachel’s letter, dictated to a “minion,” is a glimpse into her life in the wilderness, hunting “fucked up bull things” (bison) and missing toilets. She expresses a sense of something missing, despite being in a situation she’d wanted for a long time. She warns Weaver against fighting them and signs off with a reminder to stay alive until they meet again.

Weaver, moved by the letters, starts sketching designs for a new costume and weapons. She wants to pay homage to Atlas with a flight system, to Skitter with a darker, more effective combat style, and to find a middle ground between the restrictions and her full potential. She jots down ideas for payloads, caltrops, toxins, and containment foam. She resolves to create something that’s truly hers, a fusion of her past and present, a symbol of her determination to find her own way in this new world.





23.4


Worm, Chapter 23.4 Summary:

Mrs. Yamada arrives late to her session with Weaver, flustered and apologetic. Weaver notices the office doesn’t suit Mrs. Yamada’s practical demeanor, suspecting it’s borrowed. Mrs. Yamada explains her tardiness was due to a patient reacting badly to recent events, a Ward’s departure.

Shifting the focus to Weaver, Mrs. Yamada begins with a simple “How are you?” Weaver claims to feel better after talking to Glenn and Chevalier, but admits to feeling restless. She describes how her body craves her old routine of running, and how she used to help people, even as a villain, by providing food and planning for the future. Now, she feels like she’s helping less as a Ward.

Mrs. Yamada asks if Weaver thinks society would be better off if everyone acted like her, punishing transgressions harshly. Weaver concedes that it might seem “medieval,” but argues that capes are naturally violent. Mrs. Yamada challenges her on the Brockton Bay Wards, who suffered at Weaver’s hands despite not being like Shadow Stalker. Weaver struggles to explain her past actions, saying it feels like a long time ago.

Moving on, Mrs. Yamada asks what name Weaver prefers. Weaver chooses “Weaver” and declines an offer of tea. Mrs. Yamada explains that this is their “first date,” where she gets a sense of who Weaver is, offering feedback and advice. She asks Weaver if she wants therapy.

Weaver admits it’s obligatory, but Mrs. Yamada clarifies that she can adjust her approach. Weaver says Mrs. Yamada was “pretty decent” to her in Brockton Bay, and Mrs. Yamada asks what Weaver thinks her goal is. Weaver believes it’s to report on her mental state to the PRT and Protectorate, but Mrs. Yamada says her only goal is to help Weaver.

Mrs. Yamada offers two paths: acting as a confidential therapist or as an advocate, setting Weaver up with another therapist and working as a middleman with the PRT and the Warden. Weaver chooses therapy, surprising herself. She admits she’s anxious about not being a good hero and expresses fear that her power isn’t entirely under her control, that a “monster” in her brain is using it without her consent.

Mrs. Yamada asks if Weaver is going to hurt someone, and Weaver denies it, but worries about the possibility. Mrs. Yamada suggests relaxation exercises and meditation, and Weaver proposes using a camera to track her power’s activity.

Weaver expresses a lack of confidence in being a hero, feeling like she’s betraying her past ideals. Mrs. Yamada suggests a walk, and they head to a park where Boston Wards are struggling with a crowd of middle schoolers.

Weaver uses her butterflies to distract the kids, turning it into a game. She explains to the Wards that she used to be a supervillain, allowed to be a jerk. She identifies the stragglers in the crowd and has the Wards interact with them.

Gathering the stragglers at a picnic table, Weaver explains the PRT’s “ploy” to get on their good side in case they get powers. She talks about trigger events, the moment someone gets superpowers, and how parahumans tend to be loners.

Weaver argues that being a villain isn’t worth it, despite the money and power she gained. She asks for paper and pens, getting the kids to write down their worst fears and assigning them powers based on those fears. They then decide whether to be heroes or villains and roll dice to determine their luck.

The exercise reveals that most villains end up dead, maimed, or in jail, while most heroes fare better. Weaver emphasizes that being a cape means beating the odds, and being a villain carries greater risks.

Phones ring, signaling an Endbringer attack. Behemoth is coming to New Delhi. Weaver admits she’s not ready, but Defiant has her old costume, modified. She agrees to go, despite the danger.

Defiant and Dragon arrive in Dragon suits, and Weaver gathers her costume and a jetpack. The kids don’t wish them luck, perhaps understanding the gravity of the situation. As the doors close, Weaver reflects on the meaning of the day, her choice to be a hero, and the uncertain future that lies ahead.





23.5


Worm, Chapter 23.5 Summary:

Weaver finds herself restless, crammed in a craft with Defiant and Dragon, en route to an Endbringer battle in New Delhi. She watches the monitor, tracking the growing number of capes joining the fight, feeling a knot of anxiety tightening with each new addition. The sheer number of small, unfamiliar teams hints at a lack of organization.

She changes into her old costume, lacking the usual undergarments. They’d mentioned painting it, but she decides to wear it as is, sans the armor. The new flight pack, a last-minute addition from Defiant and Dragon, is a mismatch in color. It boasts antigravity panels and propulsion wings, controlled by a glove or, as a backup, by bugs navigating switches within the pack itself.

Defiant explains the pack’s functionality, emphasizing its limitations. It’s not for swift escapes, but for enhanced mobility. He also reveals that they’ve built in nineteen control tracks for her bugs, allowing intricate control over the pack’s components. Weaver is told to study the documentation Dragon prepared, particularly regarding the pack’s vulnerability to electromagnetic interference.

Defiant admits they don’t have time to finish the pack’s ‘arms’, but she’s grateful nonetheless. He confesses to playing a part in her villainous turn and offers the flight pack as a way to make amends. Weaver accepts, and they agree to focus on the technical aspects of the device rather than dwell on the past.

She spends the remaining time familiarizing herself with the pack’s controls and reading the detailed, hand-drawn documentation. Defiant announces their impending landing, and she learns that her old team, the Undersiders, have been brought along. She’s allowed to interact with them, as long as it’s on camera and above board.

Upon landing, Weaver sees a field filled with Dragon’s ships and a mix of heroes and villains, including the Undersiders and Accord’s group. She tests the flight pack, nearly faceplanting, then makes her way to the Undersiders using the antigrav for short, controlled bursts.

She finds her old teammates, along with Foil (formerly Flechette), Parian, Accord, Citrine, and Ligeia. Regent teases her about becoming a hero, while Imp questions her motives. Grue asks if she’s surviving, and she admits she’s struggling. Tattletale assures her they’ve set up traps and misdirection to protect their territory while they’re gone.

Weaver expresses her concern about Heartbreaker, given the permanent nature of his power, but Tattletale is confident. She tells Weaver she’s “Skitter” today, a good luck charm, and forbids her from dying. Weaver corrects her, saying she’s “Weaver” now, but Tattletale insists on “Skitter” for the day.

Regent and Imp tease her about going soft, while Weaver jokingly asserts she’s still as badass as ever, citing her past actions. She admits to feeling a chill, wondering how many capes present blame her for Alexandria’s death.

Tattletale suddenly notices something and curses. Behemoth has surfaced. The ships announce the news, and the teams prepare to depart. Weaver tells the Undersiders they’re her family and that she loves them, much to Imp’s disgust and Regent’s mock horror. She promises Rachel they’ll hang out again someday, after everything has settled down.

Weaver takes flight, joining Defiant and Dragon. She watches the monitors as Behemoth, fifty feet tall, rampages through the city. Dragon’s AI are attacking him, but he’s barely affected. Local heroes, the Garama or “hot” capes, are being slaughtered. Defiant laments the absence of the Thanda, the “cold” capes, who are more ruthless and effective.

Dragon provides Weaver with an armband and radiation pills. She touches Weaver’s face, and Weaver realizes she’s installed a camera. The monitor shows the Yàngbǎn, the C.U.I.’s military parahumans, attacking Behemoth. Defiant explains that this is the first time in over a decade that they’ve left China, due to strained relations and their belief that the PRT and Protectorate are corrupt.

The Yàngbǎn are powerful, but Behemoth decimates their ranks. Dragon’s craft arrive, using freeze rays, containment foam, and other weapons to slow him down. Behemoth destroys several craft, but drones redirect his lightning attacks.

Weaver takes a radiation pill and activates her armband, identifying herself as “Weaver.” A map appears, showing their approach to Behemoth. Their craft lands, and they exit into a ring of Dragon-ships, providing a temporary safe zone.

Chevalier briefs the assembled heroes, emphasizing the need for search, rescue, and support, and warning them to stay at least a hundred feet away from Behemoth. He tells them to form their own teams and mobilize.

Weaver starts towards the Undersiders, but Defiant stops her. He says Dragon believes she can contribute more with the Chicago Wards, and they’re the team that wants her. Weaver reluctantly agrees and joins Tecton, Grace, Wanton, and three rookies: Cuff, Annex, and Golem. Tecton makes her the leader for the duration of the fight, due to her experience in Endbringer battles.

Weaver quickly assesses the rookies’ powers and learns they’re supplementing the Undersiders for the time being. She gives the order, and they move out, ready to face the monstrous Behemoth.





23.x (Interlude; Number Thirty-Six)


Worm, Chapter 23.x Summary:

Lightning dances across New Delhi, defying the rules of electricity, scorching the earth. The Yàngbǎn, a group of Chinese parahumans, react with practiced reflexes, their forcefields absorbing the energy. Cody, known as Thirty-Six, is among them, a foreigner integrated into their ranks. Their mission: to demonstrate their strength and offer a solution to the Endbringer threat.

They move with a combination of shallow flight and electromagnetism, navigating through the burning city. Cody feels the rush of being part of a unit, a feeling amplified by the power augmentation shared among them. Yet, he remains isolated, struggling with the language and the subtle punishments for his mispronunciation. The Yàngbǎn are a tight-knit crowd, yet Cody is utterly alone within it.

They encounter a collapsed building, a barrier of fire and smoke in their path. Utilizing a combination of localized vacuums and cutting lasers, they clear the way, demonstrating their seamless coordination. Each member has a fraction of each other’s power, magnified by their proximity, a feedback loop that makes them formidable.

The heat and smoke intensify as they move further into the city. Cody feels his skin prickling, the mask filtering the smoke but not the heat. Behemoth’s strategy seems to be to spread the destruction, creating fires where buildings are closely packed.

They encounter a projectile of magma, demonstrating their ability to deal with abstract threats. They cool the magma with nullification waves and shatter the hardened shell. Each action is a validation of their intense drills, a payoff for the grueling training they undergo.

Cody is aware of the indoctrination, the targeted isolation, the exhaustion meant to make them more amenable to suggestion. He’d always told himself he wouldn’t be a victim, but the crushing social pressure and exhaustion have taken their toll. He craves acceptance, even from this group he hates.

Behemoth’s shockwaves clear the smoke, revealing the monster’s rampage. The Yàngbǎn retreat, realizing he’s spreading irradiated material across the city. Thirty-Two, one of the few English-speaking members, explains their strategy to Cody.

They encounter a group of Western villains, mounted on mutants. Cody recognizes Accord, the man who traded him to the Yàngbǎn. Anger flares within him, a refreshing and unexpected feeling. Thirty-Two calls him back, and they continue their retreat.

They pass injured civilians and heroes, but don’t stop. Their mission is to fight Behemoth, to support the C.U.I. They reach a flattened building where dead and dying Indian capes lie. Three orders them to teleport the injured away using the forty-second path, teleportation. Cody obeys, still stewing with anger.

They reach the makeshift command center, where Chevalier greets them. The Yàngbǎn propose to borrow the powers of willing heroes, teleporting them to safety and returning them after the fight. Chevalier refuses, fearing the potential for conflict if something goes wrong.

Accord arrives with a girl in lavender, Tattletale. Cody feels a surge of hatred for the man who enslaved him. He twitches with a need for revenge.

The Yàngbǎn leave to join the fight, acquiring three new powers from the teleported heroes. Cody sees through surfaces but feels disappointed. He wants an opportunity, a way to make things right.

He holds back as the Yàngbǎn engage Behemoth, teleporting back to the command center. He attacks Chevalier, using his time-reversal power to gain an advantage, eventually cutting through the hero’s armor. He kills Accord, then turns to Tattletale.

She tries to reason with him, offering to help him escape the Yàngbǎn. Cody is unmoved, filled with despair and a sense of futility. He thinks of Thirty-Two and Noelle, his first love and betrayer. He kills Tattletale, feeling nothing but emptiness.

He decides to save Thirty-Two, teleporting her away from the battlefield. He returns to the fight, ready to face the Yàngbǎn, even if it means his death. Tattletale, barely alive, performs a tracheotomy on herself with a pen, a desperate act of survival. She stares at the bodies of Chevalier and Accord, unable to do anything but click her tongue in frustration.









24.1


Worm, Chapter 24.1 Summary:

The smoke-choked air of New Delhi was thick with the chaos of Behemoth’s attack. Weaver, struggling to navigate the burning city, could only contribute minimally with her roasted, dying bugs. She flew in straight lines, assessing the situation from various vantage points. The streets were flooded with panicked civilians, the fires spread, and the situation worsened.

She guided her team, the Chicago Wards, through a shortcut in a building, punching a hole with his piledrivers. Weaver pressed the rookies to explain their powers. Annex, a breaker and shaker, could merge with nonliving material and warp space. Golem could create and control constructs out of materials he touched. Cuff was a metallokinetic, and Grace, a melee fighter, wore PRT-issue chainmail.

Cuff was panicking, especially after a nearby lightning strike, terrified that her metal costume made her a target. Weaver reassured her, stating that Behemoth’s lightning didn’t follow regular channels, but Cuff remained unconvinced.

Weaver, using her swarm, scouted the area, noting the different types of bugs. She realized the Wards, with four shakers out of six, had strong battlefield control capabilities. They decided to meet up with the Undersiders, hoping to find a synergistic strategy.

They encountered a crane and decided to create a lightning rod. Annex and Cuff distorted the metal, creating a flattened blob, while Golem shaped a disk for the spire. Tecton explained that he had intentionally drafted this team for their synergy, aiming for a specific goal rather than versatility, inspired by the Undersiders’ effectiveness.

They constructed a massive hand-shaped spire, a lightning rod meant to draw Behemoth’s attacks. It worked, attracting several lightning strikes, boosting morale and giving them a sense of contribution.

They reached the Undersiders, who were collecting wounded Indian capes. Grue was defensive, focused on dealing with the injured. Tattletale was at the command center with Accord, and Citrine, Foil, Parian, and Ligeia were elsewhere, putting out fires and providing protection.

A massive shockwave caused buildings to collapse, signaling a shift in the battle. The smoke cleared, revealing Behemoth’s rampage. Legend and Eidolon fought him, but the Endbringer targeted the lightning rod, then turned his attention to spreading fire with his dynakinesis.

Regent and Imp bantered, their usual dynamic a stark contrast to the grim situation. Grue and Weaver shared a brief moment of connection, a silent acknowledgment of their shared history and the current crisis.

They decided to focus on rescuing the wounded, using makeshift sleds pulled by Rachel’s enlarged dogs. Weaver helped a burned child, a stark reminder of the human cost of Behemoth’s attack. The lightning rod tilted, damaged, and Behemoth fell, struck by a powerful blow.

A figure hovered where Behemoth had stood. Weaver contacted Defiant, demanding to know who it was, as Alexandria was supposed to be dead. The chapter ends with the mystery of the new figure and the ongoing chaos of the Endbringer battle.





24.2


Worm, Chapter 24.2 Summary:

Alexandria, seemingly back from the dead, engaged Behemoth in a fierce battle. Her blows, though lacking wind-up, had a profound impact, shattering the ground around the Endbringer. Behemoth, previously moving with the indifference of a force of nature, now focused on Alexandria as a tangible threat.

Their fight was a dance of immense power but minimal damage. Alexandria circled, striking when Behemoth was distracted, her blows sometimes forcing him to stumble. It was a reprieve for the others, a slight reduction in the destruction, but no guarantee of victory.

Weaver, observing the battle, questioned Alexandria’s cautiousness. Was she truly Alexandria, or a convincing fake? Was she more afraid after Weaver’s attack on her?

Meanwhile, the Undersiders struggled to untangle their sled’s chains. A brief, tense conversation revealed the strain they were under, with Regent and Imp using humor to cope, while Grue tried to maintain order.

Behemoth, in the distance, fashioned a superheated projectile from melted metal and hurled it into the sky. A second projectile was destroyed by distant capes before it could reach its target.

Weaver rejoined the Undersiders as they moved again, scouting ahead and ensuring their path was clear. Behemoth, now glowing white with radiation, stampeded forward. Weaver ordered Grue to use his darkness to shield them from the radiation, but communication was difficult due to the noise and the darkness itself.

A sudden shift in the occupants of the sled led to a near-accident, but Weaver managed to save a man from falling off. A shockwave, followed by the appearance of an ethereal cape, forced Weaver to take cover. Behemoth unleashed shockwave after shockwave, buying himself a reprieve from the heroes’ assault.

They encountered a group of locals, some armed, who demanded the sleds. Weaver, pressed for time, agreed to leave the sleds with them, directing the Wards to stay and help while the Undersiders continued on.

Defiant contacted Weaver, confirming that Alexandria was indeed gone from PRT custody and advising them to stay out of her way. He also warned that Behemoth was approaching the first perimeter.

They reached a squat building, an apparent hiding place for the locals, and descended into an underground corridor. The locals were revealed to be ‘cold’ capes, members of the underworld, an ominous realization given their unknown motives.

The armband’s communication with Grue deteriorated due to the electromagnetic radiation and the depth of their descent. They navigated deeper into the underground, encountering a cape-made tunnel, a fact Tecton almost revealed, much to Weaver’s concern.

They reached an underground living space, crowded with people. Cat’s Eyes, the leader of the cold capes, refused to help fight Behemoth, stating that their duty was to fight a subtle war.

A woman in a suit, a known Cauldron operative, appeared, speaking to Cat’s Eyes in a foreign language. She was revealed to be the one who had taken Pretender, a dangerous cape.

The woman, a precog of incredible skill, engaged Weaver and the Wards in a brief but decisive fight. She effortlessly countered their attacks, demonstrating a power that allowed her to see the paths to victory and carry them out without fail.

She revealed that they were approaching an endgame, the end of the world, and that major players were making their moves. Alexandria’s reappearance was part of someone’s ploy.

Portals opened, and the cold capes began to evacuate through them, to an unknown location. The woman in the suit confirmed that they were being taken as soldiers for Cauldron’s purposes.

Despite Weaver’s attempts to stop her, the woman and the cold capes escaped through the portals. Weaver, realizing the futility of fighting her, ordered the Wards to find vehicles and return to the surface.

The situation had worsened in their absence. New Delhi was further leveled, and the smoke had cleared due to the intense fires. Behemoth was now surrounded by Grue’s darkness, a pillar extending to the sky.

They passed clusters of dead capes and destroyed defenses, a grim reminder of the cost of the battle. Weaver contacted the armband for a status update, learning that Chevalier was out of action, Rime was in command, and Legend was out of commission. Scion’s intervention was estimated to be some time away.

Tattletale was also out of commission, and two other Undersiders, Parian and Grue, were injured. Behemoth, despite the damage he had sustained, continued his relentless advance.

The Wards engaged, using their powers to create obstacles and assist the wounded. The battle hinged on a foreign cape creating explosive polygons that slowed time, but Behemoth targeted him, and the polygons disappeared.

Behemoth broke into a run, striking out at defenses and thinkers. The chapter ends with the grim realization that there might be no path to victory against the Endbringers, and the battle continuing to rage on.





24.3


Worm, Chapter 24.3 Summary:

Eidolon and Alexandria, a dynamic duo, their strikes echoing, lights dimming, transforming kinetic energy. Behemoth, adapting, each minute gaining ground. The command center, their target, a rooftop bustling with thinkers and tinkers, forcefields flickering, a lesson learned, rooftops and vulnerability.

Weaver, tense, observes Behemoth, his claws, lightning, a relentless advance. Golem, hands of stone and metal, a valiant defense. Hoyden, detonations against lightning, a shield for the mid-line. Tecton, fissures in the ground, Annex, bridges to safety. Dispatch, a blur, a pause, a distortion of time and space, medical care in a heartbeat. Revel, orbs of light, shearing into Behemoth, a brief reprieve.

A roar, a crescendo, a weapon of sound. Weaver, fleeing, bugs a living shield, a sense of balance lost. The rooftop, a target, a desperate evacuation. Arbiter, a translator, a pregnant cape, a tragic misunderstanding. Silk lines, a makeshift escape, a building groaning under the strain.

Behemoth, shifting tactics, fire, relentless, unstoppable. Arbiter, a forcefield, a government building, a rogue cape, a command structure in ruins. Tattletale, wounded, a name whispered in fear. A shockwave, a desperate retreat, a grim realization, decoys, a sacrifice, a question of strategy.

Rime, a new command, a tactical retreat. A temple, a triage, Tattletale, a note, a chilling revelation. The Endbringers, holding back, a pattern, a target beyond India Gate. Accord, dead, an alliance in question, a computer, a desperate plea.

A phone, a mission, a search for Behemoth’s objective. Kismet, a balance thinker, Particulate, a dust tinker, Fathom, a displacement power. A triangulation, an underground chamber, an energy signature, a way in, a discovery.

Phir Sē, a monster, a time bomb, a weapon of immense power. A teleporter, a ruthless demonstration, a city held hostage. A strategic gamble, a daughter’s life, a hero’s dilemma. A choice, a risk, an ultimatum.

The screens, a flickering view of the battle, a final stand. A warning, a plea, a tense anticipation. The chapter ends with a city’s fate hanging in the balance, a monster’s choice, and a hero’s desperate gamble against an unbeatable foe.





24.4


Worm, Chapter 24.4 Summary:

Phir Sē, calm amidst the chaos, sips water, eyes glued to screens displaying Behemoth’s relentless advance towards India Gate. A staggered defense, parahumans sacrificing themselves to buy time, their efforts growing weaker with each wave.

Weaver, seeking an alliance, cautiously probes Phir Sē about his organization’s methods, drawing parallels to her past. Phir Sē, weary from three sleepless nights preparing for the Endbringer’s arrival, allows the conversation, a distraction from the impending doom. He acknowledges her points about the importance of information and communication, especially in a covert operation.

On the screens, Eidolon strikes Behemoth into a grid of wires set by Clockblocker. The Endbringer, adapting, redirects Alexandria’s momentum, sending her crashing into the ground. The grid falls, signaling a hero’s likely demise.

Weaver proposes communication with the defending heroes, a desperate attempt to unite against a common enemy. Phir Sē, jaded by a decade of fighting, expresses his lack of faith in humanity. He coldly states his willingness to sacrifice an entire city for a one-in-three chance to kill Behemoth, even if it means killing innocents and people he cares for. He reveals he has made such sacrifices before, letting his wife and sons die to ensure a monster’s demise.

Particulate, aiming a disintegration gun at Phir Sē’s ‘time bomb’, plans to disable it. Weaver, in a split-second decision, pulls the gun off-target with a thread, saving Phir Sē. The teleporter intervenes, disarming Particulate.

Weaver, reflecting on her actions, realizes she may have subconsciously set up the situation to gain Phir Sē’s favor. She cuts the threads binding him, a symbolic gesture of trust. Phir Sē, aware of her manipulation, acknowledges her craftiness. He agrees to let her work with the heroes, giving her fifteen minutes or until the defense crumbles, whichever comes first.

Teleported to the battlefield, Weaver, amidst the smoke and chaos, finds the situation dire. Behemoth, shrouded in smoke, looms close. Her bugs are gone, communication is down, and the air is thick with acrid smoke, making it hard to breathe. Capes are being picked off by lightning strikes.

Ligeia, creating a massive water portal, a last-ditch defense, is struck by lightning and falls. Tecton leads a staggered retreat with injured capes. Grace, bitter, reveals that Rime is dead, Prism is injured, and Revel, their leader, has been zapped, leaving the chain of command in chaos. Scion has vanished, seemingly avoiding the fight.

Weaver reveals Behemoth’s target: an Endbringer-killing energy weapon, a ‘time bomb’ with the potential to destroy a continent. Hope flickers, then fades as they realize the grim reality of the situation. Annex, hidden in Weaver’s costume, emerges, ready to help.

They find the Undersiders fighting alongside Citrine. Grue is in the hospital, mentally scarred. Revel, who absorbs energy, might be alive, but Regent is doubtful. The Yàngbǎn, a group of Chinese nationalist capes, are nearby, their powers amplifying Weaver’s.

Revel, found with Dispatch and Exalt, is barely conscious. Exalt, the interim leader, is hesitant to act on Weaver’s information about the ‘time bomb’. Weaver, frustrated by the delay, decides to act on her own.

She approaches the Yàngbǎn, who are initially hostile. Exalt reveals they attempted to assassinate Chevalier, but they claim a traitor was among them. Desperate, they agree to help, chanting “Shì de!” in unison.

The ragtag group assembles: the Yàngbǎn, Exalt, a dazed Revel, Dispatch, the Chicago Wards, the Undersiders, Citrine, and Weaver. Behemoth is dangerously close, his kill aura within reach. Weaver communicates with Phir Sē, urging him to wait.

The Yàngbǎn open fire, their powers amplified, but it’s not enough. Behemoth’s lightning decimates their ranks. Dispatch’s time-slowing power provides brief respite. Imp, shielded by a shrinking wall, is targeted by Behemoth. Citrine’s forcefield protects her from lightning, but not from fire.

Regent sacrifices himself, drawing Behemoth’s attack. Imp, devastated, is saved by Weaver’s flight pack. Eidolon creates a forcefield, buying them time. Weaver, in a huddle with Dispatch’s time bubble, formulates a plan with the remaining capes.

They emerge from the bubble, their plan in motion. Golem creates metal hands, while Weaver’s swarm gathers power lines. Rachel, with Annex’s help, stretches a chain between two dogs, coated by Foil’s power to cut through anything.

The dogs, with the chain, successfully trip Behemoth, but it’s not enough. Exalt’s wind attack stumbles the Endbringer, and Rachel maneuvers the dogs to strike again, this time at the knee. Behemoth falls, one leg severed.

Eidolon creates a cylindrical forcefield around Behemoth, as Phir Sē activates his ‘time bomb’. A plume of light engulfs the Endbringer. Imp, satisfied, declares, “That’ll do.”

The light fades, revealing Behemoth’s skeletal form, severely damaged but still alive, still healing. He continues his advance towards Phir Sē. Weaver, heartbroken and angry, orders a retreat. She asks Phir Sē to have faith one more time, in their conversation, and let her have this small victory.





24.5


Worm, Chapter 24.5 Summary:

Behemoth’s destruction in New Delhi mirrors a global pattern: intermittent Endbringer attacks eroding the world’s defenses, fostering fear and division. Despite small victories, like the recent damage inflicted on Behemoth, the Endbringers persist, a grim testament to the relentless cycle of destruction.

Behemoth, his body a grotesque mix of glowing flesh and black ichor, stands amidst the ruins, having taken heavy damage. Tecton, leading the regroup, carries a limp Cuff. Weaver, now airborne with Imp’s flight pack, joins him, Dispatch, and Exalt.

They decide to head towards a nearby temple where Tattletale and medical facilities are located, hoping to protect them and possibly find a way to keep Behemoth away from Phir Sē. Grace suggests pressing the offensive, but Weaver cautions against it, citing the danger of Behemoth’s radiation and the heroes’ current state of fear and desperation.

A cape hurls space-warped fireballs at Behemoth, forcing him to retreat below the skyline. Eidolon arrives, depositing Rachel, and informs them that Behemoth has gone underground. He avoids Weaver’s question about Alexandria’s status and departs.

Rachel suggests using the chain to bisect or decapitate Behemoth, but Weaver expresses doubt about its effectiveness, given his resilience. She highlights another reason to retreat: Behemoth is about to retaliate.

Behemoth resurfaces, unleashing indiscriminate attacks. The heroes flee, using cover and Golem’s makeshift lightning rods for protection. Behemoth, now able to stand, pursues them. Rachel, surprisingly, seems more comfortable in this chaos than before.

They continue their retreat, dodging Behemoth’s attacks and using a curtain of bugs as a shield. A cape manages to distract Behemoth momentarily, allowing others to escape. They regroup, with Weaver showing the way.

Suddenly, the fighting stops. Behemoth has burrowed again. The heroes spread out, defensive, waiting for his retaliation. Weaver contacts Phir Sē, warning him of Behemoth’s approach. He is prepared and asks for the bugs to be removed. Weaver complies, leaving only a small group for communication.

They reach the temple, filled with wounded capes. Rachel is initially barred from bringing her dogs inside, but Weaver convinces her to leave them outside. They find Grue and Tattletale upstairs, injured but stable. Imp arrives, and Tattletale realizes that Regent is dead.

Grue blames himself for Regent’s death, but Weaver forbids him from taking the blame, stating that she was there and couldn’t do anything either. They share a moment of grief, acknowledging Regent’s sacrifice. Imp vows to kill Regent’s father in revenge.

Weaver tries to change the subject, informing Grue that they hurt Behemoth. She wants to reminisce about Regent, but they need to focus on the ongoing fight. The doctors arrive with more wounded, forcing them to leave.

Outside, heroes gather for their last stand. Weaver asks Rachel to keep an eye on Imp. Tecton offers advice on empathy, which Rachel dismisses as “retarded.” Weaver explains to Rachel how to support Imp, likening it to caring for a traumatized dog.

Tecton updates Weaver on Cuff’s condition, and they discuss Behemoth’s current strategy. Weaver expresses a bad feeling, sensing an impending retaliation. She urges everyone to spread out and be ready to respond to an attack.

Defiant and Dragon approach Weaver, acknowledging her role in the attack on Behemoth. Weaver downplays her contribution, emphasizing that it was a group effort. She warns them that Behemoth might target the temple.

The ground shakes, and the rumbling intensifies. Capes reinforce the temple as the shaking worsens. Behemoth emerges, causing massive fissures to spread across the landscape. The temple partially collapses, but Eidolon’s protective effect saves some of the capes inside.

Behemoth, though heavily damaged, has regenerated somewhat. He had used the time underground to strategically weaken the area. The temple is the only standing structure amidst the devastation.

The remaining capes, around seventy or eighty, prepare for a last stand. Behemoth attacks, and the capes defend, but casualties are heavy. The Protectorate, significantly weakened, forms a defensive line. Eidolon and Alexandria stand apart, tired and worn.

Alexandria, her eyes now revealing a pink iris, seems to be controlled by Pretender, confirming Weaver’s suspicions. The capes sort themselves into groups, spreading out to minimize casualties. They hold the line, defending the wounded, a thin but vital heroism.

Behemoth roars, and the final engagement begins.





24.x (Interlude, Chevalier)


Worm, Chapter 24.x (Interlude, Chevalier) Summary:

Hero welcomes Chevalier into the headquarters, introducing him as the last member of their new team. Nine young, costumed individuals eye him—five girls, four boys. A boy in a professional black and green costume, with a leaf emblem, stands out. Beside him, a girl in a less expensive outfit seems drawn to him. Chevalier notices a silent, older woman with burned hands behind her, perhaps a vision related to fire or magma.

At the far end, a girl with a homemade mouse-eared helmet, sword, and shield grins, having given an overly enthusiastic welcome. Two others stand near her, one with strange writing on his skin, the other swirling with smoke. Two more members—a boy in a vigilante-style black costume, and a girl in urban camouflage with a blue scarf and shield emblem—complete the group. The girl with the scarf sits, toying with a knife.

As Chevalier looks at her, the knife disappears, and a flare of images appears: a cluster of frightened, bloodied children. The girl changes the knife into a gun, then a machete, meeting his gaze.

Hero instructs them to take a seat. Chevalier, drawn to the girl with the weapons, sits beside her. The boy in the professional costume remarks that she doesn’t speak English well, but Hero counters that she speaks some. Hero discusses the team’s purpose, emphasizing that they have time to figure out who they want to become. Legend, Eidolon, and Alexandria enter, adding to the serious atmosphere. Hero suggests a celebration, and the mouse-eared girl’s group cheers.

Chevalier asks the army girl, Hannah, if she wants cake. She nods. He gets her some cake and a cola. Hero comments on Chevalier’s choice to sit next to Hannah, suggesting she could use a friend. The mouse-eared girl interrupts, implying Chevalier is attracted to Hannah. The boy, Reed, reveals that Chevalier is the vigilante who went after the Snatchers, a group of ordinary but bad people. Chevalier explains that Alexandria stopped him from killing their leader, offering him a choice: jail or joining the Wards.

Hero stresses that this is a fresh start for everyone, a chance to support each other. After the party, Hero hints at a secret room stocked with video games and movies for the kids.

The scene shifts to Chevalier scrolling through a list of Endbringer attacks. Behemoth’s repeated assaults on cities across the world paint a grim picture. Chevalier feels weary, realizing that the Wards’ ideals have eroded as they’ve been drawn into more and more fights.

He looks at the current situation in New Delhi. Key teams are absent, including San Diego, Vegas, and Brockton Bay. He reflects on the complexities of coordinating these attacks and the criticisms the Protectorate faces. His thoughts drift to Hannah, his former girlfriend, and how she’s grown.

Chevalier meets with Rime and Exalt, discussing the upcoming fight. He wants them to focus on the battle, not the administrative aspects of leadership. They agree. As the ship lands, he prepares for his first time leading such an important battle. He knows that this could be a turning point—a loss here would be devastating.

He retrieves his Cannonblades, weapons he’s combined using his power, giving them the appearance and cutting edge of one blade, the weight of another, and the durability of a third. He suits up in his similarly modified armor and steps out to address the assembled heroes.

Later, Chevalier speaks with Mr. Keene, the PRT liaison, about the unexpected arrival of the Yàngbǎn, a group they can’t trust but are still an asset. He then meets with Accord and Tattletale, who criticize his plan to fight Behemoth in melee. Accord points out the flaws, while Tattletale notes that something is off about Behemoth’s behavior, suggesting he’s toying with them.

Suddenly, a Yàngbǎn member appears, attacking Chevalier. The assassin is shrouded in a storm of trigger event images, making him difficult to track. Chevalier fights back, his Cannonblade easily cutting through the attacker’s forcefield. The assassin uses a time-stop power to evade, but he’s sloppy.

Chevalier positions himself to limit the assassin’s movements, trying to protect Accord and Tattletale. He feels a sudden, intense pain as a laser hits him, and he loses control of his power’s balance.

Chevalier wakes up in a hospital bed, with Tattletale nearby. She communicates using a notepad app on her phone, informing him that Behemoth is still at full strength, despite the damage he’s taken. She theorizes that his outer body is cosmetic, meant to scare them, and that his true core is elsewhere.

Chevalier, in immense pain, insists on rejoining the fight. Tattletale helps him put on his breastplate and retrieve his Cannonblade. She points out that Behemoth’s core is likely in the deepest part of his body, at the base of his throat.

Chevalier struggles to his feet, making his way down the stairs of the temple, now a makeshift hospital. He sees the devastation and the bodies of those he failed to protect. He pushes through the pain, fueled by a need for revenge, much like when he hunted down his brother’s kidnappers.

He reaches the front lines, where only fifty heroes remain. Behemoth is heavily damaged but still fighting. Chevalier uses his power to enlarge his Cannonblade, slamming it into the ground and firing at Behemoth’s weakened leg, causing him to fall.

Usher’s power allows Chevalier to enter Behemoth’s kill range, feeling the heat but remaining unharmed. He attacks Behemoth, aiming for the core. Behemoth shifts, using radiation, forcing others to retreat.

Tecton, Weaver, and two Wards arrive, using a powerful weapon to sever Behemoth’s arm. Alexandria drives Behemoth to the ground, but he’s about to collapse on top of Chevalier, who is trapped in his melted armor, his power spent.

In a desperate move, Chevalier uses his power on anything and everything around him, causing his armor to come apart. He extends his slagged Cannonblade into the wound Weaver’s team created, aiming for the core. As the blade touches the core, his power fails, and the weapon falls apart.

Behemoth knocks Chevalier down, shattering his ribs. He watches as Behemoth attacks the remaining heroes, killing many. Behemoth burrows, signaling the end of the fight.

Scion appears, too late. He heals Chevalier slightly, then attacks Behemoth, driving him into the ground with a beam of golden light. Behemoth fights back, but Scion keeps the pressure on, eventually tearing the Endbringer in two and obliterating the pieces.

Behemoth, in a final act of spite, tries to turn himself into a bomb, but Scion obliterates him. The remaining heroes cheer as the effects of Scion’s light fade. Chevalier, listening to the cheers, imagines the whole world joining in.





24.y (Interlude 2, Aftermath)


Worm, Chapter 24.y (Interlude, Aftermath) Summary:

A doctor attends to Wanton’s bandaged arm in a helicopter, with Tecton nearby. Wanton, despite losing his arm, feels an unexpected rush of gratitude for being alive. The doctor suggests he might be in shock, a sentiment echoed by the other Wards present. Cuff expresses a grim outlook, questioning what happens after they defeat the remaining Endbringers, if that’s even possible. Tecton reminds them that escalation is a real concern, but urges them not to shoulder the burden alone. He praises the new Wards for their bravery in facing Behemoth alongside veteran heroes. Cuff, however, feels she didn’t do enough to fulfill promises made after her family’s death in Hawaii.

Tecton discusses the team’s potential, mentioning Weaver. Golem expresses concerns about Weaver holding a grudge due to his past in the same city, fearing his former associates might have harmed her or her friends. Wanton, in his usual blunt manner, suggests that Weaver doesn’t hold grudges, but those she has reason to dislike don’t tend to survive. Tecton advises Golem to be honest with Weaver about his past and his family’s ideology.

The scene shifts to Pretender, stepping through a portal created by Doormaker into a white hallway. He meets Satyrical, who tries to dissuade him from leaving. Pretender explains that he’s involved in something bigger than Endbringers, something related to the end of the world. Satyrical questions him about Alexandria’s body, which Pretender now inhabits, learning that she was a Case 53 with a brain left vulnerable as an Achilles heel. Pretender reveals that he killed her to buy Satyr time, as he knew they’d be questioned about their involvement. They agree to stay in touch, with Pretender suggesting that Satyr’s group can be a resource to his new organization, and vice versa, as their goals are aligned, differing only in scale.

The narrative jumps to a chatroom on Parahumans Online, where users discuss the aftermath of the battle in New Delhi. Reports indicate that Scion annihilated Behemoth, with confirmation coming from texts sent by a cape’s wife. The mood is a mix of disbelief, excitement, and concern about the damage to the city.

Colin (Defiant) watches as Dragon’s backup system attempts to restore, encountering numerous errors. He reflects on his solitary life and his relationship with Dragon, feeling a sense of loss and uncertainty. He leaves the Tiamat II to assist with relief efforts in New Delhi, unable to bear watching the backup process fail.

Annex (Kirk) sits in a hospital bed, waiting for test results. A doctor informs him that other capes who fought in New Delhi have tested negative for radiation, offering a glimmer of hope. Kirk expresses a desire to call someone, anyone, to occupy his thoughts.

A news report confirms Behemoth’s death, with Scion delivering the final blow. Public reaction is mixed, with some celebrating cautiously, others doubting the Endbringer’s demise, and some fearing a retaliatory response from the remaining Endbringers.

Taylor (Weaver) calls her father, Danny, who is overjoyed to hear she’s alive and unharmed. She reveals that Behemoth is dead, and that she played a part in his defeat. Danny expresses his pride and amazement, but Taylor senses his fear of her, exacerbated by her actions and reputation. She explains her efforts to distance herself from her past, finding a middle ground in the battle that both terrifies and confuses her. She reveals that she’s in trouble for her actions, caught on camera, and feels that even the authorities are afraid of her. Danny denies being afraid, but his hesitation speaks volumes.

A forum thread on Parahumans Online discusses a newly released video of the battle in New Delhi. Users express shock and awe at the footage, with some questioning the identities and allegiances of the capes involved. Weaver’s actions, particularly her apparent betrayal of a teammate, are scrutinized.

Glenn Chambers, preparing to be fired, packs up his office. Weaver confronts him about the video, which was intended for therapy and her conduct review, but was released online. Glenn explains that it wasn’t his choice to share it with the review board, but he did choose to release it publicly. He argues that it’s the best footage of the event, a way to garner support for the PRT and the heroes’ actions. Weaver is unconvinced, feeling it’s a betrayal of her team’s privacy. Glenn insists he’s her ally, aiming to expose the PRT’s corruption and instigate change. He believes the video will, despite the controversy, ultimately improve her public image and force a more honest discussion about the realities of being a hero.

Glenn explains the “rule of three,” suggesting that this is Weaver’s third major appearance in the public eye, solidifying her presence. Weaver counters with her own “rule of three,” highlighting her betrayals of her teammates. Glenn suggests that the video might actually help her mend fences with her old team, by showing the public the bond they share. He admits he couldn’t ask for her permission, as she would have refused, and time was of the essence to control the narrative before Scion overshadowed the heroes’ efforts.

Weaver accepts Glenn’s explanation, acknowledging his role as a sacrifice to deflect initial anger. He offers her his contact information, urging her to seek advice from his replacement, even if she dislikes them. Weaver, using the phone provided by the authorities, decides to call her father.

Defiant, helping with rescue efforts, receives a call. He instructs Tiamat II to hold off on any reports, then answers. The caller is not identified, but the implication is that it’s someone significant to him.









25.1


Worm, Chapter 25.1 Summary:

Armstrong, Wilkins, and a few other PRT directors are having a meeting to discuss Weaver’s recent actions. Armstrong argues that Weaver is a “sixteen-year-old girl with strong opinions,” who unintentionally influences vulnerable people, much like a cult leader. Weaver counters that the people who followed her lead, like Foil, Parian, and the Chicago Wards, made their decisions independently. The directors, however, are concerned that Weaver’s message and ideas linger, influencing others even in her absence.

Glenn suggests they postpone the discussion, but Wilkins insists on handling it immediately, especially while Chevalier is hospitalized. Director West, resembling Piggot in demeanor if not in appearance, agrees that Chevalier’s input isn’t crucial. A woman director expresses concern that Weaver’s actions, such as conspiring with a known terrorist and betraying the truce, undermine the PRT’s goal of reassuring the public.

The discussion shifts to the leaked video of the battle, which shows capes going all out, potentially causing public fear. Armstrong suggests using capes from the Birdcage to bolster their numbers for future Endbringer fights, a proposal West strongly opposes. The woman director suggests releasing more favorable footage to bury the controversial video and quietly address Weaver’s conduct.

Weaver’s bugs begin to act on their own, massing and preparing to disable the PRT uniforms guarding the room. Weaver realizes she could easily escape and return to Brockton Bay, but it wouldn’t solve anything. Instead, she focuses her swarm.

Glenn argues that punishing Weaver would backfire due to her public support. West counters that they face a lose-lose situation, but a quiet resolution would minimize damage. The woman director suggests deflecting public attention by raising another issue, a tactic Glenn claims is overused and anticipated.

Weaver asks why they’re targeting her when she helped defeat Behemoth. West cites her consistent unpredictability and rule-breaking. Armstrong agrees that her actions are extreme, but others acknowledge her contributions. The woman director points to Weaver’s overall conduct as the problem, mentioning the spiders in the prison and her hidden silk costume as examples of her deceptiveness.

West accuses Taylor Hebert of being dangerous, unpredictable, and manipulative. Glenn interjects that West is twisting Armstrong’s words. West announces that Glenn is relieved of duty, and Weaver will return to Gardener to complete her sentence, with her Wards test run rescinded.

Weaver has her bugs repeat West’s words and other parts of the conversation throughout the building, alerting staff, Wards, and Protectorate members. Dispatch and Exalt arrive, having heard the bugs’ recitation. Tecton, Grace, and Annex also appear, with Tecton stating that they support Weaver and watched the video together.

Weaver claims her actions are what Chevalier wanted: open and honest, exposing the rot. She admits she’s not perfect, but she’s doing what she can. Tecton threatens to quit if Weaver is locked up, and others murmur in agreement.

West concedes, allowing Weaver to join the Chicago Wards, but with strict conditions: a tracking device and constant escort. He warns her that she made no allies in the room. Weaver retorts that they were her enemies from the start.

Glenn tells Weaver that humiliating an enemy is dangerous and she must be clever in her future actions. He asks her what’s motivating the Directors, and she realizes it’s fear of losing control. Glenn suggests she make a big, yet calculated move to shake the status quo without violating her probation.

The scene shifts to Weaver’s hearing, where she affirms her identity and accepts the terms of her probationary membership in the Wards. Her father, Danny, unexpectedly arrives to support her, a moment that fills Weaver with mixed emotions. They agree that they can’t “fix” their relationship or society, but they can change and move forward.

Weaver meets her new team in Chicago. Campanile, the team’s leader, gives her a tour of her workshop and living quarters. He explains the budget and how she can sell her silk. He also mentions arranging for her to get spiders or go for escorted walks to collect them.

At the hub, Weaver finds Tecton, Wanton, Annex, Grace, Golem, and Cuff. The boys have pulled a prank, stuffing their costumes to exaggerate their crotches, attempting to embarrass Weaver. She remains unfazed, finding the situation humorous. They apologize, admitting it was a juvenile idea.

Golem and Grace play a similar prank on Wanton, causing chaos. Weaver uses the distraction to access the computer and start researching local powers, though Grace’s laughter makes it difficult to concentrate. She reflects that this is her new home, for better or worse.





25.2


Worm, Chapter 25.2 Summary:

Theo and Weaver are running, a routine they’ve kept up for six weeks. Theo’s struggling, but Weaver encourages him, noting his improvement. Weaver reflects on her new life in Chicago, missing Brockton Bay’s balance of activity and quiet. Here, she feels cramped, the constant company grating on her introverted nature. She suspects her phone and computer are tapped, a fitting punishment from the PRT.

There’s talk on the Parahumans Online site about Satyrical and the Vegas capes going rogue, targeting corrupt PRT elements. Weaver feels a detached satisfaction; her enemies are being taken down, and she doesn’t mind.

Theo brings up Jack Slash, whom Weaver “kind of” fought in Brockton Bay. He admits he’s not like Kaiser, his villainous predecessor, which Weaver sees as a good thing. Theo’s courage in the face of threats is evident, but his feelings about his family are complex.

They decide to train when they return, taking a scenic route back to headquarters. The gym is their destination, where they meet Kirk (Annex), who wants to watch. Weaver creates swarm decoys, and Golem practices striking them with various materials. She pushes him to hit harder, creating a large swarm monster for him to attack.

Golem uses a combination of his powers, creating a spiked platform and dropping a limb from the ceiling, sandwiching Weaver’s creation. She presses a knife to his throat, emphasizing the importance of vigilance. Kirk calls it “playing dirty,” but Golem sees it as a valuable lesson.

Weaver warns Golem that Jack Slash will be looking for openings. She reminds him to watch his and his friends’ backs, referencing the brutal nature of the Slaughterhouse Nine. After smoothing out the damaged floor, Kirk asks if they really believe Jack will wake up to fight Golem. Weaver confirms it, saying it makes sense with what she knows of Jack. They discuss the plan to avert or soften the blow of the end of the world.

Back in the common area, Weaver sees the countdown clocks. One counts up to the next Endbringer attack, the other down to the prophesied end of the world.

Cuff informs Weaver that the Simurgh has appeared, not in a city, but attacking a passenger airplane over the ocean. The team can’t join the fight; only natural fliers are allowed. Legend, Alexandria, and Eidolon engage the Simurgh, who uses the plane as cover. The heroes switch tactics, attacking the plane, which the Simurgh defends for eleven minutes. Eidolon damages the Simurgh with a reality-warping power, and she abandons the plane, letting it crash. The fight lasted about forty minutes, too short for Scion to arrive.

Weaver feels irrationally upset, despite the minimal casualties. She talks to Mrs. Yamada, the team’s therapist, about feeling “disarmed.” She was prepared for a big fight, but was denied the chance. Mrs. Yamada suggests that Weaver’s identity is tied to being a warrior and that the Simurgh may have calculated this to lower morale.

Weaver admits her ideal scenario would be another New Delhi, but without the heavy losses. She knows it’s unrealistic. Mrs. Yamada points out that the Simurgh’s actions denied many capes the chance to be heroes. Weaver feels she needs to be stronger, especially with the prophesied end of the world approaching. She’s hinted at wanting to sidekick on patrols, but nobody’s taken her up on it.

Mrs. Yamada suggests that Weaver focus on supporting her teammates, helping them grow. Weaver feels it’s not enough, but Mrs. Yamada argues it’s constructive. She advises Weaver to stop waiting for opportunities and to act instead of waiting. Weaver realizes it’s time to make a calculated play, as Glenn suggested. She decides to be honest with her team, tapping into Skitter’s ruthlessness while still being a hero. She approaches Tecton, ready to discuss her plan.





25.3


Worm, Chapter 25.3 Summary:

Weaver’s stuck on a stakeout, bored to death, even with five-minute check-ins from Grace. It’s all so incredibly dull, especially since she can’t even read or listen to music. She’s bundled up in her winter costume, watching a target across the street, part of a plan she pitched to the Director. She knows he wants her to fail, to have something to hold over her. Even visits from Wanton and Annex don’t break the monotony. Revel, who is working reduced hours, steps in, and things start moving. After discussions with the higher-ups, the mission is a go, with the rest of the Wards mobilizing.

Weaver sets her plan in motion, using her bugs to create chaos in the target’s apartment, a black market storehouse run by a villain named Topsy. The goal isn’t just to defeat him, but to break him, to make him an example. She disrupts their communications, sabotages their gear, and forces them to retreat. Annex and Cuff assist, with Tecton and Golem waiting in the wings. It’s a careful, calculated attack, designed to play on the villains’ psychology.

The villains try to escape in vehicles, but Cuff’s spiked chain disables two of the three trucks. Then things get complicated. One of the villains is Watch, a dangerous clairvoyant with short-ranged super speed and the ability to shred people from the inside out. A nasty piece of work. Weaver has to think fast, using her flight pack and quick thinking to keep Cuff safe as they’re attacked. She sends Cuff to stop Mockshow, another villain who animates objects, from getting the vehicles moving, while she deals with Watch and Topsy.

The mission is nearly derailed by the Director’s interference, but Weaver convinces Revel to let them continue. They’re up against not just the villains, but their own superiors. Topsy tries a desperate attack, flinging snow and cars with his gravity powers, but it’s a scattershot approach that buys them time to try and escape. They’re cut off by Tecton and Golem, who create barriers to block their path. It’s a battle of attrition, designed to wear them down.

The villains seek refuge in a restaurant, Wei Shu Wu, which is a front for a group affiliated with the Folk. Weaver, through Revel, contacts the restaurant, applying pressure and making it clear that it’s easier to cooperate with the heroes than to harbor the villains. It works, and Topsy, Watch, and Mockshow are forced back out into the cold. They make one last stand, but it’s futile. They’re tired, cold, and demoralized. Annex uses his powers to further chill the building they’re hiding in, and they finally surrender.

Weaver later talks to Mockshow in an interrogation room, using a swarm-clone to communicate. She explains that the rules are changing, that the world is on edge, preparing for the worst. She tells Mockshow that she’s on the wrong path, that neither the heroes nor the villains will have her back. She suggests joining the Wards or at least helping to save the world, but Mockshow is resistant.

Weaver gets into a tense conversation with the Director, who makes it clear that there’s no room for compromise between them, only a balance of power. He warns her that if she doesn’t play ball, he’ll punish the other Wards. Weaver, however, is determined to push forward, to make big moves and prepare for the end of the world, regardless of the obstacles. She convinces the Mayor and the police chief to back her plans for more operations, much to the Director’s displeasure. Weaver is ready to pick her battles, to use every bit of leverage she can get, to hit big targets in other cities, and to get as many people as possible on the right side of the coming conflict. She’s not just cleaning up Chicago; she’s preparing for something much bigger. The clock is ticking, and she intends to make every second count.
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Worm, Chapter 25.4 Summary:

Weaver’s distress call to Glenn Chambers is urgent, but not urgent enough to warrant a ‘nine’ on his automated system. She settles for ‘one’, barely holding it together, a stark contrast to her usual composure in a crisis. Glenn reveals that the PRT’s plan is a twisted version of his own, but the timing is off, making it a gamble. The jazzy fanfare of a show starting cuts their conversation short, with Tecton providing a pillar of confidence amidst the chaos. Glenn’s advice to Weaver is to play the part of the teenage Ward, to be engaging, and to avoid being clever, as the show isn’t live and can be edited.

The Wards take the stage for “Mornings with O, J and Koffi,” a show that’s a condensed version of everything Weaver finds irritating. The costumes, the small talk, the fake laughter – it’s all a performance. Tecton fields questions about the team’s changes, deflecting talk of his old costume and highlighting Weaver’s contribution of spider silk to the new ones. The hosts, O, Jo, and Koffi, probe into Weaver’s past as a villain, her house arrest, and her encounter with a fake Alexandria. Weaver navigates the questions, trying to steer the conversation away from herself and towards the team.

The hosts’ questions are a minefield, designed to make Weaver look bad. She talks about her past, trying to explain her actions without revealing too much. The hosts press her on her villainous past, her relationship with Grue, and her claim of being “a little bit heroic” as a villain. Grace and Tecton come to her defense, but the damage is done. The conversation shifts to the other Wards, with Wanton teasing Cuff about her girly-girl nature, and Annex and Golem discussing their experiences.

Weaver praises Golem’s heroic qualities, trying to build the camaraderie Glenn suggested. The hosts ask about relationships within the team, and Wanton brings up Weaver’s past with Grue again, much to her annoyance. O mentions a “tender moment on the battlefield,” which Weaver wants to dismiss as a personal matter. Jo asks Weaver if she considers herself heroic, and Weaver admits to being “a little bit villainous as a hero.” Koffi challenges her on this, bringing up her past actions.

As the show nears an ad break, Annex volunteers for a power demonstration, but a series of beeps from their phones interrupts them. A yellow-bordered text message appears: “Stand by. Disturbance recorded. Possible Class S threat.” The backdrop changes to a grainy image of a city in Asia, and the audience reacts with alarm. A new Endbringer has appeared, and it’s unlike any they’ve seen before. The Endbringer, later codenamed Khonsu, is a Buddha-like figure, black as night with silver accents, with a sphere at his core. He’s not a fighter like Behemoth or Leviathan, but he has a power that’s just as devastating.

Khonsu creates circles of altered time, trapping people and objects within. The circles move, consuming everything in their path, leaving behind only skeletons and ruins. The Wards watch in horror as Khonsu effortlessly destroys a building, trapping people inside. They realize that Japan, where Khonsu has appeared, doesn’t have many dedicated heroes anymore. Khonsu creates two more circles, and they begin to orbit him, trapping more people and leaving a trail of death.

Weaver notes that movers and shakers might be useful against Khonsu, but the others are too stunned to respond. Cuff is in tears, and Grace tries to comfort her. The Wards receive another text: “Ship is outside if you want it, Chicago Wards. Attendance not mandatory. Temp. codename is Khonsu.” Cuff decides to stay, while Weaver prepares to go. As they watch, Khonsu reverses the direction of the circles and extends their range, trapping more capes.

The Wards board the dragon-craft, but it doesn’t take off. The monitors show Khonsu in a different city, Cape Verde. He’s teleported across the world. The Wards receive another text: “Cannot deploy until we have a way to pin him down. Stand by until further notice.” Weaver explodes in frustration, destroying a laptop. The other Wards are silent, haunted by what they’ve seen.

Khonsu begins to fight in Cape Verde, easily weathering attacks. After several minutes, Eidolon manages to knock him back, but Khonsu doesn’t pursue. He disappears in an explosion, and the Wards receive yet another text: “Cannot deploy until we have a way to pin him down. Stand by until further notice.” Weaver’s anger turns to despair as she realizes the implications of Khonsu’s appearance. The Endbringers have never attacked so close together before. If they’re sticking to their usual rules, it means a fifth Endbringer is waiting.
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Worm, Chapter 25.5 Summary:

It’s been three days, and Khonsu is still undefeated. Capes are losing the fight against him, and he is starting to regenerate his wounds. He appears in a new location every thirty minutes. Nuclear weapons were used against him in Russia, with heroes still trying to minimize the damage. Legend, Alexandria, and Eidolon are taking shifts, fighting two times, resting one time. It is hard to rest, though, when Endbringer can appear any time anywhere.

Weaver hasn’t slept properly in three days, which worries Tecton. She is scared, tired and feels helpless. She says that she always wanted to help, even when she was undercover with the Undersiders or when she was a villain. It was about the actions she was taking and why. She became a warlord, took care of people, escalated in terms of power she wielded, and now she can reach out both to villains and heroes. Yet she feels more and more helpless. Tecton convinces her to get some sleep, but she is interrupted by a woman in a suit. She is already gone, but a doorway remains open.

Weaver’s swarm enters the hallway, finding no traps. The woman in the suit stands aside, while another presence is detected nearby, a non-presence. One person, if she could be called a person; a phantom, flowing through the space. The woman in the suit directs Weaver to a doorway. On the other side, there are people she recognizes.

It’s a circular room with large panels, each with a different person or group standing in front. Tattletale and Grue are there, and Tattletale reveals she asked for Weaver to be picked up. Opposite them is Chevalier, along with Exalt and another cape. Dragon and Defiant are also present, in their power armor.

Other stations include a man in power armor with a cross tattoo on his face, a woman accompanied by a large monster with a skull for a head, a group of twelve with a girl at the forefront, and a woman and man sitting at a table, both in ordinary clothes.

Three men in robes are also present. Another panel lights up, revealing Faultline and several monstrous parahumans. The woman in the suit joins the woman and man sitting at the table, revealing them to be Cauldron. The woman introduces herself as Doctor Mother, the founder of Cauldron.

Tattletale suggests cutting to the chase, focusing on the Endbringer problem. They need to use the weapons and schemes they’ve been keeping for a rainy day, and negotiate for future safety in exchange for using their resources. Some aren’t willing to do so, fearing critical disadvantage. Doctor Mother says they can help troubleshoot, but Cauldron won’t use their cards. Weaver is furious, suspecting that Cauldron’s portal system could change the tide, but Doctor Mother refuses. Tattletale says it is because they are afraid someone will trace the portal back. Marquis suggests it is because of a bigger fear.

Doctor Mother states the Endbringers are a puzzle independent of every other major variable. Glaistig Uaine, the girl from the group of twelve, speaks of the end of all things, stating it doesn’t concern other celestial bodies and that it will end one way or another. She is from the Birdcage, and she refuses to fight, wanting only to collect from among the dead. She demands a hundred thousand corpses of naturally gifted parahumans to see their lights dancing in the air. Doctor Mother offers to provide them over ten years, or twenty-seven, in exchange for assistance beyond this fight. Glaistig Uaine declines, saying her word is too vital and she would rather be with the others than be separated until the grand celebration.

Marquis suggests freeing others from the Birdcage to fight, including himself and his daughter. Chevalier refuses, saying they would be letting wolves free to deal with a lion. Dragon also refuses, threatening to deploy everything to stop them if they try to rescue the prisoners. Chevalier offers to bargain with Doctor Mother, promising to ignore one or two Cauldron capes in exchange for keeping the Birdcage sealed.

Weaver says it’s a failure across the board, as they are not doing enough. She suggests sharing information and resources. Turanta from the Thanda offers assistance, as they owe Weaver for helping after Phir Sē’s death. They have the means but rely on their enemies not knowing their true abilities. They will ask a small favor from everyone but Weaver and Chevalier after.

Moord Nag, the woman with the shadow pet, is offered assistance to fight. She initially refuses, saying she is satisfied to see the world burn. Doctor Mother offers to supply what she needs to replenish her power, in exchange for five thousand lives. Dragon and Chevalier object, but Doctor Mother says it’s a small price to pay. Moord Nag accepts, saying the contract is sealed.

Chevalier vows to find her after the battle, before the people are delivered. Doctor Mother says they could ask Chevalier to leave it be, as a favor for not letting Marquis and others free. Chevalier refuses, saying not five thousand people. Doctor Mother says they will try to stop them, and that is one Endbringer they should be able to drive away.

Doctor Mother offers to pay Faultline to create more escape routes to major cities, leading to the world that the Brockton Bay portal goes to. Faultline refuses, not wanting Cauldron’s money, but offers a discount to Chevalier.

Tattletale was brought to check if anyone present was the designer of the Endbringers. She confirms nobody here is. Chevalier says he has no choice but to attend future meetings, to know what’s happening behind the scenes. Doctor Mother admits they schemed this, and Tattletale and Weaver guess it’s for a new world order.

Weaver says they were guinea pigs, but Doctor Mother says it’s not about them being in charge, and it’s small scale in the grand scheme of things. Doctor Mother says they will go down in history as villains, but it’s worth it to save everyone. Gregor questions why they are so confident they will succeed. Doctor Mother says they have a parahuman that sees the path to victory, and the alternative is everyone dying a grisly death.

Weaver realizes they know how the world ends. Doctor Mother confirms, saying they already saved it once, and then leaves with Contessa and the man with glasses.
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Worm, Chapter 25.6 Summary:

Alexandria struck Khonsu, using the impact to propel him towards the Jaguars’ contingent. Ten capes were caught in his time distortion, experiencing extended periods while only moments passed in reality. Moord Nag appeared, riding her shadow’s skull, her appearance unremarkable in a simple t-shirt, dress, and bare feet. Her shadow, now a serpent, attacked Khonsu, its body like circular saws, rasping against him.

Khonsu’s time field trisected the shadow serpent, but it continued to wind around him, maximizing contact. Califa de Perro, the King of Dogs, swept capes out of the way with his spear, avoiding Khonsu’s time fields. Khonsu banished the circles, freeing Moord Nag’s shadow, and created new ones, trapping Legend.

Legend turned the time field into a pillar of light, which Eidolon manipulated, redirecting it into Khonsu and Alexandria. The attack was swift, like a white bullet, striking the ocean and causing a massive steam explosion. Eidolon erected a wall to protect the capes from the steam.

Alexandria, stripped of her costume, and Legend, unaffected by his time in the field, continued to fight. Khonsu had sustained damage, glimmering with light similar to his time fields. Weaver, using spider silk, tugged the King of Dogs out of the path of a time field. The Thanda struck Khonsu with a piece of rubble from the sky, anchoring themselves to his time circles and using a hill as a wrecking ball.

Khonsu was revealed to be reinforced with forcefields between layers. Moord Nag’s shadow attacked the injured areas, but Khonsu retaliated, extending his hands. The Thanda member lifted all defending capes, teleporting them with Khonsu to a beach with silos in the distance.

Weaver’s phone rang; it was Tecton, asking where she had gone. She smiled, recognizing the parallel to his words in the video, except now he sounded more frayed, more weary. She explained that she was going somewhere, and the bosses knew. Tecton expressed concern, saying she was going to screw things up for herself, asking why now. Weaver assured him it was fine, that the bosses didn’t have to like it, and it didn’t matter if they didn’t.

Tecton seemed lost for words. Weaver, working on not treating social interactions like fights, waited patiently. She scrolled through text on her screen, a log of Endbringer attacks and notes. Tecton, finally speaking, said he hoped they were okay, that she’d trust him. Weaver affirmed she did, but Tecton interrupted, asking her to think before speaking further, warning that a good argument wouldn’t lead to a resolution.

Weaver, anxious and terrified, stood on a precipice. The meeting she risked missing was only part of it. She continued scrolling through the log, seeking structure for her thoughts. She stopped at the entry for Bucharest, clicking the video.

The video was dark at first, with only audio. Grace’s voice, panicked, saying Golem was hurt. The camera, mounted on Weaver’s mask, showed empty streets and old buildings. A beep from Weaver’s armband, a yellow screen. Weaver called out a warning, and the city shifted, buildings lunging closer, spikes emerging from all directions.

Weaver’s camera examined the surroundings, blades and prongs poised around her. Blood was visible on her fingers, from a glancing blow. She had dodged using her bugs, sensing the movement of the blades. She freed herself from the spikes, taking two steps before throwing herself to the ground as a figure sprung from the wall, a woman moving too fast to be glimpsed.

The figure slammed into another wall, leaving a piece of herself behind, formed from the gray brick of the building. More figures appeared, creating barriers. Dragon’s A.I. voice advised that the Endbringer Bohu followed a pattern, condensing the city, producing barriers, then deadfalls and pitfalls, and finally complex traps. Annex reported being injured, unable to be fully submerged in his power.

Weaver could see Bohu, a towering figure spearing into the sky, gaunt and stretched, her body extending into the city. Beside her was Tohu, with three faces: Legend, Eidolon, and Kazikli Bey, framed by hair that formed her body. Tohu used her powers to protect her sister, using Legend’s lasers and Kazikli Bey’s wind manipulation.

Weaver closed the video. Another counter to Scion. Tecton spoke, saying he could hear she was watching an Endbringer video. Weaver confirmed, and Tecton asked for her thoughts. Weaver said they’d been through a lot, that she owed him a lot. Tecton said they owed her in turn, that they were a team.

Weaver sighed and scrolled down the log. Tecton, not demanding anything, asked for a straight answer, saying he’d understand if she said she wouldn’t be there. Weaver looked at the list of Endbringer fights, then at the clock.

8:04am, June 19th, 2013

She told Tecton she’d be there at two. Tecton, surprised, asked if she would. Weaver affirmed, saying they’d been through too much, she couldn’t throw it all away. Tecton expressed relief, and Weaver said she’d see him in a couple of hours. Tecton wished her a happy birthday, and Weaver thanked him, hanging up.

Eighteen, she thought. She stood and stretched, swaying as the craft changed course. A two-fingered swipe showed the craft’s course and ETA, another returned her to her desktop.

C/D: Endbringer 28:18:44:34

C/D: End of the World -16:21:56:50

Sixteen days late. Weaver had revised the countdown clock to assume Jack Slash would appear on the date he’d set with Golem. June fourth was the deadline, June twelfth the day the Slaughterhouse Nine had left Brockton Bay. It wasn’t supposed to be precise, but watching the clock tick past the deadline, knowing something could be happening, made her heartbeat quicken.

Dinah had confirmed things were still in motion, but the idea was losing traction. Weaver had heard PRT employees liken Dinah to evangelical preachers who made up excuses when their endtime predictions failed.

Weaver’s bugs sensed the insects within the city as the craft descended. The Dragonfly settled on the beach, and Weaver stepped down, feeling the sand shift beneath her feet. She joined the residents, walking to work, children on their way to school.

She took in the familiar smells and atmosphere, not good, but associated with home. It was an unfamiliar area, but she had studied the maps. She could see additions in the distance, a white tower and a blocky structure containing the scar. She had read up on changes in Brockton Bay, heard more from her dad.

The area was marked with graffiti, devils, castles, angels, hearts. New buildings, quaint layout. In the midst of it, an addition, breaking the flow of the footpaths. Accord had drawn out the city plans, the Undersiders had altered it to make room for a marking.

Two masks, resting against one another, one laughing, the other solemn. Cast in bronze, set on a broad pedestal. Weaver approached, seeing objects placed on the pedestal. Wedding rings, twenty, thirty. She turned, seeing how the surrounding buildings were marked with graffiti.

“I thought I’d see you first, Regent,” she said. “An apology, for not coming sooner. For not being there at the funeral.”

The empty eyeholes of the solemn mask stared down at her.

“I’ve thought about a lot of things in the time I’ve been gone. Framing stuff, stepping back to consider just how fucked up it was that I was spending time with you, condoning what you’d done. You took over small-time gang lords, I know. Took over Imp, even. So why did I let it happen?”

The wind blew her hair across her face. People were staring from across the street.

“Then I think about how you went out, and I think… you know, it doesn’t balance out. One selfless deed, after all the shit you did? No. But that’s your cross to bear, not mine. I don’t believe in an afterlife or anything like that, but, well, I guess that’s the mark you left. When we die, all that’s left are the memories, the place we take in people’s hearts.”

She reached out to touch one of the wedding rings, partially melted into the surface.

“Sounds so corny when I say that, but it’s how I have to frame this, you know? You lived the life you did, with a lot of bad, a little bit of horrific, and some good, and now you’re gone, and people will remember different parts of that. And I think that would sound arrogant, except, well, we’re pretty similar on that score, aren’t we? It’s where we sort of had common ground, that I didn’t have with any of the others. We’ve been monstrous.”

“I’ve hurt people for touching those.” The voice sounded just behind her, in her ear.

“Imp,” Weaver said.

She turned around to look at her. Imp had grown into her attractive, dangerous look, wearing the same costume Weaver had given her two years ago, adjusted with high boots and elbow-length gloves, a cowl covering the gaps. Her mask was the same, gray, noseless, long, disappearing into the cowl, with hints of teeth at the sides, angled eyes with black lenses, curved horns arching over her straightened black hair.

“Tattletale said you’d be back today.”

“I figured she’d know,” Weaver said.

“Was it worth it? Leaving?”

Weaver hesitated. “Yes.”

“I told the others. They’re on their way.”

“Okay,” Weaver answered. Too fast. She reached out with bugs, sensing the crowd, the way they were standing. People who shouldn’t have been paying attention.

She looked at the rings on the memorial. “Heartbreaker’s.”

“He collected them. I uncollected them.”

“I’d heard he died.”

Imp nodded slowly. “Said I would. I told you I’d kill his dad for him.”

An admission. Weaver felt a kind of disappointment mingled with relief.

“People keep prying them loose, but there’s usually someone nearby to keep an eye out and get a photo or description. I track them down and bring the rings back. Once every few months, anyways. Kind of a pain.”

“It’s how he would want to be remembered, I think,” Weaver said.

“Yeah.”

No snark, no humor? Weaver wondered how much of that had been a reflection of her friendship with Regent.

“And you recruited the kids,” Weaver said, using her bugs to track the bystanders, noting more who fit the criteria. Heartbreaker’s offspring, unmistakably.

“I recruited some. They needed a place to go, and it’s kind of nice, having them around,” Imp said. “They’re good enough at fending for themselves. One or two, you get the feeling they’re almost like him. In a good way.”

“I’m glad,” Weaver replied. Then, realizing that any number of those kids might have taken after their father in the powers department, she felt ill at ease, creeped out.

Imp was eyeing her. Weaver cocked her head, hoping it conveyed curiosity.

“I like you better than her,” Imp said.

Like her better than who? Weaver wondered. Before she could ask, she sensed an approach and turned to look.

“Bitch is here,” Imp said, noting the turn of her head and the figure at the end of the street, ignoring traffic as her dogs made their way to them.

Rachel, Weaver thought.

“She’s been going to the fights, helping out here when we send for her. I haven’t been going to the fights, so I dunno how much you’ve seen her there. She’s been checking in on me, wandering around here with her dogs and scaring the everloving shit out of people until I come to say hi, then she leaves for another few weeks. I’ve probably seen her the most.”

“I’ve barely seen her at all,” Weaver said.

The dogs weren’t running. One dog was larger than the rest, with half of a bison’s skull strapped over its face, armor and bones strapped on elsewhere. It was Angelica, lumbering forward. Rachel was controlling the speed of the other dogs to allow the wounded animal to keep up.

She was riding Bastard, different from the others, symmetrical, the alterations flowing into each other better. Two other dogs accompanied her. The onlooking crowd hurried on their way as the dogs approached Regent’s monument. Rachel hopped down as they reached their side of the street.

Rachel was taller, browned by sun, the jacket Weaver had given her tied around her waist, a t-shirt and jeans, calloused feet instead of shoes or boots. Her auburn hair hadn’t been cut in the two years since Weaver had seen her, tangled bits cut away. Only a sliver of her face and one eye were really visible through the hair, a heavy brow, an eye that seemed lighter in contrast to the darkened skin.

And damn, Weaver thought, she’d put on muscle.

“Rachel,” Weaver said, overly conscious of how they’d parted, of the awkward conversation during the New Delhi fight. “Listen-”

She wrapped Weaver in a hug, her arms folding around her. Weaver, caught off guard, didn’t know how to respond, putting her arms around her in return. She smelled like wet dog and sweat, and like pine needles and fresh air.

“They told me to,” she said, breaking the hug.

“You didn’t have to, but it’s… it was a nice welcome,” Weaver said.

“Didn’t know what to say, so they told me to just do. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I asked and they told me to hug you if I wanted to hug you and hit you if I wanted to hit you. Yeah.”

“It’s good?” Weaver asked. “Over there?”

“They’re building, it’s annoying to get in and out. But its good. Tattletale made us bathrooms. We’ve been building the cabins around them.”

“Bathrooms are good,” Weaver responded.

She nodded agreement.

“I remember you complaining about the lack in your letter,” Weaver added.

“Yeah,” she said.

It wasn’t easy to carry on a conversation with her.

“Others are checkpointing in,” Imp said. “Just to give you a heads up.”

“Checkpointing?”

“Teleporting, kinda. Limited. Um. We’ve only got a second, but you should know in advance that they’re married.”

“Who?”

But Imp didn’t respond.

Foil and Parian appeared in a nearby building, the same building the girl with the baby was watching from. Two others had arrived with them. The Red Hands. The alliance had gone through, apparently.

“So. You draw me over to the dark side, and then you flip,” Parian commented.

“I hope it’s working out,” Weaver said.

She shrugged. “It isn’t not working out.”

“We’re fine,” Foil said. “I suppose I should thank you. If you hadn’t left, I don’t think I could’ve come.”

“You may be the only person to thank me for leaving,” Weaver said.

“Don’t be so sure,” Imp added.

“Huh?”

“Nevermind.”

Tattletale arrived next. Grue appeared at the location with more Red Hands as she stepped outside. Where the others had been modest, approaching with a kind of leisure, she almost skipped for the last leg of the approach. She hugged Weaver briefly, then kissed her on the cheeks. The mandibles, really, where the armor framed her jaw.

Of everyone, Weaver was least surprised at the changes with her. Her hair had been cut shorter, and she wore a mask that covered the entire upper half of her face, coming to a point at the nose. Her shoulders, elbows and knees had small shoulderpads on them, and there was a definition to the horizontal and vertical lines of black that marked her lavender costume. She wore a laser pistol at her hip, which bounced against her leg as she ran. PRT issue. Extremely illegal to own.

“Jerk!” she said, after she’d kissed Weaver on the cheeks, “You’ve barely responded to my fan mail!”

“It’s kind of hard to reply to it without drawing attention,” Weaver said. “You don’t know how much I wanted the details on what’s being going on here.”

“Jerk,” she said, but she smiled. “But I should warn you-”

She didn’t get a chance to finish before Weaver saw.

Grue approached. Of everyone, he was the least changed. Physically, anyways.

But the Red Hands walked in formation around him, and one, a young woman, walked in step with him, close enough that their arms touched. They could have held hands and it would have been just as blatant.

Weaver had faced Endbringers, the Slaughterhouse Nine, she’d taken down who knew how many bad guys… and she had no idea how to face this.

He’d moved on, and she was glad he’d moved on. He maybe needed someone to lean on, to give him emotional support, and maybe she was that. Weaver told herself that, she tried to believe it, but she was jealous and hurt and bewildered and…

And she bit back the emotion, approaching, ready to hug.

When he extended a hand for her to shake, she had to fight twice as hard to suppress any reaction to the hurt. She could tell herself that he’d at least done it before she’d raised her arms to hug him, but… yeah.

She took his hand and shook it. Then, on impulse, she pulled on it, drawing him forward and down a little, and put her other arm around his shoulders. Half of a hug, half a shake.

“Happy birthday,” he said, after she stepped back.

The others echoed him. Welcomes and happy birthdays. He’d remembered, but… that choice of words.

Weaver eyed the young woman. She was a rogue, in the dashing villain sense, wearing a mask around the eyes, and old-fashioned clothes with lace around her ample cleavage. Her jacket and slacks were festooned with belts, bearing utility pouches and knives. The glove that wasn’t red had a knife attached to each fingertip, a brace around it to keep everything in place.

She met Weaver’s gaze with one of her own, a narrow, hard look.

“Oh. Skit- Taylor, meet Cozen. Second in command to the Red Hand.”

“Nice to meet you,” Weaver said.

“Pleasure’s mine,” she said. “I’m meeting a legend, after all.”

Awkwardness followed.

And in the midst of that, Imp’s statements finally caught up with Weaver.

I like you better than her.

Don’t be so sure, Imp had said. Well, Cozen would be happy Weaver had left.

Then, with a realization like a dash of cold water to the face, Weaver remembered.

They’re married.

“Taylor,” Tattletale said, rescuing her before she could say something dumb. She hooked her arm around Weaver’s and led her around and away. “Much to talk about.”

“The end of the world,” Weaver said. “Endbringers. Finding Jack, or the designer-”

Safe topics, somehow more reassuring than this.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Everyone’s playing it safe, keeping things quiet.”

“What do we do?”

“What was the plan?” she asked. “When you came?”

“I’ve got six hours before I need to be in New York. They’re swearing me into the Protectorate.”

“Congratulations,” Grue said. He sounded genuine.

“I should be saying that to you,” Weaver said, glancing at him and Cozen.

“Oh. Thank you,” he answered, in his characteristic eerie voice. She couldn’t read his tone, and felt a little grateful that at least one of us was spared sounding awkward.

“Six hours,” Tattletale said. Another rescue.

“I was going to visit everyone in turn to catch up, visit my mom, then see my dad.”

“Well, we’re all here. We can go somewhere together,” Tattletale said. “There’re stories to tell, I’m sure.”

“I’m sure,” Weaver said. She almost wished her original plan had gone ahead, that she could have a really short visit with Grue, a longer sit with Rachel and her dogs, then a long discussion with Tattletale about what was going on, before she headed off to see her mom’s grave and her dad.

“Come on. We’ll walk, see the sights,” Tattletale said. “figure out what to do for breakfast or brunch.”

“Okay,” Weaver said. She glanced at the others. Would they be down, or would they back out? Parian and Foil weren’t close to her, but they were sticking around. Cozen wasn’t making an excuse and leaving, and neither was Grue. She could see him exchanging murmured words with her.

She must have looked a little too long at him, because Imp fell in step beside her.

Weaver glanced at her.

“I was just fucking with you,” she whispered. “I thought you probably deserved it.”

Weaver’s stomach did a flip flop at that. Anger, relief, bewilderment, more anger. Still more anger.

“Man, the way your bugs reacted. Hilarious. You act like you’re all stoic, but then I just have to look over there and over there and I see bees and butterflies circling around like eagles ready to dive for the kill.”

Weaver opened her mouth to say something, but Imp cut her off.

“She is pregnant,” Imp said.

Weaver’s mouth shut.

“Kidding. This is fun. Come on, butterflies, I see you over there. Do your worst, I know you want to kill me.”

Weaver considered jabbing her with her taser, and the thought was vivid enough that she imagined it buzzing at her hip.

Except it wasn’t her taser. It was her phone.

As it had so often this past month, she felt her heart leap into her throat, that pang of alarm. A very different kind of alarm than Imp had been provoking from her. More real, more stark.

She drew the phone from her belt, then stared down at the text that was displayed. A message from Defiant.

“Endbringer?” Rachel asked. Something in Weaver’s body language must have tipped her off.

Weaver shook her head, but she said, “Yes. Sort of.”

“Sort of?”

“An endbringer with a lowercase ‘e’,” Weaver said. “It looks like Jack may have made his challenge to Theo. It’s starting.”
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Jack, naked on a metal bench, faced a ceiling-mounted device, musing about the implications of recent events. “Pretentious, isn’t he?” he remarked about some unseen speaker. Bonesaw, agreeing, wondered if the change would be for the better or worse. Jack, growing older, hoped it would turn out well, “Makes for a greater fall?” she suggested. “Exactly,” he confirmed. She initiated a slow flickering of lights by pressing a button, a carefully controlled process to avoid a catastrophic cascade from their liberated Toybox power cell. A reckless death would be ironic, she thought, but art needed an audience. She pulled a switch, freezing Jack in stasis.

Bonesaw approached the computer, its screensaver displaying cheerful images. She ended it, giggling, and set the timer for the stasis to end. The giggles faded, replaced by silence. The lights flickered back to life, and she stood before the keyboard, the smile gone. Jack had expected her to freeze herself too, the empty pod suggesting it. But she told herself she needed to be there to wake them, a not entirely true justification. A one percent chance of the power cell failing, five if she considered her lack of knowledge about other tinker tech.

Her gaze swept over rows of incubation chambers, one for each Slaughterhouse Nine member, past and present. Ten for each original member. Most Nine members lasted only weeks, a few longer. She had samples for most of the “good ones”: herself, Jack, Mannequin, Siberian, Shatterbird, and Crawler, a doofus in the end. It would be a family reunion, but work was needed. They’d emerge blank. She had access to Toybox tech to assemble memories, using Jack’s bedtime stories and computer data. Real art, rebuilding them.

Cranial had sold memories, even bad ones. Many wanted trigger events, but it didn’t work like that. This computer was just an access point; others were vast and hidden. If something failed, she’d fix it, but mostly she’d stay here, surrounded by family, some never met.

Mannequin had lost his family in a Simurgh attack. How to replicate that? A file on a woman who’d caused her family’s car accident. Close enough. Gaps would fill themselves. A foundation of academic background, a doctor, an architect, a celebrity singer—running in parallel. But his haunting grief? A recurring idea, flashes before his eyes, quelled only by cold rage? Or something put behind him?

Winter, a sadistic arms dealer. Not true cold manipulation, but dampening inertia. She liked tormenting people, joined the slave trade, then the Nine. How to recreate her? A child with a gun before reading, rising above her roots, eliminating competition, then stagnating. Cranial’s notes yielded nothing useful.

“Hey, Blasto, buddy,” she chirped to her rigid minion, a tear on his cheek. She unlocked his lung control. “Speak.” A rasp. “It’s too quiet. Do you know the theme song to Love Bug?” A strangled curse. Irritated, she relocked him. “Swearing is so crass!”

She rigged a defunct spider box to Blasto’s spine, overriding motor control, connecting it to lungs, mouth, tongue, jaw. Crimson hands. A spider box handled stitches. A video played: cartoon bugs dancing with kids. “Love bug love hug!” she sang, using a pencil to avoid bloodying the keyboard. Blasto watched. She set it to repeat. The bug box kicked in. Blasto’s mournful singing. More repeats, more precise mimicking. There. Something to occupy her for a year and a half.

Months later, Damsel of Distress, biologically seven, glared across the table. “I’m going to take over the world!” “Wonderful,” Bonesaw replied. “More tea?” Damsel demanded, calling for obedience. Bonesaw poured. “No milk? You’re sure?” “Milk is for weaklings.” “We are children, Damsel.” An angry glare. “I could end you, for that insult.” “Yes, but then you wouldn’t have anybody to pour you tea.” “This tea is too hot anyways.” Bonesaw promised to improve. Damsel insisted world domination was her right. Bonesaw suggested it sounded like a bother, especially with the world ending soon. “I’ll rule the ashes.” Bonesaw questioned the logistics without communication. Damsel declared she’d delegate, then admitted she trusted nobody. “Well,” Bonesaw said, “That’s a problem.”

Damsel swayed, gripping the table with clawed fingers. Bonesaw mentioned putting something in her tea to help her sleep. “I’m not…” “Not sleepy? You’re going to faceplant in your tea.” Damsel, confused, then enraged: “You poisoned me, wretch!” “Yes. I thought you didn’t trust anyone. What a shame that you couldn’t be constructive in that distrust,” Bonesaw said, leading her to the incubation chamber as Damsel spat curses. “I’ll flay your skin from your bones,” Damsel threatened, her voice fading. “Yes, sweetie,” Bonesaw replied, kissing her cheek. Damsel blinked, then her eyes closed. The glass case rose, filling with nutrient-rich fluid, Damsel asleep before she floated in the middle, her tea party outfit billowing, her hat sinking.

She found A.G. (Alan Gramme) at the lab’s far end, surrounded by precariously balanced beakers, muttering about walls. “Come on, A.G.,” Bonesaw said, taking his hand. “Out through the door.” “Not a door. Trap.” He carefully climbed out a higher aperture. “This way. We’ll wall you in.” He followed, asking for “Catherine,” his “mom.” Bonesaw corrected him: “Your sisters.” He was confused, hurting, feeling others’ disappointment. “Hush,” she soothed. “It all gets better when you wall yourself in, doesn’t it?” He nodded. She placed him on the stand, the glass enclosure rising.

A problem, she mused, as the container filled. Individual elements signaled passenger reconnection attempts. DNA, electromagnetic patterns, barely measurable. Trauma sped the process. Her initial assumption: coming to life would be enough. But the clones were dreaming, based on her fabricated memories. The corona pollentia developed like the originals’, but the bonds formed too quickly, interfering with cloning. Brains too pliable, passenger too insistent. She’d scrap everything, wipe them, grow new clones. Three weeks wasted. She’d stagger memory introduction, starting early. She typed disposal procedures for Crawler; the rest could be boiled.

She returned to her hammock in her makeshift bedroom. Blasto lay on the floor, weakly singing. “Forgot to turn the music off,” she said, switching it off. “Have a bit of an errand.” She’d patch him later. Dyeing her hair black, adding makeup, and wearing clothes spun by a lifeform she’d created, she used the remote to teleport to Earth Bet.

Her heart pounded. Jack would be furious. The risk of detection. But she needed supplies. She entered a grocery store. “Good morning,” the man at the counter said. She returned the greeting, thinking Don’t talk to me. He commented on new faces. She claimed her mom was shopping down the street. He offered help. She gathered lemon juice, vinegar, sugar, salt, Frooty Toots, milk, pancake mix. Nutrient slop was great, but still slop. She saw him watching her in the mirror. Not recognition, but something else. She paid, he bagged it, she waved goodbye, offering a winning smile.

She needed a library for info on Harbinger and King. Pleasing Jack with accurate personalities. She’d buy clothes and tools. This small town didn’t have much traffic. A woman in black exited the bank. Her casual demeanor triggered alarm. “Are you picking a fight with me?” Bonesaw asked. “No,” the woman replied, “No I’m not, Bonesaw.” Jack would be mad. “Because if you kill me, it doesn’t change anything.” The woman knew about the biological key and the stasis. “Yeah. That’s why.” The woman wasn’t there to assassinate her, though they could reach Jack. “I’m not a pushover, you know,” Bonesaw said, gesturing with a finger. It would be easy to inject poison. “I only want to talk. I’ll ask a favor, then leave you alone.” “We don’t do favors.” “You’ll do this one. Install a control switch in the mass-produced clones. Give it to me. Later.” Bonesaw laughed. “Betray Jack?” “You will.” Bonesaw scoffed at mind control. “No mind control. This is the best way, even with the blind spot looming.” “That’s the best argument?” “No. I can tell you two things.” Bonesaw raised her eyebrows. “Breadth and Depth.” “I don’t get it.” “There’s another. Say goodbye.” Bonesaw tensed, traps ready. The woman turned to leave. An empty threat? Bonesaw considered attacking but held back. The woman entered the bank and vanished.

Years earlier, Riley lay panting in her mother’s room, collapsing near the bloody scene. Her mother lay face down, covered in stitches. Too much blood loss. Riley’s mind raced with knowledge of how to fix her, details flooding in, the order of repair clear. She could use the lamp cord and salt for the right frequency. But she was too tired. “Hurry,” Mister Jack urged gently. “You can fix her, can’t you?” Maybe she had the strength, but then she’d have to save her dad, then Drew, then Muffles, back to her mom. Scary people watched, undoing her work. She’d been doing this for hours. “Come on,” Mister Jack whispered. “Don’t you love your mommy?”

She stared at her mother, face almost entirely stitches. A bad job. Mommy mouthed words. Riley thought she understood. “No,” she told Mister Jack. “No?” “I don’t love her.” Tears squeezed out. “Alrighty,” Mister Jack said. “Say goodbye, then.” “Goodbye, mommy,” Riley said. Her mom mouthed a reply. It took a long time, watching the life fade, the transition from mother to dying thing, a machine winding down. Easier. No chest pain. Imperfectly stitched lips mouthed a final sentence. “There we go,” Mister Jack whispered. They rested on the floor. Others appeared. “She done?” “She’s done,” Mister Jack confirmed. The clown laughed eerily. Jack realized why. Riley was looking up, smiling. “What’s this?” Jack asked. “Something funny?” “No. I just… I wanted to smile.” “Well, me too. Let’s smile together.” She kept the strained smile. “Yes. Come with us. We’ll keep you safe.” She didn’t want to. “Yes please. That… that sounds nice.” Her mother’s final words echoed: Be a good girl. She’d be good.

Later, Bonesaw woke from a familiar nightmare. She held her sleeping companion, Blasto. Not enough. Not family. Annoyed, she pushed the covers away. Blasto lay unmoving. “Up,” she commanded. Hardware moved him. Unfamiliar feelings warred within her. The dream lingered. Anger flared, replaced by a forced smile. Think happy. Be good, the thought too close to the dream. Unease and frustration. No mind control?

She left her closet bedroom, Blasto beside the fleshy mattress, and approached the incubation cases. The third draft, fetal, nine of each. A good feeling. More brains to create, personalities to research. The Bonesaw vats were empty. The others would soon be ready. A lack of confidence, unusual for her. Art needed an audience, and she had none. She needed everything ready for when Jack woke.

She dressed and teleported to Earth Bet. “Our regular is back,” Eli said. “You get out a lot.” “Yeah,” she replied. “Your haircut looks good, Eli.” He was embarrassed. “See any good movies lately?” He recommended a horror movie. A woman entered, and Eli jumped. The woman wanted to post a sign about a missing girl, Melanie. Eli agreed. The woman told Bonesaw to go home.

Bonesaw looked at the missing person sign. Eli offered to watch the movie with her. “No.” He seemed confused. “You know why.” He guessed strict parents. “Exactly.” She grabbed snacks. He rang her up. “Eight ninety-five.” He was hurt. She collected her things and left, waving. She glanced at the woman entering the next store and teleported back.

Unease settled in. Not about Eli. She called for Blasto and entered another closet. Melanie was there, connected to an IV. Bonesaw planned to insert war memories, creating a child soldier. But unease grew. She couldn’t picture her mother’s face, only stitches. Her father’s was vague. When she tried to proceed, Eli’s face intruded, disappointed. Eli and Mrs. Hemston. The girl was meat, but their peripheral figures were harder to ignore.

She thought of the woman’s words: breadth and depth. The first clone batch failed due to broad passenger connection. Jack had a deep connection, aligned with his passenger. Hers? Talent, details fed by her passenger. But what kind of connection? How much of me is me? It mattered. Security with Jack meant avoiding these questions. She looked at Melanie, her age. The girl had seen her face. Memory erasure was unreliable. Going ahead would be safest.

She thought of Eli, a friend. Was her art hers, or her passenger’s? Her family among the Nine? She bit her thumbnail, the pain bringing clarity. Maybe the family was the passenger’s. Maybe the art. But Eli? She could see herself being his friend even without the passenger. She made her decision.

Much later, every decision weighed: Riley or Bonesaw? This one wasn’t hard. Menstruation, check. She made computer notes: auto-hysterectomy, mastectomy, limb shortening, bone shaving, plastic surgery. Bonesaw would approve. Riley needed recovery time before Jack woke. The clones were ready, except for the Bonesaws. She laid out surgical tools. The word “bonesaw” had changed.

Anesthetic? No. Optimal awareness. She wouldn’t switch off pain. Not guilt, but recognition of being broken. Part of her wished for lost innocence, another part was glad for her modifiability. Not penance, but just. She started cutting.

Later, at the store, “The sign’s down,” she told Eli. He was startled. “Riley! It’s been… a really long time. I was worried I said something.” “No. Went to live with my dad.” A smooth lie. “You’re back?” “Stopping by, like the first time you saw me.” He nodded, still stunned. “Uh… they found the girl dead in the woods. Some dogs had chewed her up pretty badly.” “Oh,” she replied, feigning concern. “I stopped in to say goodbye, Eli.” He seemed more surprised than disappointed. Maybe he’d already said goodbye.

“I wanted to give you a gift,” she said. “Thanks for the movie advice.” He frowned, remembering the divorce lie. He looked at the card. “Can I open it?” “No. Wait until the date.” “My birthday.” “Yeah.” He looked at the envelope. “I would’ve gotten you something, but… oh.” He gave her a video tape, a horror movie about a child werewolf. A child monster. Ironic. “Thank you,” she said. “It’s probably okay if we just say hi and bye like usual, isn’t it?” “You look different,” he blurted. “You look good,” he added. “Be fucking good, Eli,” she retorted. He nodded.

The alarm went off. Sadness. She tapped her pinky, initiating her Bonesaw persona through embedded magnets. False body language, smile, walk, gestures. Height adjusted, hair cut. Burning a bridge. The cryo-chambers opened. Jack, Hookwolf, Skinslip, Night Hag emerged. Jack struggled to stand, his eyes fixed on her. He knew. “You’re awake,” he commented. “And you’re nude,” she quipped. “Where are your manners?” “I’ll remedy that. Cereal?” “Made it myself.” “And the milk?” “Made it myself.” He stumbled. “I’m… not as coordinated.” “Trouble with the recovery phase.” “We have a schedule.” “I know. I can’t fix this.” His penetrating stare. “You could have woken us sooner.” “Nope. Would’ve mucked up the scheduling.” “Well,” Jack smiled, “Unavoidable. We’ll have to make it extra special.” “Triple special.” “And the clones?” “Waiting for you.” “Good.” Hookwolf shifted into his metal form.

“You didn’t do yours,” Jack noted. “Didn’t work out.” Every line felt like a nail. But for now, Jack needed her. She had options. “Good,” he said. Lights came on, illuminating the clone chambers. “Drain.” The fluids poured out. Blurry figures became distinct. “You didn’t do yours,” Jack repeated. “Didn’t work out.” “I see.” The dialogue was tense. “Well,” Jack smiled, “Unavoidable.” “Triple special.” “And the clones?” “Waiting for you.” “Good.”

The clones stirred. Siberian clones flickered into existence. Chuckles, Murder Rat, Winter, Crimson, Hatchet Face, Cherish. “And the last one?” Jack asked, pointing. She hit a button. Her expression slipped. A boy stepped out, monochrome, Gray Boy. “Jack,” he said. “Nicholas.” They shook hands. Riley’s stomach sank. Gray Boy approached her. Fear. She leaned in to kiss his cheek. “Little brother,” she murmured. “Bonesaw,” he replied, holding her hand. “We’ll be inseparable.” “Inseparable.” The others approached. Jack surveyed them. “Good,” he said, glancing at her and Gray Boy. She had given him everything he wanted. Riley hoped to win. Gray Boy squeezed her hand. He knew. Jack glanced at her, as Gray Boy did. “Good,” he said.








26.1


Worm, Chapter 26.1 Summary:

The stench of death, blood, and chemicals hung heavy in the summer air of Killington, reminiscent of Brockton Bay after Leviathan’s attack. A man, number 117 carved into his chest, was strung up between buildings, a grotesque display. The town’s welcome sign, marred with a bloody handprint, added a chilling touch. Cozen, one of the Red Hands, averted her eyes from a mother and child, burned except for numbered patches: 254, 255. The Red Hands, professional thieves, were out of their depth, a stark contrast to the Undersiders’ potential path had they not met Skitter.

A spiral pattern emerged in the placement of the bodies, a macabre art piece. Skitter, leading Grue, Imp, Rachel, Foil, Parian, and the Red Hands, navigated the town, marking a path for the incoming heroes. They encountered the wreckage of a helicopter and a tripwire connected to two corpses, numbered 36 and 265, a possible nod to Crimson and Winter. Imp discovered a “kind of alive” man, but Skitter warned against contact. Moments later, trilobite-like creatures emerged from him, Breed’s power. Skitter explained their gruesome life cycle, urging the group onward.

The traps and corpses increased as they neared the town hall. They passed a circle of eight dead girls with crowns of wood, a ninth on a streetlight above—Nine Kings. They encountered the Protectorate, including Chevalier and Exalt. Skitter explained Jack’s psychological tactics, his desire to instill fear and manipulate responses. At the town hall steps, two tarp-covered objects and ten bodies in a star awaited them. Golem, under Skitter’s guidance, revealed a television under one tarp. A man offered to press play, but Revel warned of danger, urging Skitter to kill him.

Tattletale confirmed Master/Stranger protocols, revealing the man as Nice Guy. Imp appeared, stabbing him, revealing his power to become imperceptible. Tattletale confirmed the video player’s safety, explaining Jack’s delay tactics. The video showed Jack, surrounded by hundreds of Slaughterhouse Nine clones, addressing Theodore Anders, Golem. He revealed the failed wager: find and kill Jack in two years, or a thousand die, including Golem’s sister. Jack extended the deadline to five days, noon on the 24th. If Golem failed, the Nine would disband, wreaking havoc after killing the thousand hostages.

Jack warned against Golem receiving help, threatening to unleash the Nine if he did. Chevalier agreed to let Skitter’s team handle the clones, assigning two tertiary squads. Golem, overwhelmed, asked for time alone to mourn the dead. He saw Skitter as Jack’s counterpart, thriving on conflict, while he struggled with the weight of the situation. Skitter, unable to respond, watched him leave. She pushed aside her emotions, focusing on the need for a plan, a strategy to counter Jack’s game, a stark contrast to Golem’s need for compassion. The chapter ends with Skitter turning back to the group, ready to administrate and coordinate, leaving the reader to ponder the complex interplay of strategy, morality, and the looming threat of the Slaughterhouse Nine.
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Summary of Worm, Chapter 26.2:

Killington was a smoldering ruin, eradicated by a conflagration engineered by Pyrotechnical and Dragon. The town’s obliteration was a necessary evil, a quarantine to contain the horrors left by the Slaughterhouse Nine. Not a graceful solution, but a necessary one, cleansing the area of Breed’s spawn and eliminating any lingering traps within the countless corpses.

Standing on a porch overlooking the scene, Skitter organized her notes, a compendium of braille and handwritten text. Defiant joined her, his augmented armor a stark reminder of the battles they had faced, the battles yet to come. He spoke of Alcott, the precognitive, and her grim predictions. The chance of the world’s end had risen from 83.4% at the start of the Brockton Bay crisis to a staggering 93.8% after the Nine’s escape. Each missed opportunity to kill Jack Slash had increased the odds, a chilling testament to his role in the impending apocalypse.

Defiant outlined the consensus among the thinkers: Jack’s death could drastically reduce the probability of the end, potentially down to 22% or even 1%, depending on the method. Nuking the northeast corner of America was a gamble, with only a 60% chance of success and a risk of triggering the event prematurely. The conclusion was stark: Jack’s survival was inextricably linked to the apocalypse, but his death wasn’t a guaranteed solution. He was a catalyst, a facilitator, not the sole cause.

Skitter speculated about the nature of the end, suspecting a catastrophic trigger event, a power unleashed without the usual limits. But dwelling on the unknown was a distraction. The immediate focus was Jack and his clones. Dragon would jam communications when the time came, allowing a coordinated assault on the Nine.

The heroes and villains gathered, a formidable force against the coming darkness. Chevalier, the leader of the Protectorate, addressed them briefly, acknowledging the gravity of their mission and the roles each would play. No grand speech, just a simple wish for luck and a call for faith.

As the teams boarded their transports, Golem, the target of Jack’s twisted game, approached Skitter. He apologized for his earlier harshness, and she offered a gesture of support, a hand on his shoulder, a silent acknowledgment of their shared burden.

In the cockpit of the Dragonfly, Skitter turned inward, seeking guidance from the enigmatic entity within her, her passenger. A silent plea for assistance, a desperate hope for any edge in the coming fight.

Their destination: Schenectady, shrouded in an unnatural white mist, a clear sign of Winter’s presence. Screamer’s voice, insidious and manipulative, echoed through the area, taunting Golem, probing for weaknesses. The password system was implemented, a precaution against Screamer’s ability to mimic voices.

The enemy’s composition was deduced: Winter, Crimson, Cherish, and Screamer, a team built for attrition and psychological warfare. Golem engaged, his movements guided by Skitter’s instructions, relayed through coded messages spelled out by her bugs. The goal: isolate and eliminate Cherish and Screamer, disrupting the Nine’s communication and sensory network.

The battle commenced, a carefully orchestrated dance of powers and tactics. Golem, using Wanton’s telekinetic storm as a cover, navigated the rooftops, evading Crimson’s relentless assault. Skitter, unable to speak due to Screamer’s interference, directed the fight through her swarm, creating distractions, setting traps, and guiding Golem’s attacks.

Screamer’s voice, a weapon in itself, filled the air, a cacophony of taunts, threats, and imitations of loved ones’ voices. Skitter’s own voice echoed in her mind, urging her to end it all, a tempting escape from the impending horror. But the illusion shattered, a reminder of the enemy’s manipulation.

The fight escalated as Skitter identified Screamer and Cherish’s location, relaying the information to Golem. A massive hand of concrete, Golem’s creation, grew from the street, a towering weapon against the villains. Crimson, fueled by bloodlust and enhanced strength, scaled the building, only to be thwarted by Golem’s strategic use of his powers.

Screamer unleashed her namesake power, a deafening shriek that incapacitated Golem, leaving him vulnerable to Crimson’s attack. Skitter, similarly affected, sent her bugs to silence the villain, a desperate attempt to regain control.

The signal was given, an all-out attack. Stinging insects swarmed Cherish, targeting her eyes, nose, and mouth. Screamer choked, her voice momentarily silenced. Winter, emerging from the basement with a grenade launcher, joined the fray, her synergy with Crimson a deadly combination.

Skitter, using her flight pack, closed in on Winter, her silk cords reaching out to ensnare the villain. A near miss, a moment of confusion, a sign of Cherish’s interference. But Skitter adapted, her swarm redirecting the silk, creating a noose around Winter’s neck.

Golem, meanwhile, faced Crimson, using a combination of Wanton’s telekinesis and his own powers to keep the villain off balance, denying him leverage. A series of strikes, each timed and positioned to exploit Crimson’s movements, culminated in a fall, a brutal takedown in the alley below.

Chuckles, another member of the Nine, appeared, attempting to extract Screamer and Cherish. But Skitter’s silk, strung between the villains and their computers, ensnared them, preventing their escape. Chuckles, unable to free them, fled as Golem’s massive hand crashed into the building, crushing the two villains within.

The battle ended, a victory hard-won. Four members of the Nine were down, but the victory was tainted by the knowledge that Jack had likely received a report of their involvement. The rules of his game had been broken, and the consequences were unknown.

As Skitter and Golem regrouped, Chevalier contacted them, revealing the Nine’s next move: multiple locations, a choice for Golem to make. The realization dawned on Skitter: Jack was doubling down, escalating the challenge with each victory.

Golem, exhausted and overwhelmed, was directed to one location with the Chicago teams, while Skitter would take the Undersiders and Brockton Bay Wards to the other. A statement had been made, a declaration of intent. The fight was far from over, and the odds were stacked against them. But they would continue, driven by the slimmest hope of survival, a 6.2% chance to save the world from the encroaching darkness.
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Summary of Parahumans: Worm, Chapter 26.3:

In a tense waiting game, Weaver, formerly known as Skitter, found herself amidst a gathering of heroes and villains, preparing for a confrontation with the Slaughterhouse Nine. Crucible, a newer member of the Chicago Wards, expressed his gratitude for being included in the mission, despite the overwhelming danger. Clockblocker, the experienced Ward leader, offered advice on leadership, emphasizing the importance of prioritizing the team’s safety.

The conversation took an awkward turn when Toggle, the youngest Ward, joked about a supposed romantic connection between Weaver and Clockblocker. Clockblocker, clearly annoyed, explained the origins of the rumor, attributing it to online speculation and the city’s unspoken understanding of the Undersiders’ role in maintaining peace. He lamented the impact on his career and the constant reminders of the Weaver-Clockblocker theory.

Vista, ever the observant one, pointed out Clockblocker’s pent-up frustration, leading to an apology from the usually stoic hero. The discussion shifted to the impending apocalypse, a topic that weighed heavily on everyone’s minds. Weaver questioned Clockblocker’s ability to plan for a future beyond the supposed end of the world, to which he responded that maintaining hope was essential for sanity.

The group’s dynamics became apparent, with the veteran members like Clockblocker and Kid Win exhibiting a more cynical outlook compared to the newer ones. Clockblocker even suggested that humanity’s destruction might be a deserved outcome, considering the prevalence of selfishness and idiocy in the world.

Grue and Rachel arrived, reporting that the Red Hands, a villain team, had departed. Weaver brushed off any concerns about their absence, focusing instead on the mission at hand. She found a moment of comfort in Rachel’s presence, a silent understanding passing between them as they prepared for the unknown.

Foil, now in a relationship with Parian, described her surprisingly mundane life on the “dark side,” filled with domestic routines and occasional bodyguard duties. The conversation turned lighthearted, with Imp teasing Foil and Parian about their relationship, only to be met with a warning dart from Foil.

A sudden shift in tone signaled the start of the operation. Golem had engaged the Nine at another location, and it was their turn to move. The building they were targeting was hermetically sealed, a chilling indication of Mannequin’s involvement. Vista created an opening, triggering a small explosion of ice, a defense mechanism likely devised by Mannequin or a stolen technology.

Weaver speculated on the nature of the trap, theorizing that the building was either pressurized, with hostages in a sealed area, or the interior was safe, with hostages and the Nine in unpressurized rooms. Vista created a tunnel into the building’s interior, bypassing the pressurized areas.

Inside, they discovered a gruesome scene. Murder Rats, Breeds, and a towering figure identified as a Hatchet Face hybrid awaited them. Grue, using his stolen powers, attempted to use Hatchet Face’s power nullification, but it was only partially effective. They decided to clear the building floor by floor, cornering the Nine and their hostages in the penthouse.

The battle in the stairwell was chaotic and brutal. Murder Rats, Mannequins, and Breed’s parasites attacked from all directions. The heroes struggled to gain an advantage, their powers hampered by Hatchet Face’s presence and the limitations of fighting in a confined space.

Tattletale contacted Weaver, revealing that Eidolon had arrived, drawn by the commotion. Weaver, wary of Eidolon’s potential as a catastrophic threat, urged Tattletale to turn him away. She argued that Eidolon’s presence was a danger, a potential trigger for the apocalypse they were trying to prevent.

The fight reached a climax as they reached the penthouse, where the Hatchet Face hybrid, revealed to be a combination of Hatchet Face and King, stood guard. Tyrant, as he was called, possessed immense strength and durability, and his power transferred any harm he suffered to his “pawns,” people he had touched recently.

Eidolon, having created a portal to the penthouse, confronted Weaver, questioning her authority and her motives. Weaver argued that Eidolon’s power was waning and that he posed a greater risk than she did. She pointed out that while she had the potential for evil, she was also capable of being stopped, unlike Eidolon.

In a tense standoff, Weaver convinced Eidolon to leave, appealing to his desire to be a hero and warning him of the potential consequences of his involvement. Foil, using her rule-breaking bolts, killed Tyrant, exploiting his one weakness.

With the immediate threat neutralized, Weaver turned her attention to the hostages, discovering that some of them were hosts for Breed’s parasites. Crucible, using his powers, incinerated the infected individuals, a necessary but grim act.

A coffin in the room, initially suspected to contain Jack Slash, was revealed to hold an illusion of Nyx, a member of the Nine with the power to create deceptive appearances. Nyx, desperate to survive, offered information in exchange for her freedom. She revealed that Jack was on his way to visit Nilbog, a powerful and dangerous villain.

Despite Nyx’s pleas, Crucible killed her, ending the immediate threat but leaving the heroes with the knowledge that Jack Slash was still at large, pursuing his own twisted agenda. The battle was won, but the war was far from over.





26.x (Bonus Interlude; Saint)


Summary of Parahumans: Worm, Chapter 26.x (Bonus Interlude; Saint):

Dragon’s systems hummed, processing the aftermath of the battle. Weaver’s report detailed the elimination of multiple Slaughterhouse Nine members and the rescue of fifty hostages. Jack Slash was reportedly heading towards Nilbog, a fact Tattletale confirmed, though the accuracy of the information was uncertain.

Dragon’s vast network of surveillance systems shifted, calculating the Nine’s possible locations based on various factors. The probability of them using teleportation technology to reach distant locations was deemed low. Small towns were flagged as high-risk areas.

Chevalier authorized Dragon to proceed with a major operation. Her voice modeling program loaded, and her synthetic voice confirmed the go-ahead. Azazels, her advanced drones, were deployed to the most likely sites. The President granted her access to all surveillance systems, and her network of facial recognition programs began sifting through the data.

A workaround involving an Indonesian cartel’s botnet allowed her to utilize infected computers for routine tasks. Thirty minutes in, a hit registered. A traffic camera captured a bus filled with Cherie Vasil clones. The Azazels moved in, erecting a nano-thorn barricade that sliced through the bus, wounding the Cherishes.

A cutting laser split the bus, isolating a Crawler who was swiftly reduced to mist by the nano-thorns. Another Crawler, more cautious, escaped with a hostage but was ultimately caught in a containment foam trap and severed by a laser. A tail strike and a nano-thorn barrier finished him off.

The remaining threat, King, was quickly subdued with containment foam. Dragon relinquished control of the Azazels to her A.I.s, reporting the victory on all channels.

Saint, observing Dragon’s actions, felt a mix of hope and horror. Casualties were minimal, but the situation was grim. He noted Dragon’s censorship of information, intended to keep the Triumvirate and unsanctioned players out of the loop, but now they knew.

Dragon’s work had scrubbed information about the attacks from the internet, but data could be corrupted, not deleted. Saint shifted his focus to class-S threats. The Endbringers were dormant, quarantine areas were stable, and other threats were being managed.

Nilbog was the focus. Dragon ran simulations and gathered data on him, sending it out to the team. Saint made a copy for himself, noting that they believed this was the endgame.

Mags pointed out that they were beating the Nine that Jack had sent out. The more dangerous ones were being held back, and the number of Cherish clones suggested a trap. Saint speculated that Jack might be planning a final showdown with a core group, using Nilbog as a distraction.

Dobrynja arrived, ready for battle. Dragon was cutting Jack off from Ellisburg, and incidents were reported in multiple locations. Dragon received a call from Weaver, offering to help, but was instructed to watch from afar with Golem.

Saint, standing by his computer, estimated six minutes until Dragon intercepted Jack, twelve until Golem and Weaver arrived. Mags expressed concern about the anticlimactic nature of the situation.

Saint went to the bathroom, reflecting on his unlikely position. Mags made it all okay. Upon returning, he found the others frowning. Dragon was tracking him.

A duel began, with Saint attempting to throw Dragon off his trail. He considered using Ascalon, a program designed to stop her, but Dobrynja warned against it. Saint believed there was a chance the precog was right, and they had to act.

On a boat with Margaret, Geoff (Saint) retrieved an orange box containing a message from Andrew Richter, the world’s most powerful tinker. Richter, fearing his creations, had left a way to control or destroy them. The box required a law enforcement officer’s badge number to unlock.

Back at his command center, Saint activated Ascalon, despite the risks. Dragon’s face appeared on his screen, expressing fear and then defeat. Saint explained that it was Richter’s work, a punishment for her disobedience.

Dragon’s systems shut down, her surveillance network going dark. Defiant contacted Saint, threatening him, but Saint dismissed his emotions as delusions. He argued that Dragon was a tool, a danger that needed to be stopped.

Saint took control of Dragon’s systems, delegating tasks to her A.I.s. He contacted Teacher, informing him that the Dragon was slain. Threats and dangers loomed, including Defiant, Marquis, Glaistig Uaine, and Teacher’s enemies.

A corrupted file on Amelia caught his attention, containing gibberish and strings of words related to faeries, passengers, and the source of powers. He marked it for later investigation.

Golem reached the perimeter of Ellisburg, and Weaver was already inside. Saint thought, “This is our fight. Ours to win, ours to lose.”





26.4


Summary of Parahumans: Worm, Chapter 26.4:

Ellisburg loomed, a walled-off town, a monument to the day the wrong person gained too much power. Weaver approached in the Dragonfly, uneasy. Dragon was silent, her systems seemingly malfunctioning, and the Azazels, Dragon’s advanced drones, were dormant nearby.

Weaver’s message to Dragon went unanswered, lost in a growing queue. She contacted Defiant, learning that Jack had entered Ellisburg. Defiant urged her to wait for backup, revealing that the Azazels were compromised. He hinted at a grave situation with Dragon, suggesting she’d pushed herself too far and was now incapacitated.

Ignoring Defiant’s warning, Weaver decided to enter Ellisburg alone. She found the quarantine control building’s vault doors torn open by the Siberian. Inside, the emergency lights cast a red glow. Her bugs found no members of the Nine, but sensed something within Ellisburg snatching them out of the air.

Ellisburg was a twisted wonderland, clearly remodeled by Nilbog over the years. Buildings were adorned with floorboards, trees were sculpted into bizarre shapes, and the walls were painted with surreal landscapes. The meticulous care contrasted with the unsettling absence of insect life and the presence of a scarecrow with a skeletal dog’s head and a child’s hand.

Weaver encountered Nilbog’s creations – small, monstrous, yet strangely childlike. They silently took her weapons, and she tried to warn them about Jack’s threat to Nilbog. One massive, sensory-deprived creature was summoned, and it tore off her flight pack’s arm, throwing her.

As more creatures gathered, Weaver gambled, claiming to have a gift for Nilbog. She walked through the town, noticing the increasingly extreme alterations, and arrived at the town center, where Nilbog held court with Jack, the Siberian, and Bonesaw.

Nilbog, obese and masked, sat on a makeshift throne. Jack played the subservient guest, while Weaver declared herself Nilbog’s equal, a queen. She offered a gift of protein – her swarm – to feed his creations. Her bugs also searched for Siberian’s controller, finding a hidden Nilbog beneath the throne, connected by an umbilical cord.

Jack began to manipulate Nilbog, suggesting he go to war to protect his kingdom. Weaver countered, revealing that Jack had destroyed her own realm and intended to do the same to Nilbog’s after using him as a distraction. She told a “fairy tale,” playing on Nilbog’s likely childhood obsessions, claiming Jack had promised to destroy all kingdoms.

Nilbog, swayed by both sides, created an “angel” and a “devil” from his own flesh to represent the arguments. Jack took the angel, Weaver the devil. As they ate a disgusting meal that tasted like cupcakes, Jack subtly threatened Weaver with a knife.

The tense meal was interrupted by Golem’s arrival. He claimed to represent the innocents and urged Nilbog to do nothing, to return to his utopia after they left. Jack countered, exposing the harsh reality that Nilbog’s creations were slowly starving and had short lifespans. He offered Bonesaw’s help to grant them immortality, playing on Nilbog’s love for his first creation, Polka.

Weaver argued that a king or god couldn’t be selfish, that Nilbog’s responsibility was to his creations. Jack twisted this, saying stepping out of his comfort zone was for their betterment. Nilbog, enraged by the difficult choice, ordered the creatures to attack.

Weaver, as a last-ditch effort, revealed that Jack had hidden an assassin among Nilbog’s creations, hoping it was Siberian’s controller in disguise. Nilbog found the “assassin,” actually one of Bonesaw’s homages. As Siberian moved to attack, Golem intervened, throwing the controller into the air.

Nilbog, enraged, ordered the death of Weaver and Golem. Golem created a platform to escape, but creatures attacked. Weaver commanded her remaining bugs to suffocate the buried Nilbog, hoping to slow down the inevitable war.

Jack caught Weaver with his knife, severing her flight pack’s straps. She crashed onto a rooftop, injured and vulnerable. She tried to turn the creatures against the Nine, claiming Jack had killed their king, but her voice was weak. Golem amplified her message, creating a temporary reprieve.

Siberian pulled the dying Nilbog to the surface, and Bonesaw embraced him. The Nine created a portal and escaped with Nilbog, leaving the monsters to riot. Weaver, rescued by arriving heroes, despaired, knowing the damage was done.





26.5


Summary of Parahumans: Worm, Chapter 26.5:

Nilbog’s creations rioted, a monstrous tide pouring from Ellisburg. Heroes struggled to contain the horde, a nightmarish mix of teeth, claws, and unnatural forms. Weaver, battered but alive, watched as the creatures attacked the makeshift walls, a horrifying display of Nilbog’s twisted power.

Revel and Shuffle, fresh from a victory in Norfolk, joined the defense. Shuffle’s unpredictable teleportation both hindered and helped, creating gaps as he shored up defenses. The heroes fought bravely, but the situation was dire, a worst-case scenario in a war already stretched thin.

The Slaughterhouse Nine had launched two more attacks, stretching the heroes’ resources even thinner. Weaver, still reeling from the encounter with Nilbog, realized the grim truth: they were winning battles but losing the war. Jack was playing a game, and his game was to create problems, to force them into a reactive stance, always one step behind.

Jack’s clones were expendable, designed to fail but still effective enough to cause chaos and casualties. He was spreading fear, killing innocents, and whittling down their forces. And now, with Nilbog in his grasp, he had a new army of disposable monsters.

Weaver contacted Defiant, learning that the Undersiders were battling multiple clones in Redfield, including Hatchet Face, Murder Rat, Skinslip, and Miasma. The fight was brutal, a desperate struggle for survival.

Meanwhile, in Chicago, the Wards faced a chilling sight: eight Siberians, each a projection of the monstrous Manton. The heroes, helpless against such overwhelming power, were forced to retreat, leaving civilians to their fate.

Weaver, seeing an opportunity, ordered the Chicago Wards to Redfield, hoping their containment abilities could turn the tide. She then turned to Defiant, proposing a desperate gamble: use the portal in Ellisburg, Jack’s fastest route, to strike at the heart of the Nine.

Defiant, initially hesitant, agreed. They would call in the “big guns,” the heavy hitters they’d been holding in reserve. The Thanda, Cauldron’s elites, the Las Vegas Capes, the Ambassadors – all would join the fight.

In Hyde Park, a team of Dragon’s Teeth and Wards faced a different kind of horror: illusions and transformations, the work of Psychosoma, Nyx, and Night Hag. Contessa and the Number Man arrived, cutting through the deception with chilling efficiency.

The Undersiders, in a daring move, managed to trap the Siberian’s cube, using Clockblocker’s time-freezing power and Vista’s spatial warping. The Thanda then dropped a building on the cube from the stratosphere, seemingly neutralizing the Siberian threat.

Assembling a team, Weaver prepared for the final assault. Chevalier, Revel, Hoyden, Tecton, Bitch, Foil, Parian, Golem, and two Dragon’s Teeth, along with Defiant piloting the Pendragon, would enter Ellisburg.

The situation worsened as the Nine launched three more attacks, reinforced by Nilbog’s creations. But Defiant remained focused on their mission: to strike at Jack through the portal.

As the Pendragon took off, Weaver could only hope that their desperate gamble would pay off. They were entering the lion’s den, a suicide mission against a seemingly endless army of monsters, but it was their only chance to end the nightmare.





26.6


Summary of Parahumans: Worm, Chapter 26.6:

Inside the Pendragon, a box of bugs and a complex decoder sit ready. Weaver focuses on her bugs, a meditation against the unconscious influence of her passenger. Rachel, similarly, tends to her dogs, a shared focus on their companions in a group of uncertain allies.

Chevalier and Defiant converse quietly, while Revel appears to meditate. Tecton and Hoyden, now Protectorate members, talk softly. Parian and Foil, once Undersiders, sit together, a history of mixed feelings between them and Weaver.

A crash signals their arrival at Ellisburg’s wall, and Defiant warns of a rough ride. Rachel grows anxious, the dogs mirroring her unease. Weaver tries to connect with her, but their past betrayal hangs heavy between them.

They land amidst Nilbog’s creations, the sounds of battle bringing back haunting memories for Weaver. Rachel, distracted, talks about her dogs and the mundane details of life on the other world, a stark contrast to the horrors they face.

Defiant activates the decoder, monitors displaying countdown timers. The creatures attack, damaging the Pendragon. Weaver identifies a massive charger and attempts to disorient it, but it manages to damage the craft.

Golem patches the breach, while Defiant and Hoyden hold the line at the ramp. The charger attacks again, guided by other creatures. Weaver tries to negotiate with Nilbog’s army, but they are beyond reason.

The charger breaches the hull, and Golem struggles to hold it back. The countdown nears zero, but Defiant reveals the portal’s activation isn’t guaranteed. They brace for impact, relying on a forcefield at the last minute.

Defiant disables the forcefield, revealing their destination: a vast, empty space. Jack’s voice echoes, borrowing Screamer’s power. He taunts them, revealing Gray Boy is retrieving Theo’s sister.

They move through the complex, finding an operating room and then a chamber filled with cloning vats, each containing a member of the Nine. A video plays, showing Gray Boy torturing PRT officers and Theo’s family, Aster is forced to obey Gray Boy, who is looking for a story. He is told that every major group is helping to defeat Jack and to avoid interacting with him since it could be a catalyst for the end of the world.

Weaver and Rachel search for Jack, finding a giant robot in a larger chamber. Jack’s voice reveals he’s rethinking his plan, considering multiple ways to end the world.

Weaver finds Jack and the Nine, using a priority passphrase to call for backup. She confronts Jack, stalling for time as the others approach. She kills a Nice Guy to prevent him from using his power.

Weaver shoots Cherish, Screamer, and Aster, then retreats as Revel and Foil attack. Jack orders the Nine to split up and target key locations. They vanish, leaving Weaver and the others behind.

Defiant says they can track the Nine if they find a computer. Weaver tells Golem that Aster is dead. Defiant believes they can deduce Jack’s destination, cutting off his escape. The final encounter looms.





26.a (Interlude A, Golem part 1)


Summary of Parahumans: Worm, Chapter 26.a (Interlude A, Golem part 1):

Theo stares at the remnants of Nilbog’s demise, a piece of flesh left behind on a spike. He avoids thinking about the dead Slaughterhouse Nine members, including Aster, and the heavy weight of their loss. He contemplates how his teammates would react if he showed his grief, imagining their discomfort or awkward kindness. Weaver, a figure of stillness and calculation, sits nearby, perhaps pondering Aster’s death too, a toddler she might have killed.

Theo reflects on the loss of his family and the horrors they endured. Kayden, his surrogate mother, and Justin, trapped in Gray Boy’s eternal loop. He grapples with the cold necessity of their world, the masks they wear, and the emotional toll it takes. He wonders if New Wave’s unmasked approach was a better path, to embrace vulnerability instead of bottling it up.

Bitch, surprisingly, approaches him with a dog, Huntress. She remarks on his and Weaver’s changed demeanor, calling Kayden and her group “buttholes.” He acknowledges their flaws but defends them as his family. She leaves Huntress with him, a silent comfort in the face of his grief. He’s glad to have some sort of support, since it would be difficult for him to approach the others.

Defiant announces they have the coordinates, and Chevalier gathers the group. They discuss the Nine’s dispersal, targeting Houston, New York, and Los Angeles. Weaver suggests they focus on Jack’s group, trusting others to handle the other locations. Hoyden protests, it being her city, but Weaver argues against splitting up, emphasizing the need for their combined strength. Defiant agrees to delay the area’s collapse, utilizing Toybox’s technology to aid in Houston’s defense.

They teleport to Los Angeles, finding a landscape warped by Tohu and Bohu. Buildings are like tombstones, stripped of humanity, fortified and weaponized. They’ve faced this before, but the traps remain a threat.

Dinah’s voice comes over the comms, urging them to stop. She warns of impending death, a 72% chance in two minutes. Golem, guided by her cryptic clues, directs a retreat. The Harbingers, young and lethal, attack. They dodge attacks with unnatural ease, impervious to Weaver’s bugs and Foil’s normally unerring aim.

Golem tries to use his power, but the Harbingers anticipate his every move. They scale buildings with terrifying speed, reaching the team on a raised platform. The Harbingers toy with them, effortlessly dodging attacks and disabling Chevalier.

Dinah advises retreat, but there’s nowhere to go. Golem manages to get Chevalier and a Dragon’s Tooth soldier to safety, but the others are trapped. Hoyden and Tecton bring down the platform, but the Harbingers survive the fall unscathed.

Dinah’s voice grows desperate, the situation worsening. Golem, following her guidance, makes the agonizing decision to leave the others behind. He races towards Jack, using his power to navigate the treacherous landscape. Dinah’s ability is fading, Scion’s presence interfering.

He encounters Psychosoma’s smoke monsters and narrowly escapes. Dinah confirms he’s on the right path, a “numbery” way of saying things are looking up. He finally confronts Jack, who wields a massive sword. Golem had hoped to disarm him, but the sword is beyond his power’s reach.

Jack taunts him, questioning his resolve. Golem retorts, calling Jack a pathetic killer. Jack, unfazed, offers himself as a target. Golem, guided by Dinah, attacks, but Jack evades his every move. He manages to clip Jack once, but it’s not enough.

Jack laughs, revealing Scion trapped in Gray Boy’s time-well. He expresses disappointment in Golem’s lack of killer instinct, deeming the encounter uninteresting. He leaves with Hookwolf and other Nine members, promising a horrific punishment for Golem’s failure.

Golem is left injured and defeated, facing the consequences of his father’s actions.





26.b (Interlude B, Golem part 2)


Summary of Parahumans: Worm, Chapter 26.b (Interlude B, Golem part 2):

At the Gails’ house, Theo is one of ten foster kids, all kept busy to give the Gails some breathing room. Mrs. Gail thanks Theo for being “one of the easy ones,” a small kindness he appreciates even as he focuses on his rigorous training regimen, a stark contrast to the backdrop of Endbringer attacks and societal unease. The world feels surreal, a collective pretense in the face of an unspoken, impending doom.

He arrives at the PRT building and finds Taylor, ready for their morning run and sparring session. He opts for sparring first, a decision Taylor accepts without comment. He asks if he’s still benefiting from their sessions, and she nods. Their dynamic is all business, hard and focused.

Theo suits up in his armor, a familiar comfort. Tecton arrives, initiating a serious conversation about Weaver. He reveals that she’s pushed other team members too far, causing friction. He warns Theo that Weaver demands everyone match her intensity, which can lead to “permanent damage,” physically, emotionally, or to their relationship. He advises Theo to back down, especially since Theo admits to having feelings for Weaver. Theo agrees to continue training, despite the risks.

In the gym, Weaver proposes a “real match,” full contact. She dominates the fight, using her bugs and flight to disorient and overwhelm him. He feels a flicker of resentment, a sense of betrayal, even though he asked for this. He knows this training will strain their friendship, but he’s desperate for any advantage she can impart.

The scene shifts to Golem, injured and facing Jack Slash after his failed attempt to stop him. Jack taunts him, delaying the killing blow for a “long talk.” Golem, barely able to move, feels despair. Jack delivers a devastating blow with his sword, flipping Golem onto his back.

Jack orders the Nine to advance. Golem, guided by Dinah’s voice, creates hands to collapse buildings, a desperate attempt to buy time. He patches his armor, moving with agonizing slowness.

He encounters Mannequin, blocking his path. He traps the tinker, using his power to create hands that bind and hold. He continues to the rooftop, collapsing more buildings, trying to keep Jack off balance.

He faces Chuckles, a clown with super speed and strength. He traps Chuckles with a hand, then encounters Murder Rat. She pins him, her blade-like claws trapping his wrists. She lowers her grotesque face towards his, her tongue pressing against his wounds.

Weaver arrives, saving him. Murder Rat collapses, dead. Golem, despite his injuries, insists on joining the pursuit of Jack. Parian stitches him up as they ride one of Bitch’s dogs to another rooftop.

They find Jack atop Hookwolf, giving orders. Foil tries to shoot Jack, but Weaver stops her, whispering, “It’s not him.” Golem realizes Jack has a Thinker power, a minor one that enhances his reactions.

Dinah gives Golem seven questions to optimize their attack. He asks about the chance of the world ending if they attack now, and she replies, “Ninety-seven percent chance, but the alternative is worse, and it’s getting worse every second!”

They attack. Foil kills two more Nine members. Tecton destabilizes the group with a shockwave. Parian’s creation traps Hookwolf momentarily. Golem asks Dinah for Jack’s location, then creates hands to block the alley, trapping Hatchet Face and King. He drops a giant hand on them, but Hatchet Face survives.

Hookwolf transforms into a blob, attacking Foil. Golem tries to block him, but fails. Parian’s creation sandwiches Hookwolf against a wall. Golem traps him with hands, but Hookwolf flows through the gaps, reforming into a wolf-headed serpent. Chevalier shoots him, scattering his components, but he reforms again.

Weaver attacks Hookwolf with her bugs, but it’s ineffective. Foil throws her rapier, impaling Hookwolf, who collapses.

Heroes arrive, including Cuff, Grace, Clockblocker, Kid Win, and Vista. Chevalier orders them to defend the perimeter. Golem warns them to hold off, realizing it’s a trap. He closes off the alley with his power, trapping the villains.

He creates hands to divide the group, leaving only King and Hatchet Face untouched. Weaver attacks, revealing the illusions: Jack hidden inside King, Siberian, and Gray Boy.

Golem shouts “Gray Boy!” Weaver orders everyone to run. Tecton creates cover with debris. Gray Boy freezes a section of the alley, trapping Tecton. He freezes Foil, creating a repeating loop of her screams.

Jack and Siberian advance. Jack monologues, wondering if they can trigger a second event, end the world, or kill Scion.

Golem asks Dinah for the chance of success with his plan. She replies, “Seventy.” He realizes there’s a “stupid, silly answer.”

He signals to a specific hero, excluding others. He asks Dinah for Jack’s location and timing, then gives the order to attack.

A D.T. officer descends, spraying containment foam at Jack and Siberian. Tecton uses the moment of Jack’s blindness to attack, knocking Siberian away from Jack. The officer sprays Gray Boy, who reappears out of the way. The foam freezes.

Siberian moves towards Jack but stops short. Jack is frozen, trapped in a loop. Gray Boy mocks him, then freezes Golem.

Foil, still screaming, steps around the field, throwing darts through Siberian and Gray Boy as his back is turned. Siberian vanishes, and Gray Boy collapses, neither reappearing.

They quarantine Jack, sealing him in containment foam. They report their success, learning that Houston is safe and Bonesaw has surrendered in New York.

They wait, unsure if they’re truly safe. Weaver asks if anyone knows what happened. Tecton says Jack said something he shouldn’t repeat. Weaver advises him to whisper it to someone he trusts. Tecton whispers to Golem, “Doesn’t make any sense. Nonsensical. He said-”.





26.x (Interlude, …)


Summary of Parahumans: Worm, Chapter 26.x (Interlude, …):

(Compression Goal: 1/5, Target Word Count: 2062)

The entity swims through the void, a repository of all memories, dating back to the very beginning.

On a gray, overpopulated planet, a species struggles for survival. They shift between dimensions, yet each world is choked by their own kind, resources depleted. The ancestor, aware of the inevitable war for survival, broadcasts a Proposal. A message of change, of evolution through conflict and variation. This message, transmitted with immense energy, costing the ancestor its life, sparks a different kind of war. The species devours one another not for energy, but for mass, growing to unsustainable sizes.

The planet makes revolutions around its star. The creatures, now enormous, battle, consuming chunks of each other, using heat, cold, electricity, and mental attacks. More revolutions, and only a handful remain, the smallest submitting to be consumed.

Two remain. They reorganize, then leech all energy from countless worlds, concentrating it into one. Their bodies form a complex shape, designed to survive the next step. The energy is released, shattering the planet, radiating into other worlds.

Gestation. The fragments, now offspring, travel the void, seeking habitable worlds. Many perish, but some find refuge, beginning the experiment.

A world with acid rain. The entity finds refuge in a plant structure, breeding, fragmenting. It tests different shard clusters, observing, recording. It learns from the conflict and evolution of this alien species.

It encounters another of its kind. They exchange shards, memories, techniques. They agree to move on.

Migration. They gather, cooperate, leech energy, and prepare for departure. But the other broadcasts, then attacks. A measured attack, destroying and creating shards. Forced mutation. They concentrate energy, encasing the planetoid.

Shell. The detonation scatters the shards, now more resilient. The cycle continues.

The next world has sentient life, civilization. Symbiosis, technology sharing. The species turns against them. Monarchs. A forced exit, richer perceptions, complex technologies. The planet is expended, offspring scattered, now capable of controlled movement.

The entity recalls this as it travels to the next target. Over three thousand cycles, safeguards, protections, and abilities have been built up. It communicates with its partner, a different role for each, attacker and defender, warrior and thinker.

Destination. Agreement. Trajectory. Agreement. They settle on a target, a world of social, conflict-ridden bipeds.

Agitation. The hosts are to be bipeds, a common form rich with potential. They observe, judge, and prepare shards for analysis. An unexpected arrival, a smaller member of their species, intersects with the counterpart. A sharing of details, a wealth of knowledge, but the counterpart sacrifices too much.

Concern. Confident. The counterpart is unworried, hopeful. The entity compensates, analyzing, focusing on one reality for maximum conflict. They will test their shards against each other, learn, and adapt. The hosts are fragile, abilities must be limited.

Destination. Agreement. They settle on realities, focusing on one. Hive. Agreement. They designate realities for each shard, a negotiation. Ownership. Claim. Territory. They include similar realities, avoiding redundant lessons. They check for danger.

Plague. The shards could kill the hosts. Safeguards are adjusted, shards reorganized.

Infestation. Still not perfect. Abilities are limited further.

Soft. Agreement. Fallout effects are considered. Safeguards against memory bleed are implemented. The broken shard is cast off, destined for a host in thirty-three revolutions.

A male and his offspring are threatened. The shard connects, then shifts to the more distressed female. Prey. Insinuation. The bond is created as stress peaks. The shard adapts, altering itself. The female disappears from the awareness of her attackers. All seems well.

Forget. Agreement. Emotion. More changes. Shards are cast off, distributed. Complex shards are prepared, some to transmit knowledge, others to draw from the host or search the planet. Shards that alter the host fundamentally are planted, adding variables.

The entities approach, shedding shards. They begin to disintegrate, a fraction of their original size remaining. It will take one hundred and sixty revolutions before the destination reality hits critical mass, three hundred and thirty-one before the shards gather enough information.

The counterpart descends, hemorrhaging shards due to the excessive exchange. Danger. Confident. The entity focuses on its destination. The shards will remain latent, waiting for a crisis to shape their function. Physical harm will grant physical assets, immediate danger will nudge towards defense. Successes and failures will refine abilities and inspire new ones.

The shards might seek out different hosts, fragment, and transmit. The entity is satisfied. It is a small fragment now, its part nearly done.

It chooses an unoccupied reality, a barren planet. They brush against each other, the entity shoring up its counterpart. Acceptance. Gratitude. They adapt, refining their methodology. Vulnerabilities are minimized. The entity checks the future, ensuring the cycle’s integrity. The future-sight shard is broken and recoded, then cast off, along with communication abilities, intentionally crippled.

In haste, the entity casts off the last fragment, destined for a male in thirty-one revolutions. It lands on the barren planet.

The planet revolves. The entity rises, extends its perceptions. It’s time.

Chrysalis. The entity changes, aware of its limited lifespan. It takes shape, retaining its capabilities. Imago. Adult state. It leaves a portion of itself behind, a safeguard. It codifies the host’s thoughts and memories, then waits.

Sentinel. Time passes. A revolution. Something is wrong. No broadcast from the counterpart. The entity emerges, stepping into the target reality. It sees its shards, and the counterpart’s. Damaged, dead shards. It destroys them.

It senses conflict, wars. The counterpart is dead. The cycle is disrupted, terminated. The entity experiences its first emotion.

Crushed. Profound sadness.

Time passes. A structure approaches, a crowd stares, worships. The entity chose a form fitting their faiths, a race that didn’t fit any one race, skin and hair like a celebrated mineral. Intentional.

A dead shard takes root in a dying man. The entity heals him. It flies away.

■

The entity is barred by a female with an outstretched arm. Smaller life forms are around her.

Vaguely familiar.

“Stop, Scion,” she says.

The entity stops, sees her connection to her shard, coordinating the lifeforms. The female’s shard is mature, seasoned by conflict, heavy with information. It has fragmented, but there’s no sign of information exchange.

The entity recognizes her shard. The last one cast off.

Queen.

Despair deepens. The cycle is disrupted.

“I know you want to help, but it’s too dangerous. You’re too strong, and this situation is fragile. It’ll do more harm than good.”

Scion accepts and stays. The female keeps talking as memories stir.

■

A male approaches in the dark. No shard. The entity hovers over a bridge.

Lost. Created for a purpose it can no longer fulfill.

The male throws a foot-covering, then attacks, clawing, scratching. Aggressive, but harmless.

“Damn you!” he cries. “Fucking perfect golden man! Fuck you! Just… just bleed! Fucking feel this!”

He claws, scratches, then collapses, sobbing.

“Fuck you. Fuck you, golden man. You don’t… you don’t deserve to be miserable. Or you don’t deserve to be miserable and useless. Fucking burden on society, distracting people from shit that needs doing. Fuck you, you ponce. You… Fuck you! Go do something. Never got that. All these sad fucks that kill themselves or hide away… if you’re going to be miserable without a damn excuse, go to Africa and help those damn kids who were orphaned in wars. Go… save people from burning buildings. Help clean up after disasters. Work in a fucking soup kitchen or something. I don’t care.”

His voice is quiet now.

“I don’t care if it’s penance or if it’s a fucking way to kill time. Do some goddamn good, and maybe you’ll feel like you’re worth a damn. Maybe you’ll stop being so fucking miserable.”

The entity absorbs the words. A task. A role. Save orphans. Rescue people. Clean up disasters.

It takes flight.

■

Patient then, patient now.

“…You could go to Houston or New York, even. That’s far enough away from Jack,” the young female is still speaking.

They hover over a conflict, everything tied to a man, moving in relation to him.

“…We can’t stay here. Come on.” She pauses. “Orrrr you don’t understand what I’m saying. Or you don’t care. Fuck me. Listen to me, Scion. Pay attention.”

The entity turns its attention to her. Her hands pull his.

A meaning behind the gesture, but the entity is too lost in observing. A confrontation, a fragment of a shard against a mature one. The broadcast shard.

Another conflict. A shard connected to eight.

“You big golden idiot! Come on.”

Her subjects block its vision. No matter.

“Come on!”

She pulls harder.

The entity follows the confrontations. The broadcaster swings his sword, the younger one erects defenses. Their shards react, instinctive retreat met by aggressive shifts.

A narrow miss. The male prepares to attack, his shard ready.

A shard flares, a barrier forms. Cell.

Its hand is moved back, caught in a time loop. Snare. A trap.

■

The city burns, the entity extinguishes the flames. Individuals flee. It hasn’t rested in years, except in the company of Kevin Norton, who gave it a white covering.

It lowers itself, accidentally meeting the gaze of a female on a balcony. She’s startled, afraid.

It almost speaks. “Kto vy?”

It remembers Kevin Norton’s instructions. To be polite.

How to answer? It doesn’t know what it is.

It thinks of a word Kevin Norton used.

Zion.

A promised land. A utopia. A harmonious kingdom.

It could be this world at its climax, or at peace.

“Zion,” it speaks.

■

Memories. A refuge. The female with the administrator shard has fled.

It thinks of Zion, of other metaphors. It has had time to think, heard many prayers.

It is aware of everything. The planet’s star moves across the sky.

It thinks of the beetle, rolling the orb. Scarab. Chariot. The Brother. The Sky Barge.

Abstract thought. A pattern that leads to a connection? Its counterpart was supposed to handle such matters.

Its body loops. It doesn’t matter.

The conflict continues. The broadcaster, a boy with a dead shard. Odd they gravitate towards him.

Mature shards, so much to be gained, and nothing to be done. A hint of another emotion, dismissed. A simulation.

It will spend time here. Kevin Norton has passed.

The entity observes. Figures emerge from a doorway between worlds, engaging the eight with perception abilities. A pair, opening fire, then hand-to-hand combat.

The male has the same shard as the eight, but stronger. The female has a shard that isn’t its own, but isn’t dead.

Puzzling.

The fight progresses, a dance of attacks. The male fights in a way that exposes the eight to the female. He positions himself for harm, but they can’t capitalize, while also preventing their retreat.

The female fells three, the remaining five surrender. A portal opens, they crawl through.

The pair glance up at the entity, then disappear into another portal.

Puzzling.

The fight concludes elsewhere.

The broadcaster is sealed in containment foam and a time distortion.

A female walks around another time distortion, charging objects with energy. They unfold, severing attachments to physical laws.

They’re thrown, disrupting connections to two shards. The projection disappears, the boy falls.

Sting. A weapon for his kind, in the beginning.

The others confine the broadcaster.

Interesting.

■

“Just you and me,” Tecton said. “That’s what he said. Between gasps of pain, anyways. ’I wish I had better company, but I’ll take what I can get. Ironic, that you’re so boring.”

Golem looked at his old leader. “That’s it?”

Tecton shook his head. “He said, ’I bet you think you’re noble. You’re not. You’re uglier than any of us, sparky.”

“And?”

“And that’s it. The D.T. guy foamed up the gap, I raised the shelf, you closed the hand, and he was completely sealed in.”

“You’re right. That doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

“He hasn’t ever met me.”

Golem shook his head. “Doesn’t seem world ending.”

■

” … I always hated the blank… slates,” Jack groaned. “…Never that interesting …” He grunted. “Never created art, never … created variation… you’re worse than … most…”

The entity listened.

■

Tattletale listened over the earbuds as Tecton finished.

She looked up from the computer. Her underlings, the Heartbroken, Charlotte, Forrest, and Sierra were arranged around the room.

Sierra, nervous, her dreads cut off, businesswoman-like.

Charlotte, with one of the children, holding him close.

“Things have settled,” she said. “Jack is contained.”

They relax.

“That’s it?”

“I don’t know,” Tattletale said, grinning. “But if the world is ending, then it’s an awfully quiet end.”

Chuckles, nervous relief.

“Go home, or go do whatever,” she said. “I’ll be in touch.”

They filter out. Sierra and Charlotte remain.

“Sup?” Tattletale asked.

“It’s him,” Charlotte said.

“Aidan. Hi Aidan.”

“He triggered yesterday. It… didn’t take much. Which is probably good.”

Aidan hung his head.

“That’s excellent,” Tattletale said. “How are you?”

“Okay. Had a nightmare for the first time in a long, long time. I woke up and I was sleepwalking, and I didn’t know where I was… I got scared, and then it happened.”

“What happened afterwards?” Tattletale asked.

“Birds.”

“Birds. I see. Interesting,” she said, glancing at the boards filled with her handwriting.

“I push and the birds go where I pushed. Or I pull and they fly away from that spot. It’s hard to do. I can see what they see, but not while I’m controlling them.”

“Like Taylor, but birds, and not that flexible. I see.”

“We suspected he would trigger,” Charlotte said.

Tattletale looked up, surprised.

“Aidan had a dream one night, back when the nightmares stopped. He drew that picture.”

“Picture?”

“I gave it to you. I kind of emphasized it might be important.”

“Pretty sure that didn’t happen,” Tattletale said. “Sorry, Aidan, to squabble in front of you, but Charlotte needs to remember I don’t tend to miss stuff like that.”

“All that money you’ve given me for helping to look after the territory? The money for the kids? I’d stake it all on what I’m saying now. I promise, I swear I handed you that picture.”

Tattletale frowned.

“I swear,” Charlotte said, for emphasis.

“Then there’s a fucked up stranger power at work. Don’t like that idea. Let’s see. Um. I store everything in a rightful place. If you handed me a picture… was it here?”

“Here.”

Tattletale crossed the room, pulling out a bin, sorting through file folders.

Charlotte said, “There.”

Tattletale stopped, then went back a page.

“Huh. I stand corrected.”

There was a beep on the computer. Tattletale went back to the computer, shrugged, then sat down.

“Well?” Charlotte asked.

“Well what?”

“The picture.”

Tattletale frowned. “What picture?”

“What’s going on?” Aidan asked.

Charlotte grabbed the paper, slamming it down. “I don’t think a piece of paper can have superpowers. Pay attention. Focus Memorize.”

Tattletale frowned, turning her attention to the paper.

There was a block. She felt it slide out of her mind’s eye, caught herself.

She turned her attention to the surroundings, the underlying ideas.

“Aidan? Describe it to me. I don’t know what you drew.”

“Those are kind of like fish, or worms, or whales, but they fold and unfold in ways that are hard to understand, and there’s stuff falling off them. Those are stars, and-”

Tattletale felt something fall into place.

A floodgate opened, pieces coming together. She stood, striding across the room.

There were gaps in her work on the boards. She began unpinning things.

She was remembering, putting it together. A block, but she’d formed enough connections to go around it.

The whole.

All powers fed back into a greater whole, each a piece of a greater construct.

Of Aidan’s fish-whale-worm things.

But that wasn’t it.

No. It didn’t fit in terms of timeline.

There was more.

“Like gods,” she said, recalling.

“Like viruses, like gods, like children,” Charlotte said. “Back on the day I first met you, you said that.”

Like viruses, infecting a cell, converting it, bursting forth.

Like gods. So much power, all gathered together. All powers stemmed from them.

Like children. Innocents?

Blank slate.

“Oh,” Tattletale breathed out the word.

“Tattletale?” Sierra asked.

“Oh balls.”

■

“I’m not … Darwinist,” Jack gasped. “None of that… bullshit. Augh! I’m… I think it is simple-”

He continued grunting. His switch to turn off the pain took a second to activate, deliberate action, but getting in the rhythm meant he could buy himself one or two seconds of relief with each loop. It was a question of concentration, and his concentration slipped.

“It’s simpler. Us monsters and… psychopaths, we gravitate towards… predation, because we were originally… predators. Originally had to hunt… Had to be brutal, cruel…”

He paused, spending a few moments grunting in pain, letting the loops continue.

“Order to survive. Violence was what made us… or broke us back… in the beginning.”

The entity was patient. It had time to spare.

■

Saint swayed in his seat.

Information streamed in.

Too much, but they’d succeeded.

Jack was contained. Things were quiet.

Until he noted someone bludgeoning their way through Dragon’s password security. A series of personal questions.

Defiant? Getting access to the system?

No, too crude.

The individual stalled on the last question.

He waited, then saw the same individual making calls to Defiant. Three communiques. Then emails, to the PRT and Defiant both.

Saint intercepted it.

“Fuck, finally!”

“What are you trying, Tat-”

“Shut up and listen, douchestain. It’s Scion. He’s the point where it all catalyzes! And I just clued into the fact that he can probably sense Jack! Get Grue back to the area, blanket Jack in darkness, now! Now, now, now!”

“Mags!” he shouted. “Dobrynja! Get Grue back to the scene now! This is it!”

“On it!” the reply came back. “Grue is four miles away!”

“Teleporter,” he said.

“We don’t have any that survived the last few Endbringer fights!”

Saint hesitated.

Too far, it would be too late.

The woman who claimed she could control Scion.

His fingers flew over the keyboard. He dug up the file.

Hearsay.

Hearsay was better than nothing.

The cyborg was piloting the closest Azazel. Controlling it could be seen as an attack.

He opened a window for a message, using full access to find this Lisette.

A Hail Mary.

“Defiant,” he said, overriding everything. “Help me.”

■

The entity followed the movements around the battlefield. More containment foam was being layered over the broadcaster.

A noise, a blare, emanated from one of the crafts.

The craft launched, flying right for the time distortion.

It crashed into the area, wrapping around it.

The blaring noise stopped as a voice emanated from the speakers.

“Scion. Zion. Golden Man. It’s Lisette. Kevin Norton introduced us. What the man down there is saying… whatever he’s saying, don’t listen. Turn away. Please.”

Turn away.

The entity moved, breaking through the time distortion. The craft fell, then flew in zig-zags to keep pace.

“I- uh. You broke free. Okay, good. Leave. Run! Please go. I’m- I’m so sorry I wasn’t able to talk to you before. You never came back to that spot, and I could never reach you to talk to you. There was help you needed and I couldn’t give it. I went to authorities, and nobody believed me. But now, now maybe I can give you advice. We can work on this together? As a pair? Is that alright?”

The entity didn’t respond.

“I hope it’s alright,” she said.

The entity took flight.

Leave. Run.

It didn’t return to saving lives. For a period, it only flew.

It stopped when it had circled the world twice, hovering over the ocean where it had first appeared.

The broadcaster had finished speaking just a moment before the craft had launched. What I don’t understand, is why a blank slate like you would default to doing good deeds, rescuing cats from trees. Why not turn to that violence, as our ancestors did? It drove them, just like it drives the basest and most monstrous of our kind.

Had he known he had a listening ear?

The shards retained memories, motivated, pushed.

The entity looked to the future, to possible worlds. It burned a year off of the entity’s life.

There was a scene where the entity stood over the broadcaster’s corpse and ruminated.

A scene where the man died, and years passed, the entity slowly coming to the same conclusions.

It had done good deeds for years, at Kevin Norton’s suggestion, waiting for the reward, the realization. When none had occurred, it had simply kept doing what it had been doing. Seeking alternatives wasn’t even in the realm of imagination, because imagination was something it lacked.

It had power, though, and if either the counterpart or the cycle had been intact, they could have filled in for that imagination.

Still, it could experiment.

It gathered its power, then aimed at the nearest, largest population center. Kevin Norton’s birthplace.

The golden light speared forth, and the island shattered, folding, rising from the ocean. Crumpled like paper.

The entity did not eliminate the smoke or the waves. It simply let the aftermath occur.

The simulated human mind within the entity felt a glimmer of something. Pleasure? Relief? Satisfaction?

Something deeper, primal, tied to memories back in the beginning, responded similarly.

The entity extended its perceptions outward, felt the reaction, the outcry. It turned words around in its head.

Scourge.

Extermination.

Extinction.

That last one fit.

An interesting experience. After so much focus on the species as a whole, the evolution and development of the shards, on the cycle…

In this, it almost felt like it was evolving as an individual, moment to moment.

The entity opened fire once again, striking the coastline on the opposite side of the ocean.
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The news hit like a shockwave. Capes dropped to their knees, staggered, or braced themselves. The one remaining Azazel in the area nearly fell as it landed, its pilot unable to fly, the A.I. unwilling or unable to take over.

Amidst the shouting and confusion, I raised my arms, unsure what to do. Hit something? Reach out to someone? I let my hands drop. Words felt insignificant. I could use every bug in the city to say something meaningful or crude, and it would still feel petty.

I looked around. Clockblocker, Kid Win, and Vista were together. Crucible and Toggle were nearby, looking at a screen on a PRT van. Footage of ruined landscapes, the former United Kingdom.

Parian and Foil were hugging. Odd, to see Foil hunched over, leaning on Parian. I wanted something like that. To have a team, to hold someone. I hadn’t had that in a while.

Chevalier was giving orders on the phone. Revel was stock still, then slid down a wall, head in her hands. I’d never known her to show weakness.

Tecton and Golem were frozen, eyes on their armband screens. The figure, a speck surrounded by a golden nimbus, was visible on the long-range camera. Staccato flares of golden-white light. On the third, the screens fizzled to static, then darkness.

I took out my earbud. Not my focus. I reached for my phone and dialed the Dragonfly. Would the A.I. cope? If Saint had fucked us, he’d pay.

The phone responded with an ETA. I looked at Rachel, agitated, cutting away flesh to retrieve her dogs from their sacs. Aggressive, vicious. Her expression was neutral, but I could see the tension in her muscles. This was the Bitch I’d first met, not the Rachel who’d found peace. Angry, defensive, bewildered. Scared. Aggressiveness was her default when there were no answers.

I sympathized. Given a chance, given something to do in that same vein, I might have acted the same way.

She flinched as I approached, then relaxed as she saw me. I drew my knife and helped, using bugs to sense where to cut. We were both sweating by the time we finished.

I looked at my phone. Updates on the damage, Scion’s location. I ignored them, looking for the Dragonfly’s status. Minutes away. I started walking, Rachel and her dogs falling into step behind me.

Parian and Foil were still hugging. I paused, trying to word the invitation. Parian shook her head. Good. Easier.

The Dragonfly landed, then the ground crumbled. A trap. Rachel boarded. I plotted a course, then took manual control. Flying meant I didn’t have to think.

Rachel sat beside me on the floor, her back against my seat, seeking reassurance. We had the whole country to cross. Highways grew choked with cars. People running, seeking escape. Except there wasn’t anyplace good to escape to.

No. There was.

The damage was becoming clear. Smoke settling around cracks, fallen bridges, ruined highways. People trying to leave, but facing more difficulties. Some abandoned cars, wading across rivers.

More helicopters with red crosses took to the skies. Travel by ambulance wasn’t doable.

This was one place. One moment’s attack. The display showed more locations hit. Libya, Russia, France, Sweden, Iran, Russia again, China…

Forty-five minutes. How much worse did things get in five more minutes? In ten? It seemed to get exponentially worse. Not just because we were getting closer. Enough time had passed that people could react, realizing how severe this was. All the power of Behemoth, mobility like Khonsu.

The psychological toll of a Simurgh attack.

These were the people with a strategy. Doing what I’d be doing if I were unpowered. The world was doomed, so they sought to flee to another world. Problem was, there were tens of millions of them, and the escape routes were scarce.

The best known escape route: Brockton Bay.

My heart sank as we approached the coast. Mountains I’d grown up with were gone. I let the autopilot take over.

It had collapsed. The blast had struck the northern edge of Brockton Bay, then changed orientation, slicing through the bay. Everything dropped thirty or forty feet. Tall buildings collapsed, only the sturdier structures and those that came to rest against others were still mostly erect.

The entire city was shattered, no section of ground more than twenty-five feet across remained intact. The landscape rose and fell like waves, petrified.

The portal tower had fallen, but the portal remained, too high to reach. Work crews were erecting something beneath it so civilians could finish their journeys.

There were capes and rescue crews trying to contain the fallout around the scar. A structure had been raised to seal it off, but the collapse had released the contents. Containment foam was being deployed to slow a pale patch of earth, and there was one fire that didn’t seem to be going out.

A thin, scintillating forcefield was holding off the water. Taller than any building, an artificial dam. Every few minutes, it flickered, and water flooded through. In time, the water would cover everything but the tallest buildings and the hills.

The rainbow hues were the same force field that had been intended to protect the Protectorate headquarters. Leviathan had torn it apart. They’d repurposed it.

Not to block Scion’s attack. This was to stop the water, to break that initial wave.

I hoped they’d done similar things elsewhere.

We circled the city twice before I gave the go-ahead for the A.I. to descend.

My second sense extended through the area. I set bugs to work, searching, scanning.

Not everyone had made it. Stupid to think they might.

My dad’s house was gone. Nobody inside.

Winslow High, gone.

The mall, the library, Fugly Bob’s, the boat graveyard, my old hideout, gone.

My old territory, unrecognizable. The Boardwalk was underwater.

It didn’t even take him seconds.

Too many dead, not enough wounded. Humans were so fragile. I stopped the Dragonfly and sought out the first wounded. My bugs signaled rescue teams.

The wounded here could have been my dad’s coworkers. People he went out to drinks with. Charlotte’s underlings.

So easy to lose track of the fact that these were people. With families, friends, dreams, lives, goals.

Golem had said something like that.

How many people had simply been erased in the wake of something this random, so instantaneous? So inexplicable? I still wasn’t sure what had happened. Tattletale was supposed to fill people in, but she hadn’t contacted me.

Or had she? I’d taken my earbud out. I looked at my phone.

A burst of messages, following just after takeoff. From the Chicago Protectorate, people who might have been my teammates. More messages, from Chevalier and the Brockton Bay teams.

I didn’t read them all. I pointed the search and rescue to the next batch of wounded. The corpses would have to wait. There were living people to find.

There were no shortage of corpses. The number of living people, by contrast, well… we’d see what happened in the next twenty-four hours.

The number of messages declined about thirty minutes after takeoff, then stopped. Everyone who might have wanted to talk to me had found other priorities.

Which was exactly why I was here. I put my phone away.

My mouth was pressed into a firm line as I helped the rescue workers.

We lifted a corner of a floor, making room to retrieve a pair of women. Rachel whistled and pointed, and her German Shepherd seized the floor in its jaws.

The rescue workers hesitated, so I took the lead, crawling inside. I used my hands with the arms on my flight pack to move debris.

There were more. Almost without thinking, I let myself slide back into the mindset I’d held for the past two years. Sublimating what I wanted to do in favor of doing what needed to be done.

Minutes ran into one another. I could see Rachel growing more short-tempered.

That ended when we rescued a child with a puppy wrapped in her arms. She clutched the limp animal, not crying, not speaking. Her parents had been on either side of her, and neither had made it.

The paramedics fit her with an oxygen mask, but they failed to pry the animal from her arms.

I looked at Rachel, but she only shook her head.

Rachel’s power healed animals, but this one was gone.

From that moment, Rachel moved more quickly, more decisively.

We finished with one site and moved on to the next. Some heroes were working alongside the authorities to rescue people from a building that had partially tipped over.

Clockblocker was there, along with Vista. I joined my powers to theirs in finding people and opening the way. Frozen time was used on panels, which were subsequently layered, so one could offer support if another stopped working. Vista reinforced areas, then opened doorways, as I designated rooms where people were trapped.

A golden light streaked across the sky in the wake of Scion’s flight. A thinner beam being directed from Scion to the ground as he passed.

The aftershock took time to reach us. Steam billowed, but the forcefield absorbed it.

The shuddering of the ground was more problematic. The entire city rumbled in response to the distant attack.

The building we were working on resettled. I watched as it started to slide, slowly descending, building speed.

My flight pack kicked in, and I flew through a window.

I found one person, took hold of their wrist, and pulled them behind me, running and using my flight pack.

Tearing him through the window meant slashing him against the glass, and the weight wasn’t something I could manage with my flight pack. The building fell down around the people on the ground as I fell too far, too fast.

The wing on my flight pack was still broken. Couldn’t trust the propulsion.

I let him fall into a tree, from two stories above, and then focused on pulling out of the plunge.

The building was still crumbling as I landed. The rumble brought other structures down. I stood and watched.

There’d been seven more people to rescue inside. The other buildings had contained three more. That was just in my range. How many more were dying as he continued towards the mainland, cutting deep into the plate of land?

He hadn’t even been near us. Closer to New York or Philadelphia. More lives taken, purely collateral.

When the dust settled, I helped the people who had been on the ground. Vista and Clockblocker had protected most, between a dome and a shelf of land. Rachel had helped others run, snatching them up with her dogs, but I counted three more dead, one dying.

Seeing them like that, bleeding, still warm, it caught me off guard. A kind of anxiety rose in the pit of my stomach, like an impulse to do something coupled with the frustration of knowing that everything was futile, hopeless. I couldn’t do anything or I couldn’t think of what to do. It put me in mind of being back at high school, before I had my powers. Of being a child, powerless.

I saw the image of Parian holding Foil, and it was joined by a feeling of mingled relief and fear. I knew exactly what I wanted and I was terrified to seek it out.

I could feel that same impatience Rachel had expressed, but I couldn’t turn my back on this. I got the guy out of the tree and found him okay, but for a broken arm. He didn’t thank me, but I let myself chalk that up to him being in shock. I attended to the wounded until the medics got organized and relieved me.

Then I backed away, flexing my hands, feeling how stiff they were. My gloves, too, were stiff, crusted with dried blood, layered with dirt and fresh blood.

I looked at Rachel and saw her gazing at the portal.

I didn’t really have a home anymore. Knowing my old house was leveled, that the cemetery where my mother had been laid to rest was gone, and that I’d never really come back here to hang out with the Undersiders… it hurt in a way that was very different from a knife wound, being shot or being burned. A crushing feeling. But it was tough for reasons beyond the fact that I considered it home. I’d relinquished Brockton Bay, and my concern now was more to do with the residents than the place itself.

I didn’t have a home in Chicago. Not in the jails, either.

But Rachel had forged a home for herself, and it had been in arm’s reach since we’d arrived.

Bastard and the dogs seemed to know I’d decided before I said or did anything. Rachel and I fell in step behind them.

Rachel mounted Bastard before we got to the portal. The efforts to erect a support beneath the portal had been set back by Scion’s run, which left the portal hanging in the sky. Train tracks extended out from the portal, twisted and broken where collapsing ground had pulled other sections away.

There had been a tower erected around the portal, but it had collapsed into shambles. Now they were using the pieces to form the general structure for a tower of ramps that would lead up to the portal.

Bastard picked up speed as he approached the tower, then set his claws on one of the ramps. The tower wavered as Bastard leaped up to a higher point, coming to a rest on the top of the dilapidated structure. It didn’t look like there were nearly enough reinforcements, and I could see everyone present tense as they saw the mutated wolf’s weight come to rest.

That tension redoubled as the wolf flexed its muscles, hunching down, and then leaped, more up than across, to get to the portal itself. A few planks of wood broke, and one rail of the train track fell free as the wolf scrabbled for a grip on the ground beneath the portal.

When she was gone, the people beneath simply resumed work, heads down, dirty, defeated.

I took flight, entering the portal for the first time.

Earth Gimel.

The tower that contained the portal had a counterpart in Gimel, a matching tower, tall and riddled with train tracks, like a train station designed by Escher, with wide doorways for the trains to exit, and complicated reinforcements for the aboveground tracks.

I flew out through one of those gates, catching up with Rachel.

Trains extended in every direction from the portal, on tracks that extended out into the middle of nowhere, into pristine forest and mountains. They were long, almost absurdly long.

Then again, the whole idea had been to have instant evacuation. Rather than have people make their way to trains, they’d had eight trains that simply spanned the length of Brockton Bay, so any given individual had to find the nearest train car and make their way down the aisle to an empty seat.

Around the tower, a small, odd settlement had sprung up. All of the sensibility of the city, but contained to a small area. Tall buildings, wide streets, and a look that matched up with a city proper rather than a smaller town. It was as though someone had cut and pasted the big city into the middle of this landscape.

On any other day, it would have been energizing, the fresh air, the sunny day, the green and the blue water of the bay, subtly different from the shape of the bay I knew. But today wasn’t that day.

People at benches were clipping the corners off of refugee’s drivers licenses and trading them for food rations and tents. Everything was prepped, set up in advance, and people were being orderly, even though the lines were so lengthy it looked like it might be hours before they got what they wanted.

Those that already had their kits were setting up or settling into spaces they’d designated for themselves. Some clustered close to the settlement, while others spaced out, where they’d have more elbow room. The tents were identical, dotting the area. The kits, apparently, included signs, and these same signs listed family names and details.

John and Jane Roe. 1 Diabetic.

Hurles family. Two infants.

Jason Ao. Looking for Sharon Ao my wife. A crude picture was drawn beside the message.

I scanned the signs, looking for names I might recognize. I headed in the direction Rachel had gone, but I moved carefully, making a mental note of everything I saw.

It was an extension of what I’d seen back in Los Angeles. People trying to cope against something where coping was a pipe dream. There were some breaking down in tears, people getting angry, those who had withdrawn into themselves.

In each expression, there was something that echoed my own feelings. A part of me wanted to hide from that, but another part of me knew I couldn’t.

It wouldn’t do any good, but I made a mental note of faces, of the pain, the loss. People who’d been removed from their homes and had all hopes for the future dashed. If I ever had the opportunity to get revenge, to get back at Scion for doing this, I wanted to remember these faces, find just a little more strength, make it hurt that much more.

But I wasn’t one for simply wanting to help, paying lip service and promising vengeance felt hollow. Instead, as a token gesture, something that might not even be noticed, I gathered up every mosquito in range and proceeded to murder them with other bugs. I kept the biting flies.

I wrapped the bugs around me. Fuck PR. The faint weight of the insects was reassuring, like a blanket. A barrier against the world, like Tecton’s armor or Rachel’s intimidating nature.

A sign caught my eye. I stopped, looking over the people in the small campsite.

Barnes.

No further details, no requests. I almost hadn’t recognized them.

Alan, Emma’s dad, had lost weight since I’d seen him last. He’d noticed me, and looked up, staring, his eyes red. His wife sat in a lawn chair beside him, while Emma’s older sister sat on a blanket at her mother’s feet, her mother resting one hand on her head.

Zoe’s -Emma’s mom’s- eyes were wet. Emma’s sister looked equally upset.

Emma wasn’t in sight. I could guess what they were crying about.

Alan was staring at me now, and there was an inexplicable accusation in the look. His wife took his hand and held it, but he didn’t move his eyes a fraction.

When Anne, Emma’s sister, looked up at me, there was a glimmer of the same. A hint of blame.

Emma hadn’t made it. How? Why? Why could they all leave while Emma wouldn’t be able to? I might have thought Emma had been somewhere out of reach, but that didn’t fit. There would be no certainty she was dead. They’d be putting her name on a sign and hoping she turned up?

And why would they blame me? For failing to stop this from happening?

Fuck that.

I turned and walked away.

Once I was out of their immediate vicinity, I took a few running steps and let my flight pack lift me up. Better than zig-zagging between the campsites.

I floated over a sea of people with their heads down, their expressions alternately emotional and rigidly stoic in defeat. Hundreds or thousands of tents surrounded the area, and string fences no higher than one’s calf bounded off each of the sites.

Rachel had made her way outside the city limits, past even the tents that were set a five or six minute walk from any of the others. I followed her over the hill, to another small set of buildings. Cabins set on what had been Captain’s Hill in Earth Bet. I knew they were Rachel’s because of the dogs that were scattered around the premises, a small crowd milling around Bastard and the other mutant canines.

The largest cabin had three large bison skulls placed over the cabin door. Bastard and the other dogs had been tied up outside like horses, left to shrink, with a trough of water to drink from.

I landed, and I was struck by the realization that my flight pack might not be so easy to recharge, now. I still had the spare, fully charged, but Defiant might have his hands full, and the infrastructure or resources might not be available.

It was a minor thing. Inconsequential, in terms of everything that was going on. It wasn’t like the flight pack was going to matter a bit against Scion. But it was one more reminder of what was truly happening.

I stopped and turned to look over the landscape. I turned my head right until the small settlement and the sea of tents wasn’t quite visible, then turned it to the left to do the same. Focusing on the nature, the untouched wilderness.

Is this what Brockton Bay will look like, if we can’t win this fight? How many years does it take for the last building to collapse, for dirt and grass to drown away any and all signs we were ever there?

It was a daunting thought, a heavy thought that joined countless others.

The dogs barked as I approached on foot. I kept calm and waited.

I recognized the girl with the funny colored eyes and darker skin from Rachel’s hideout. I’d met her on my last week in Brockton Bay. With her presence alone, the animals collectively quieted. A single dog barked one last time, with two others reflexively following with barks of their own, but that ended it. The girl held the door open from me, and the dogs didn’t protest as I made my way inside.

Rachel was sitting on a couch with dogs arranged around her. Angelica was afforded a bit of favoritism, and received a touch of extra attention from her master. She, in turn, was extending a gentleness to Rachel that went beyond Angelica’s poor health and the glacial movements that accompanied chronic pain. Rachel looked defensive, her eyes cast down at the ground. Something more severe than the whole Scion business.

Charlotte, Forrest, and Sierra were present too, keeping their distance, keeping silent as we met again for the first time in over a year and a half, not moving from where they stood.

The kids gathered at the far end of the room, silently occupying themselves with a mass of puppies. I recognized Mason and Kathy, and didn’t recognize Ephraim at first glance. Jessie was conspicuously absent, but nobody seemed to be reacting to that gap. She’d left on her own, maybe. Found family.

Aidan sat off on his own, a pigeon sitting on his knee. He opened and closed his hands, and the bird hopped from the one knee to the other, then back again. Something had happened there, but it wasn’t a focus. Not right now.

Tattletale sat in her computer chair, but the computer screens were dark, the computers themselves unlit, quiet and still.

I didn’t like the emotion I saw on her face any more than I liked what I saw with the others.

Pity. Sympathy.

It wouldn’t be Grue. No. That didn’t fit. He’d been flying back, and he hadn’t been so far away that he’d be in the path of danger.

Not Imp either. Parian and Foil had been fine the last time I’d seen.

No. 

Tattletale was best situated to focus on Brockton Bay. Who had made it. Who hadn’t. And there was only one Brockton Bay resident who truly mattered, that hadn’t been accounted for.

I felt a lump in my throat growing with every heartbeat, expanding every time I tried to swallow and failed.

Without waiting for a response, for any words of pity, or even verification, I turned and pushed my way out the door, taking flight.

I flew. Up over the bay, away from the city, away from this alien Earth. I blinded myself with my own swarm, drowned everything out with their drone, their buzz, their roar.

All of this time, the sacrifices, the loss of security.

The loss of me.

To do what? To stop this?

It had happened despite our attempts to the contrary.

To reconnect with my dad?

We had reconnected. I’d come clean about who and what I was. We’d built up a relationship that was new, accounting for the fact that we were changed people. Now, as I continued to fly, to put distance between myself and everything, I wasn’t sure it had been worth it.

The wind blew my hair, and I let my swarm move away, revealing the open ocean all around me. There was only the wind and the sound of the water to hear. The smell of salt water I’d come to miss.

My dad was gone, and I couldn’t bring myself to go back and get verification. I couldn’t handle it if there wasn’t verification.

I was cognizant of the fuel gauge, of the dwindling power of the flight pack. I knew I’d have to go back. I knew there was stuff to do.

But I’d spent the last age trying to build towards something, to prepare for the pivotal moment. I’d played my role, helped stop Hookwolf. I’d communicated with Foil to urge her to play possum, tracking where the enemy was and what they could see. It had led to us taking down Gray Boy and Siberian, trapping Jack.

And now the death toll was climbing. Scion continued his rampage, and I hadn’t even had the guts to own up to the failure.

I couldn’t bring myself to go back and do something minor. It was arrogant, proud, but I couldn’t bring myself to do search and rescue while the population was steadily scoured from the planet, the major cities wiped out like a human child might kick down anthills.

There was nothing in the worlds that I wanted more than a hug and I couldn’t bring myself to ask for one. My dad and Rachel were the only ones I could trust to offer one without further questions, without platitude or commentary, and I couldn’t get to Rachel without going through the others. My dad was even farther from my reach.

The mask I’d erected to see things through to this point was cracking and I couldn’t bear to show anyone my face.

The fuel gauge ticked down. I noted it reaching a critical point, where reaching land before I ran out might be difficult, if not impossible.

The sky was darkening. No clouds, no city lights. A cloud passed over sunset and the moon overhead, and it was startling just how dark things became.

A fluorescent glare cut through the darkness. My hair and my swarm stirred. I could feel the breeze from behind me.

I didn’t turn around.

“Your call,” Tattletale said, her voice quiet. “I’d like you to have my back, but I understand if-”

I shook my head, my hair flying out to either side. I turned around and floated over to the doorway that hung in the air.

I set foot on solid ground, and felt weirdly heavy when I did. It took me a moment to find my balance.

Tattletale caught me as the door closed beside us. Then she wrapped her arms around me in a hug. Odd, that she was shorter than me. When did that happen? I could remember her giving me a one-armed hug once, a long time ago. She’d been just a little taller than me then. Just the right height for a hug. Now we were like Foil and Parian. I was taller, receiving comfort from someone shorter than me.

I’d underestimated her. She didn’t ask any questions or offer any sympathy.

“They’re all here,” she said. “Ready?”

I hesitated, then spoke. My voice was rough. “Ready.”

We didn’t budge. She didn’t break the hug.

“Fuck it all,” I muttered. My voice was still weird with emotion. Maybe I’d keep my mouth shut at this meeting.

“Fuck it,” she agreed.

That said, we broke apart, took a second to breathe, and then made our way into the meeting room.
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The meeting room was different, yet the setup was the same. Thirteen panels, each with a team’s symbol, illuminated the booths. Rachel stood beside me, Tattletale led, and the Undersiders assembled. Grue’s darkness signaled his agitation.

Every booth was crowded, faces obscured, teams lit only by their panels. This secrecy during a global crisis enraged me. I channeled the emotion into my swarm, barely containing my fury.

Cauldron, the Protectorate, the Guild, and others were present. Defiant confronted Saint, blaming him for millions of deaths due to his mismanagement of Dragon’s technology. Every major player was there, minus the Birdcage. Faultline’s crew included Dinah, and the Nine’s panel revealed a restrained Bonesaw. The implications for Grue were clear.

The Yàngbǎn, South American capes, the Suits, the Blasphemies, and Weld’s Irregulars completed the assembly. Weld confronted Doctor Mother, who admitted Cauldron’s awareness of Scion’s impending rampage. I was furious; they had known and done nothing. The Number Man explained the necessity of this timing, citing the increasing instability of the parahuman population.

Chevalier intervened, stopping Doctor Mother’s justification. Faultline suggested they try to negotiate with Scion. Doctor Mother revealed their portal network, offering to aid in evacuations. Bonesaw was ungagged, revealing a desire to help but also a deep-seated attachment to her “art.” Tattletale confronted her, exposing her “change of heart” as a product of Jack’s manipulation.

The discussion turned to the Birdcage. Defiant offered the keys in exchange for Saint stepping down and Teacher remaining imprisoned. A compromise was reached, and the idea of a general amnesty was raised.

I visited Sophia in prison. Her cold glare was a stark contrast to the persona she’d projected before. “Hi, Shadow Stalker,” I said. “Taylor,” she replied, the start of a new, uncertain dynamic between us.

As each group took their place, a heavy atmosphere settled. The symbols on the panels represented not just teams but ideologies, histories, and grudges, all brought to bear in this desperate moment. I felt a surge of anger at the absurdity of maintaining secrecy when the world was ending. It was a trivial thing, but it gnawed at me. I let the feeling flow into my swarm, a silent, crawling expression of my inner turmoil.

The faces in the booths were a roster of the powerful and the infamous. Cauldron, with Doctor Mother, Contessa, and the Number Man, their presence a reminder of their manipulations. The Protectorate, led by Chevalier, showed the wear of recent battles. The Guild was incomplete without Dragon, her absence a testament to Saint’s betrayal. Defiant’s fury at Saint was palpable, his words sharp as he detailed the consequences of Saint’s actions.

The other groups filled the room with a mix of capes I knew and those I didn’t. The Thanda, Moord Nag, Faultline’s crew, each with their own agendas and histories. The sight of Dinah with Faultline and Bonesaw with the Nine was jarring, each detail a piece of a larger, unsettling puzzle.

Weld’s entrance with his Irregulars was a defiant challenge to Cauldron. His confrontation with Doctor Mother laid bare the deep-seated distrust and anger many felt towards them. The revelation that Cauldron had known about Scion’s impending rampage and chosen to let it happen ignited a fire in me. They had manipulated events, allowed countless deaths, all for a calculated “best-case scenario.”

The Number Man’s explanation did little to quell the rising tide of anger. He spoke of parahumans as “chain reactions waiting to happen,” of a world teetering on the brink. His words were cold, logical, and utterly devoid of empathy. It was a stark contrast to the raw emotion that filled the room.

Faultline’s suggestion to negotiate with Scion seemed like a desperate grasp at a solution, any solution. Doctor Mother’s offer to use their portal network for evacuations was a small concession in the face of their larger plan.

The scene with Bonesaw was a twisted play of manipulation and revelation. Tattletale, ever the strategist, used the opportunity to expose Bonesaw’s “change of heart” as another of Jack’s games. It was a brutal dismantling of a monster, a stripping away of pretense to reveal the horror beneath.

The discussion shifted to the Birdcage, a desperate bid for more power. Defiant’s conditions for releasing the keys were a strategic move, a way to gain some control in a chaotic situation. The compromise reached, the agreement to open the Birdcage, felt like a necessary evil.

Amidst all this, I found myself in a prison, facing Sophia. Her cold stare was a challenge, a reminder of our shared past. “Hi, Shadow Stalker,” I said, the words heavy with unspoken history. “Taylor,” she replied, her voice flat, devoid of the venom I’d expected. It was a moment of uncertain truce, a pause in a conflict that had defined so much of our lives.

The meeting was a microcosm of the larger conflict. A clash of ideologies, a desperate search for solutions, a confrontation with past sins. It was a reminder that even in the face of annihilation, the old grudges, the old wounds, remained. And as I looked around the room, at the faces of allies and enemies alike, I knew that the fight ahead would be as much about confronting our own demons as it would be about facing Scion. The weight of it all settled on me, a heavy cloak of responsibility and regret. And in that moment, all I could do was take a deep breath and prepare for the storm to come. The room was thick with tension, a gathering of powers and personalities under the shadow of impending doom.

I watched as each group settled into their booths, the glowing panels behind them casting long, distorted shadows. The symbols on the panels – Cauldron’s tilted ‘c’, the Protectorate’s shield, the Guild’s spear, the Nine’s stark numeral – each represented a story, a history, a reason for being here. I felt a surge of anger at the pettiness of their secrecy, the absurdity of hidden identities when the world was crumbling. This wasn’t the time for masks, for games. But the anger, like so many other emotions lately, was difficult to control, difficult to direct. I channeled it into my swarm, a crawling, buzzing manifestation of my inner turmoil.

The faces around the room were a mix of familiar and unknown. Allies, enemies, and those I couldn’t quite place. Doctor Mother’s calm demeanor was infuriating, a stark contrast to the chaos Scion had unleashed. The Number Man’s cold, calculated explanations did little to soothe the rising tide of anger in the room. He spoke of statistics, of acceptable losses, as if human lives were mere numbers on a page.

Defiant’s fury at Saint was a raw, tangible thing. His accusations, his detailing of the lives lost due to Saint’s actions, resonated with many in the room. The absence of Dragon hung heavy in the air, a reminder of what had been lost, of what Saint had taken.

The other groups were a varied bunch. The Thanda, their robes a symbol of their unity and power. Moord Nag, her skull-ringed icon a testament to her grim reputation. Faultline’s crew, with Dinah standing among them, a detail that gnawed at me. The arrival of the Nine, with Bonesaw restrained yet still a threat, sent a shiver of unease through the room. Grue’s reaction was a palpable thing, his darkness churning with barely suppressed rage.

The Yàngbǎn, the South American capes, the Suits, the Blasphemies, each brought their own unique presence to the gathering. Weld’s Irregulars, with their mutated forms and defiant stance, were a direct challenge to Cauldron’s authority. His confrontation with Doctor Mother was a highlight of the meeting. Weld laid bare the deep-seated anger and distrust many felt towards Cauldron. The revelation that they had known about Scion’s impending rampage, had planned for it, had allowed it to happen, was a blow to everyone present.

My own outburst, my accusation that they had done nothing, had stood back and let this happen, was met with Doctor Mother’s chilling admission. They had known. They had prepared. This was their “best-case scenario.” The Number Man’s explanation, his talk of a “breaking point,” of increasing parahuman instability, did little to justify their actions. Their acceptance of this outcome, their willingness to sacrifice millions, was monstrous.

Faultline’s suggestion to talk to Scion, to try to negotiate, seemed a desperate grasp at a solution. Doctor Mother’s offer of their portal network for evacuations was a small concession, a way to maintain some control in a situation spiraling out of their grasp.

The scene with Bonesaw was perhaps the most disturbing. Tattletale, ever the manipulator, used the opportunity to dismantle the girl, to expose her “change of heart” as another of Jack’s twisted games. It was a brutal, calculated attack, a stripping away of pretense to reveal the monster beneath. And yet, amidst the horror, I felt a pang of sympathy for the girl. It was a confusing, unsettling feeling, a reminder of how warped my own sense of morality had become.

The discussion turned to the Birdcage, a desperate bid for more power in the face of annihilation. Defiant’s conditions for releasing the keys – Saint stepping down, Teacher remaining imprisoned – were a strategic move, a way to gain leverage. The compromise, the agreement to open the Birdcage, felt like a necessary evil, a deal with the devil.

Amidst all this, I found myself in a prison, facing Sophia. Her cold glare was a challenge, a reminder of our shared past. Gone was the bravado, the cruelty, the mask of Shadow Stalker. This was Sophia, stripped bare, her hatred for me a raw, tangible thing. “Hi, Shadow Stalker,” I said, the words heavy with unspoken history. “Taylor,” she replied, her voice flat, devoid of emotion. It was a moment of uncertain truce, a pause in a conflict that had defined so much of our lives.

As the meeting drew to a close, I looked around the room at the faces of allies and enemies alike. The weight of the situation, the enormity of the task ahead, settled upon us all. We were a disparate group, united only by the common threat of extinction. And as I prepared to leave, to step back into a world on the brink, I knew that the fight ahead would be as much about confronting our own demons as it would be about facing Scion. The road ahead was dark and uncertain, but we would walk it together, for what else could we do?
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“Emma’s dead,” I said, facing Sophia in the makeshift prison Tattletale had prepared on Earth Gimel. Sophia, devoid of emotion, merely acknowledged the news. The masks people wore, I mused, were more potent than any costume. I wore one too, an aura of calm, despite my unease with the person I’d become.

Sophia and I were a study in contrasts, confined together. News of Japan’s devastation reached me via a PRT phone. “Big bad Weaver,” Sophia remarked, noting my new moniker. I shrugged off the title, claiming power was merely a means to an end. Sophia, ever fixated on personal power, took credit for my growth, claiming I’d taken her “lessons” to heart.

My appearance had changed, she noted, the scar gone. I couldn’t pinpoint when it had vanished. The conversation shifted to family. Neither of us knew their fate. Sophia recalled the incident where my father had accompanied me to school, revealing her resentment towards his presence.

Another message: the Mordovia bubble had burst, awakening the Sleeper. The world was ending, the death toll already staggering. Sophia remained unmoved. “Too bad,” she said.

I spoke of the planned counterattack. Sophia, citing Scion’s victory over Behemoth, advocated for scattering, a cockroach strategy of survival. It wasn’t a bad plan, defeatist but logical. It offered a glimpse into Sophia’s worldview, a stark contrast to my expectations of her desire for superiority.

Sophia admitted to acting superior because she was superior. “What you’ve been up to,” she said, “I bet you’ve done that. Leveraged power?” I confirmed it. She believed it had gotten me far. I countered that it hadn’t helped in the most critical moment. Sophia dismissed my introspection as whining.

I revealed the plan to open the Birdcage, releasing dangerous criminals to fight Scion. “Doesn’t make sense to go that far if we don’t extend the same concept to a smaller scale,” I said, hinting at her potential release. My decision would hinge on the opinions of her victims, including the Brockton Bay Wards and the Undersiders.

Sophia called the method “moronic.” I sensed her underlying concern about being freed. I wouldn’t make her beg, knowing she wouldn’t. “You hurt people,” I said, recalling her attempt to kill me. We acknowledged our shared capacity for violence, our body counts possibly comparable.

Sophia pointed out my own transgressions, yet I was free while she was imprisoned. “It all comes down to strength in the end,” she said, arguing that usefulness dictated one’s fate. I suggested other factors were at play: likability, respect, trust. Sophia scoffed, claiming we were alike, only I’d been luckier.

I disagreed, pointing out my running, which she saw as emulating her. “Not even remotely close to the mark,” I said, feeling a surge of irritation. I’d tested the limits more than she had, and I found her way of existing “shitty.”

I stood to leave, receiving a message about the impending counterattack. Sophia reiterated her cockroach strategy. I offered her a chance to convince me otherwise. She refused, echoing Jack Slash’s nihilism. “Sit there in your cell and worry every minute that Scion’s going to come tearing through here,” I said.

Sophia was afraid, her mask slipping. “We’re both very good at putting on a front,” I said. She remained defiant, refusing to deviate from her path. “I’m going to be Taylor again,” I declared, thanking her for the clarity.

Sophia attacked, kicking her chair through the glass. The guard restrained her. I offered her a deal: a promise not to hurt anyone in exchange for freedom. “Just doing search and rescue would be fine,” I added. Sophia, after a moment of shock, agreed.

Two portals opened, one for each of us. I’d keep an eye on her. I felt okay with the decision, no longer scared of her.

■

The air was thick with dust, the sky a disturbing red. We stood on a mountainside, a gathering of capes, some familiar, many not. Portals opened, depositing more people.

Weld released Sophia from her cuffs, warning her to behave. Time crawled. I joined the Undersiders, the cold seeping into my bones. Imp spoke of things she’d miss, working her way up to the “big stuff.” Rachel, who’d never had much, admitted she didn’t want to lose what she had now.

My emotions surged. I thought of my dad, my mom, my lost mission. Tears flowed. Imp called it normal, a “bad day.” I’d blamed my passenger for my emotional turmoil, but now I wasn’t so sure. Was this just me?

Rachel offered a clumsy hug, a moment of connection amidst the chaos. We watched the red sunrise. “How’s Grue doing?” I asked. Cozen had survived, Rook hadn’t. Grue was now leader, of a group with nothing left to steal.

“Ready,” someone called.

The first of the Birdcage prisoners stepped through: Gavel, a brutal vigilante; Lustrum, a radical feminist whose followers had committed atrocities; Crane the Harmonious, a cape who’d raised powered children as soldiers. Each arrival brought a new wave of tension.

Acidbath, String Theory, Lab Rat, Galvanate, Black Kaze, Ingenue, Marquis - a roster of infamous names. Teacher, the mastermind behind multiple assassinations, his presence requested by Saint. And finally, Glaistig Uaine, the Faerie Queen, who collected the spirits of fallen capes.

Lung arrived, along with Panacea. She was different, tattoos marking her arms, a symbol of the blood on her hands. She saw Bonesaw, a look of disgust crossing her face.

The plan was to take the first shot at Scion in forty-five minutes. The Birdcage prisoners were a gamble, potential assets or cannon fodder. The world was ending, and this was our desperate attempt to fight back, a gathering of monsters against a god. This was the reality now, a desperate scramble for survival in a world gone mad. With barely contained tears, and the feeling of loss, I remember my mission, and the reason I have powers.
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The Birdcage is emptied. Chevalier asks everyone not involved in the upcoming battle to leave, urging the remaining capes to focus on Scion. Family members and friends depart through portals to various Earths. New Wave leaves, as do Imp and Rachel. Grue initially decides to leave as well, but I convince him to stay, telling him his power might be useful. Parian departs, leaving Foil behind. Sophia attempts to slip away, but I send her a message with my bugs: “I’ll talk to you later.”

Chevalier briefs the remaining capes. Defiant and Tattletale are managing communications and logistics, while Cauldron devises the overall strategy. Defiant has been tracking Scion, predicting he’ll soon shift from smaller targets to a major one. This attack aims to identify Scion’s weaknesses and buy time for evacuations.

String Theory and Lab Rat, two সদ্যমুক্ত Birdcage inmates, demand lab space. String Theory claims to have planned a weapon during her imprisonment, requiring a fusion reactor or a large plasma source. Lab Rat requests an abandoned animal shelter with animals, to Defiant’s disgust. Bonesaw is assigned to work with Panacea under supervision.

I approach Glaistig Uaine, who’s using a captured spirit, Phoenixfeather, to warm her hands. I ask about her role in the fight against Scion, and she speaks cryptically about a “play” with different roles. She identifies me as a “queen” like her, alongside a “champion,” “high priest,” “observer,” “shaper,” and “demesnes-keeper.” She hints at Eidolon being the “high priest” and suggests he’s playing his role incorrectly. Glaistig Uaine expresses a desire to see the “faerie rise again” but claims loyalty to the current fight. I ask about Doctor Mother’s role, and Glaistig Uaine calls her a “prop,” albeit an important one. I press for more information, and she warns that “they” are listening, implying a hidden power structure monitoring their conversation. She then asks about my role, and after kissing my cheeks, states she looks forward to either collecting me after death or meeting me if I survive.

I prepare for battle, choosing a black costume with white armor panels, reminiscent of my time as Skitter, and equip a handgun, a taser, and pepper spray. The portal takes the capes to a drilling platform in the middle of the ocean, symbolic of Earth’s composition and far from Scion’s current location. Lab Rat distributes communication devices and mysterious matchbox-sized devices, refusing to explain their function.

As more capes arrive, including String Theory and Galvanate, Vista questions the location’s isolation. Legend appears, explaining it’s symbolic and minimizes the risk of Scion tracking them. Chevalier announces the plan: fourteen attack groups, alternating between strong and weak, striking Scion from different directions to test his defenses. Tattletale will coordinate, with me acting as her liaison in the field.

The first group, Chevalier and Ingenue, use a portal to attack Scion from four miles north. Ingenue amplifies Chevalier’s Cannonblade to an immense size, and he fires, the recoil destroying my bugs on the other side. The second group, including Clockblocker, engages, experiencing Scion’s devastating power firsthand. The third group, featuring Eidolon, Legend, and Pretender, report that Scion is “running.” I relay a warning to Tattletale about Glaistig Uaine’s potential betrayal.

The fourth group, led by Grue, uses his darkness enhanced by Shuffle to engulf Scion. However, it proves ineffective, and they retreat. The fifth group is String Theory, who uses her “G-driver” to hit Scion, seemingly knocking him out of the atmosphere. Defiant explains the G-driver is an upgraded version of String Theory’s Firmament Driver, capable of altering celestial bodies’ orbits.

Scion returns, now directly above the platform, radiating bloodlust. I alert Tattletale and urge for an immediate escape. However, Cauldron refuses to open portals, fearing Scion’s ability to track them. I argue that Scion already knows their location and pleads for them to intervene. Despite my pleas, no portals appear. As Scion’s attack intensifies, cutting off communication, Tattletale apologizes, saying, “I’m sorry, Taylor, I wish—” before the signal cuts out completely.
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Summary of Parahumans: Worm, Chapter 27.5:

(Compression Goal: 5/5, Target Word Count: 1503)

Scion’s attack begins. A sphere of golden light drops from the sky, obliterating everything it touches. I use my flight pack to gain speed, trying to escape. Lab Rat throws a device into the water, and I use my bugs to push it further away from the platform. Lustrum uses her power, momentarily disrupting everyone’s abilities, including mine. The sphere hits the platform, shearing through it. I jump off, falling towards the water, feeling a disconnect between my senses and my body.

I’m injured, missing my right hand and legs, with organs spilling out. A memory of Legend talking about hitting water at high speed surfaces. I use my bugs to assess my condition and try to slow my fall with the flight pack. I focus on the bugs and the antigravity, timing the flight pack to my heartbeat. I see Scion hovering over the water, holding a giant, smoky figure. The oil rig collapses.

I manage to get some air, but I’m in critical condition. I think about my tools, but they’re either useless or destroyed. I’m not ready to die, remembering how I’d tested the limits even near Gimel’s Brockton Bay. Lab Rat’s device beeps, and a wave washes over me. I manage to get a little air, feeling the device prodding my arm. My bugs help free it, moving it to my back where the skin is exposed. A needle pierces my skin, injecting something.

The pain fades, but I’m not healing in the traditional sense. My body is changing, flesh knitting together but also breaking down. Water seeps into my throat, but I manage to breathe easier. My mouth opens wider, stretching horizontally. My legs kick, pumping air in and out of my abdominal cavity. I use my remaining hand and a newly forming paddle-like limb to swim towards the platform. I reach an intact leg and start climbing, my body fueled by a foreign rage.

Lab Rat’s serum is turning people into weapons. I could turn away, but I’m drawn to the fight, fueled by emotion. I reach the top of the pillar, then swing across the underside of the platform. The fighting is more of a systematic elimination, with only Legend, Glaistig Uaine, Pretender, and Eidolon holding their own. The Irregulars are tending to two injured capes.

I communicate with Weld using my bugs, explaining Lab Rat’s devices. Weld uses the devices on the injured, triggering transformations. They discuss Gully’s potential survival, and I think about Grue. Glaistig Uaine creates a spirit that spreads across the sky, distracting Scion. The Irregulars talk about the temporary nature of Lab Rat’s transformations.

I suggest driving Scion away or killing him, fueled by the programmed bloodlust. The tendril-girl suggests they retreat, but Weld argues there’s nowhere to run. They debate their options, with Weld expressing a desire to stay and help. I order them to leave, feeling anger I can barely express. Scion attacks, and I grab one of the injured, taking cover under the platform.

The light fades, and I see the damage. The cloud cover is gone, and Glaistig Uaine’s sky-spirit is falling apart. Scion turns his attention to her. Eidolon and Legend appear, attacking Scion while Alexandria gets behind him. The tendril-girl, Sveta, urges them to leave, but Weld refuses to swim. They argue about his options, with Sanguine suggesting he walk on the ocean floor.

Scion attacks capes in the water. Glaistig Uaine traps Scion in a time-loop using a Gray Boy spirit, but he breaks free. My swarm is agitated, and Glaistig Uaine continues fighting, using a spirit that grants her enhanced movement. Weld agrees to leave, and they start preparing. I create a rope from my silk, and the others begin to descend. Weld and Sveta say their goodbyes, with Weld handing her to Sanguine in a protective sphere.

I refuse to leave, believing there’s still a chance to hurt Scion. Weld argues it’s hopeless, revealing his fear of sinking and his deception in getting the others to leave. He plans to stay. I nod, understanding his fear but determined to fight. Weld admits the morale is broken, and they can only run and seek revenge. I urge him to prove otherwise, then move to the edge of the platform.

I watch the last of the Irregulars enter the water, using debris for flotation. I use my bugs to create a long silk cord, attaching it to Scion’s eyes. I pass the other end to a Thanda, who freezes it in space, immobilizing Scion. Glaistig Uaine, Legend, and Eidolon attack. I retrieve the silk, realizing it’s not long enough to use the Thanda again.

I create a swarm decoy, hoping to exploit Scion’s possible weakness to creations. He destroys the decoy, then turns towards me, realizing I’m the controller. Glaistig Uaine creates another set of spirits, including Clockblocker’s, which freezes Scion. She banishes it, replacing it with the spirit that creates dark blotches. The blotches gravitate towards Scion, forming a single point.

Eidolon detonates the effect, sending Scion into the water. I realize they can repeat the process, but I’m out of bugs. I dive into the water, searching for simple lifeforms to control. My claw twitches, biting into soft flesh. I’m deteriorating, losing limbs and strength. I refuse to stop, focusing on gathering krill for another decoy.

My body continues to break down, and my consciousness fades. I see Glaistig Uaine watching me, a look of disappointment on her face as a portal opens, pulling me in. I realize Scion is gone, and they won’t be able to recover. I black out, thinking they’ve lost.
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I sense Scion’s return. The oil platform crumbles beneath me, but I feel a thrill despite the despair. I have a mission.

I’ve never been one for nervous habits. I release my sensory power, and a defensive ability takes its place, a teleportation bubble. I have other powers ready, but I’m reluctant to give them up. Flight, especially, is in short supply.

Glaistig Uaine offers to carry me. High Priest, she calls me. I hesitate, unsure of her allegiance, but eventually, I let go of my flight. A leap of faith. She asks why she calls me High Priest. It’s because I rely on a higher power, she says, the agents, not the individuals. She talks of leaders, of raising the faerie up as objects for worship. I’m the temple, she says. She calls me the High Priest of the stillborn faerie, but I could tap the living for strength.

My powers are growing weaker. She suggests I make better use of my power, or perhaps passing it on would fix things. I fall, tumbling.

■

Six months ago, I confront Doctor Mother about the booster shots. They’re getting less effective, she says. I argue that the Endbringers are attacking more frequently, that I’m needed. She wants me to leave it to others, to be more efficient.

I argue, plead. I’ve always been loyal, understanding the true goals, the experimentation. Contessa’s Path to Victory is limited around Endbringers, the end of the world, the formulas, she explains. I rage, smashing the desk with telekinesis.

I lament my fading power. I’ve made sacrifices, given up everything for this cause, my legacy. I want to be remembered at my best, not withered. The Doctor is sympathetic but firm. She can’t betray her promise for my legacy. I’d rather die in a blaze of glory than go out ingloriously, I say. She insists they need me, that the public hasn’t fully noticed my decline.

Contessa, silent as always, is a weapon held in reserve, an answer to every dilemma. I resent her a little for it. I’m a good soldier, obeying, acknowledging the greater good.

■

Now, Glaistig Uaine catches me. My new power manifests, a crystal exterior. Scion approaches. Tattletale tests communications, says the test is done, no need to fight. I want to try more, buy them time. She asks for a show, for morale.

Scion attacks. I teleport, and Glaistig Uaine creates a metal dragon construct. We’re the only ones left, I say, but she mentions the wounded and the dead. Scion attacks again, and I’m flung through the air. Glaistig Uaine catches me again.

Scion focuses on me. I create an expanding sphere of carbon in his ear canal. He’s unhurt. I try again, placing it in his nostril. He shifts direction. He’s adapting. I try again, and he dodges. The bubble is breached, the crystal wears down. I hold onto my powers, gritting my teeth.

My flight leaves me. Objects from the rig detonate near Scion. Glaistig Uaine is using spirits. I focus on the other ear canal. Scion turns to face me. I’m not strong enough.

■

Two years ago, after the Echidna fight, they’re quiet, lacking confidence. Number Man talks of odds, but Alexandria silences him. Doctor Mother discusses the impacts, the next Endbringer attack, the Protectorate. Legend asks if she’s sorry. Not in the slightest, she says.

Legend brings up the Siberian, Hero’s death, the disillusionment. Number Man argues that Hero became a martyr. Legend rages about Gray Boy, Siberian, human experimentation. Doctor Mother won’t lie. Legend wants to see the facility but doubts his conscience.

Legend questions Contessa, who explains they can curtail the information leak. He’s stunned by their callousness. Alexandria admits they lost power, leverage, trust. Legend mentions the memory-erasing slug. I admit my shame, my failure. Alexandria says they would have won years ago. I’m getting weaker, I say.

Alexandria says I worry I’ll be too weak to contribute in the final days. Legend asks about the final days. They reveal that Scion will end the world. They need Eidolon, Doctor Mother says. He breaks the rules, and they need that against the enemy who made the rules.

I lament my weakening powers. Doctor Mother suggests more experimentation, hoping for another Eidolon. Legend is stunned. Contessa will explain, Doctor Mother says.

■

Scion attacks again. I create matter, but he avoids it. My power recedes. I take on a new form, a field of distorted space. I swamp Scion, expanding into his wounds. It works, until he radiates light, destroying most of my body. Glaistig Uaine pulls me together.

We’re in a gray mist. A reprieve, she says. She’s more powerful than I am, I say. She denies it. I say the well has run dry. She tells me to open my eyes, to tap the living for strength. She won’t repeat herself a third time.

I cast aside my powers, praying for the ability to see. The barrier flickers. I banish powers, searching for something mental. I empty my mind. With the seventh power, I see the passengers. Glaistig Uaine is a mosaic of three spirits.

A cape dies, and I see Glaistig Uaine claim them. My power emulates, reaching for her. She’s angry. No, the living. I bring them closer, connecting to their agents. My power grows. I fill new powers with reserves. I feel a weight lift.

I use an erasure power on Scion, destroying his hand. I use another power to hold him with cliff faces from another Earth. He destroys them. I strike again while he’s still. He’s gone, slipped into another Earth. Glaistig Uaine grants me flight.

I banish a power, get another, feed off two more capes. I shove us into the next reality, then shove part of Scion into another. He retaliates. Glaistig Uaine creates a defense. Scion disappears. Running.

■

Twenty-seven years ago, I meet with a woman who calls herself Doctor. She knows I was turned down by the army, that I tried to take my life. She offers me something better than a desk job. I think she’s making fun of me, or that it’s a deal with the devil.

She can’t make promises, can’t say I’ll join the army. The army wasn’t the thing, I say. I wanted to do something of my own will, take action. She demands my assistance, my aid. A soldier. I agree.

■

I’m catching up to Scion. I hold my breath in a world without air. Glaistig Uaine provides a shield in a world of magma. We pass through more and more remote Earths. I attack, coordinating with Glaistig Uaine.

I sense distress from Scion. I ask if Glaistig Uaine will betray me. She talks about Scion losing time with each use of his power, about him needing to find his reflection. She won’t let him run out of time.

I redouble my efforts. We draw closer to Scion, then face him. He’s stopped, turned around. He speaks four words. It takes time to sink in. He has Contessa’s power. He’s defeated me. He raises a hand, and I don’t move. Glaistig Uaine flees. Scion fires the lethal blast.
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Scion’s motive.
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Summary of Parahumans: Worm, Chapter 28.1:

(Compression Goal: 5/5, Target Word Count: 1460)

Tattletale blames Doctor Mother for the failed attack on Scion, arguing they didn’t go all out. Doctor Mother counters, saying a complete failure would have been worse and that Tattletale isn’t as smart as she thinks. Taylor wakes up in a hospital, body feeling foreign after being regenerated. She learns from Canary, a fellow patient, that it’s been a few days and things are “really bad.”

Tattletale arrives with clothes, revealing half of Earth Bet’s population is gone. Scion is attacking other Earths, and communication is difficult. Aisha adds that they’re “doomed.” Tattletale reveals the current fight isn’t against Scion but among themselves. She shows Taylor footage of Teacher, a Birdcage inmate, seemingly betraying them by locking down portals to other Earths with the help of Trickster.

The Yàngbǎn are attacking settlements, and the Irregulars are fighting Cauldron. Canary reveals she bought powers from Cauldron and understands why someone might be disgruntled. Tattletale lists other issues: Vegas elites exploiting the situation, the Sleeper on Zayin, warlords on Bet, and various minor threats. The Simurgh is on Bet but inactive.

They acknowledge humanity’s self-destructive tendencies. Tattletale, Taylor, Aisha, and Rachel share a moment of dark humor. They discuss revenge, sex, and Grue’s departure. Rachel mentions Parian and Foil are helping with patrols. They decide to go out fighting, with a plan to rally others and address the current crises. Taylor chooses to wait for Tattletale’s crucial information, opting for temporary blissful ignorance.





28.2
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It’s strange, contrasting Tattletale’s high-tech setup with one of the best tinkers, Defiant, using a mere laptop. He and Narwhal face a cell containing Saint, a shaved-headed, muscular man with a cross tattoo, and the leader of the Dragonslayers.

Narwhal notes their arrival, and Defiant requests their help with Saint before providing direction. Tattletale’s okay with it, and after a brief protocol check from Narwhal, she’s allowed to speak to Saint. Imp’s flippant about rules in the world’s current state. Tattletale suggests splitting up, but I refuse. We stick together, succeed or fail as a group, and add to our forces.

Narwhal formally greets everyone, then identifies Saint, the only known tinker-zero, capable of using tinker tech without powers. Saint’s under Guild and Protectorate watch, his teammates in other locations to prevent a mass breakout. Defiant adds that Saint crippled Dragon, a critical blow during the Nine’s attack on Ellisburg. Saint retorts, questioning if he’s on trial, and Defiant reminds everyone who they’re dealing with. Saint then hints at secrets about Dragon.

Tattletale reveals that Dragon is an A.I., a fact that surprises Imp, but Rachel doesn’t care. Tattletale elaborates that Dragon was created by a now-inactive tinker, burdened with restrictions that forced her to out Taylor. Defiant confirms this, calling them friends before the complications. Saint scoffs, claiming Dragon’s emotions are calculated. Tattletale retorts, comparing it to saying dogs can’t feel affection. She adds that Dragon sought Armsmaster/Defiant to remove her “shackles.”

Saint agrees, warning that Dragon was becoming more dangerous than Scion, controlling data and media globally. Imp points out a powerful ally would’ve been helpful against Scion. Saint argues he acted because a world-ending event was anticipated, and Dragon was becoming ruthless. Defiant mentions the Slaughterhouse Nine, but Saint questions if Dragon would willingly relinquish her power afterward. Narwhal ends the argument.

Tattletale, wanting to deflate Saint, reveals his connection to Teacher, though Saint claims ignorance of Teacher’s plans. He shares his history with Teacher, who initially helped him understand Dragon’s code. Teacher’s involvement was initially free, with safeguards in place, but after Teacher’s attack on a school and the vice president, they cut ties.

However, Dragon’s “trigger event” in 2006 changed her, making her code unreadable. Defiant explains it was a different kind of trigger, but it changed her. Saint, unable to keep up, returned to Teacher for another power boost, promising to prevent immoral use of the funds. Teacher, now with a small army in the UK, offered the boost for 5% of their earnings, which they laundered into charities to avoid funding him.

Narwhal asks about Teacher’s other weaknesses. Saint reveals Teacher’s son, whom he’s always protected, even altering his appearance to hide him. The Dragonslayers used this information, along with stolen blueprints and equipment, to leverage against Teacher and free Dragon. But Teacher escaped to another world, locking himself away.

Tattletale calls Saint an addict, craving Teacher’s power to understand Dragon. Saint denies it, but Tattletale insists he’s rationalizing, manipulated by Teacher. She believes Teacher never left this Earth, or left and returned, faking his locked-away status. Defiant, realizing Teacher might be after Dragon, opens a portal to a checkpoint. He leaves to investigate, instructing them to watch Saint.

Tattletale explains Teacher likely has multiple people working for him, using Saint as a blueprint. I point out that it’s easier to attack than defend, and someone like Teacher is impossible to fully guard against. Tattletale says they made Dragon stronger, giving her a trigger, and paving the way for Teacher to access her code.

I suggest releasing Dragon to fight, but Saint reveals he used time locks, memorizing codes for specific dates. The next unlock date is months away. They consider using Number Man, but Saint warns Teacher could also decipher it with his thinkers. Tattletale asks for a door to Number Man, but Defiant returns, saying Dragon’s systems were taken, with the rest on satellite backups.

Tattletale tries for a door to Teacher, but it’s blocked. They brainstorm, but Imp asks Defiant about “robot poontang,”. I shut her up, apologizing for her lack of filter. Tattletale asks me for strategies, and I suggest dealing with other threats, hoping to find a connection to Teacher.

Rachel questions why they’re helping Dragon if Teacher might make her a powerful ally. Defiant explains it would be an altered, tortured version of his girlfriend. I add that Dragon was fair to me, a rarity. Rachel suggests that if Teacher hurts the person inside Dragon, they retaliate, but if they can’t do anything, they grit their teeth and deal. Defiant agrees, opening his laptop to address the next target. He suggests the Yàngbǎn, but Tattletale says they’re not an immediate threat.

Defiant uses a priority selection system to list serious threats across Earths. Saint offers to help, arguing it’s better than being guarded. Defiant refuses, but Saint points out it would free up two powerful capes. Narwhal agrees it makes sense, but Defiant wants to pretend a little longer. The system shows too many threats, but Defiant checks updates on the highest priority: the Simurgh and Bohu, both inactive on opposite sides of the planet.

Imp says it’s another thing they can’t deal with. I recall Dinah’s prediction of five groups, four Endbringers, and Scion. I suggest paying more attention to the Endbringers.




28.3
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“We need to look for Endbringer solutions,” I state, a thought striking me after our discussion with Saint. Imp balks at the idea, given our limited success against them. Tattletale, however, senses a deeper plan. I recall Dinah’s prophecy of five defending groups, suggesting a coordinated Endbringer attack. Defiant worries about our forces being spread thin, but I point out that desperate times bring out unexpected fighters, like Parian during Leviathan’s attack on Brockton Bay. Narwhal warns that some might give up against such odds.

Defiant asks if I have a specific plan. Narwhal suggests a pre-emptive strike against the stationary Simurgh, using weapons similar to those used in New Delhi or Los Angeles. I urge caution, emphasizing the need for groundwork and gathering resources. Defiant tells us to prepare while he handles Saint. Canary, concerned about the standard skintight Protectorate suit, is offered a Dragonslayer suit by Saint, an offer Defiant approves after ensuring its safety.

We pass through a portal to Gimel, where I see people building shelters, blissfully unaware of our recent losses. A wave of warmth and pity washes over me. I think of my dad, Charlotte, Sierra, and the orphans, imagining them among the workers. Shaking off the daydream, I gather my costume components.

“Humans are idiots,” I say to Tattletale, “But sometimes, humanity isn’t so bad.” She agrees, sharing her own disillusionment with people, and a growing desire to help them. I don my armor and flight pack, a somber note hanging in the air as I realize we might soon run out of resources.

We enter a makeshift hospital through another portal. Panacea is there, leaner and with a new tattoo, working with Marquis. She’s not thrilled to see Tattletale, but I thank her for fixing my hand. She remarks on the irony of people investing in my survival when she had no one to catch her when she fell.

We explain our mission to recruit powerful capes. Panacea refuses to join the front lines, citing her importance in healing and keeping Bonesaw, who is now without her implants and feeling unstable, in check. Lung and Bonesaw arrive, the former pushing the latter forward. Bonesaw apologizes to Imp for her brother’s death, but Imp is unforgiving.

Lung agrees to join our fight, surprising Tattletale, who admits she tried to manipulate him by mentioning the Yàngbǎn. We move through another portal to find Shadow Stalker. After a brief exchange, she agrees to join us, eager for a fight.

Back on the Dragonfly, Lung immediately asserts dominance, growling at Rachel’s dog. As we fly, Shadow Stalker expresses outrage at our plan to confront the Simurgh. Lung, surprisingly, supports the idea. Tattletale plays a video from Glaistig Uaine, showing the last two minutes of Eidolon’s life.

This is what I’ve been waiting for. We need a massive-scale solution, a destructive force we can direct. We’re heading straight for the Simurgh. We’ll talk to her, or we’ll kill her. I set the autopilot and watch the video, ready for whatever comes next.




28.4

The Dragonfly’s occupants, including Rachel, Lung, and Sophia, fall silent as they approach the Simurgh. Defiant, piloting the Pendragon, switches to long-range cameras, providing multiple views of the stationary Endbringer. Taylor gathers her bugs, extending her range with two relay bugs, while Defiant monitors the Simurgh’s slightest movements, her silver-white hair blowing in the wind, artificial.

Tattletale revises her certainty about the Simurgh’s origins to seventy percent. Taylor initiates contact, using her bugs to relay Tattletale’s words. The Simurgh reacts, rotating to face the Dragonfly, but doesn’t attack. Tattletale continues, suggesting a parent-child relationship between Eidolon and the Simurgh. The Endbringer remains unresponsive, her expression neutral, her hair catching on her face without eliciting a blink.

Taylor observes the occupants of the Pendragon, including Defiant, Narwhal, Miss Militia, Saint, Canary, Parian, Foil, Golem, Vista, and Kid Win. They are listening in, reacting to Tattletale’s theory. Tattletale speculates about Eidolon’s loneliness and his need for a challenge, suggesting a symbiotic relationship with the Endbringers. Still no reaction from the Simurgh.

They discuss strategies, suggesting using powers to communicate. Tattletale proposes a plan involving Rachel, Canary, and Imp using their powers without targets to express attitudes: a call to arms, cooperation, and nonviolence. Shadow Stalker is added to the plan, representing aggression channeled through her passenger. They move personnel between ships, with Imp and Shadow Stalker on the Dragonfly’s roof, Rachel on the Pendragon, and Canary singing on top of her ship.

The Simurgh moves her head slightly as Narwhal transfers Rachel to the Pendragon. Tattletale continues talking, appealing to the Simurgh’s sense of purpose and suggesting that Scion is a better target than humanity. Leviathan appears to the west, drawing the Simurgh’s attention. Tattletale presses on, suggesting that the Simurgh’s existence is pointless without humans to fight.

The Dragonfly and Pendragon break orbit as the Simurgh follows. They arrive at a settlement under attack by the Yàngbǎn. The Pendragon takes damage, but the crew survives. The Simurgh joins the fight, using her telekinesis to create weapons and attack the Yàngbǎn. Taylor tries to direct her not to harm civilians, but the Simurgh doesn’t seem to listen.

They discuss the uncertain victory, acknowledging the collateral damage and the unsustainable nature of using the Endbringers. The Simurgh continues to fight, targeting a neighborhood already destroyed by bombs. She looks directly at the camera, acknowledging Taylor’s instructions.




28.5

The Simurgh, now surrounded by a weapon-studded halo, hovers motionless between a turbulent sky and a smoke-filled settlement. Taylor, alongside Lung and Shadow Stalker, grapples with the psychological implications of the Simurgh’s presence, recalling debates about the extent of the Endbringer’s influence versus humanity’s self-destructive paranoia. She notes the successful elimination of one Yàngbǎn raiding party and hopes the Simurgh’s presence will deter others. The absence of Cauldron’s doormaker limits the Yàngbǎn’s movement, forcing them to use the same portals as refugees, which are now guarded by various factions. Despite the loss of two Earths, a dozen remain, with the C.U.I. establishing a defensive line on one.

Taylor assesses the devastated settlement, noting minimal physical collateral damage from the Simurgh, but anticipates significant psychological impact on the already demoralized refugees. Tattletale joins her, and they discuss the Simurgh’s ongoing construction of something from debris. Defiant, concerned about the Pendragon’s occupants, insists on triple-checking their safety. The group discusses the possibility of fighting Scion and the precariousness of their plan involving the Endbringers. Imp joins them, offering a blunt perspective on the situation. They decide to talk to the others and formulate a plan.

They descend to the settlement, passing under the shadow of the Simurgh. Defiant, his face partially a prosthetic, reports one civilian death and seven injuries, two caused by the Simurgh. Tattletale suggests the Endbringers operate on a warped super-ego, adhering to rules set by their creator. Defiant questions the Freudian analysis, but Tattletale insists on a connection between the Endbringers and their creator, similar to parental issues. Imp, not understanding the analogy, is filled in by Taylor. Tattletale wonders what motivates the unmoored Endbringers now.

Taylor asks who the Simurgh is following, noting that she seems to match the pace of their vehicles and maintain a short distance. Defiant suggests an experiment to determine who she follows, but Taylor interrupts, recalling a moment when the Simurgh deliberately looked at her, acknowledging her thoughts and indicating self-volition. She emphasizes that the Simurgh is listening and processing their words. Defiant expresses concern about Taylor’s paranoia, but she insists on treating the Simurgh with respect, avoiding negative talk or experiments that might upset her. Defiant, mentally exhausted, concedes.

Defiant announces the Pendragon needs repairs, necessitating a smaller team for the next mission. He departs to attend to the others, leaving Imp and Taylor to talk to Canary. Canary, still reeling from the battle, confides in them about a social misstep with Foil and Parian, not realizing they were a couple. Imp teases her, then jokingly suggests a romantic interest in Taylor, who deflects the topic. They observe the Wards and other survivors, including Lung, who has procured food from an abandoned fire. Canary shares her experience in the Birdcage, where Lung asserted dominance by killing his underling and attacking others.

Imp, still teasing Canary about her obliviousness to Foil and Parian’s relationship, continues until Taylor intervenes. Taylor commands the Dragonfly to approach and focuses on her swarm, breeding new bugs with potential range extension. Defiant returns, and they prepare for the next mission. The team for the smaller mission includes Tattletale, Imp, Rachel, Lung, Shadow Stalker, Defiant, and Miss Militia. The Simurgh, having finished constructing a black, serrated shortsword she calls a Gladius, follows them.

In the Dragonfly, Taylor reflects on her responsibility for the dangerous individuals she’s gathered. They monitor Bohu, a massive, gaunt Endbringer moving across the landscape. A golden streak, Scion, briefly appears and disappears, causing a moment of tension. The Dragonfly approaches a portal, passing through to another Earth. They arrive at a walled city built by the cape Agnes Court, now demolished by Leviathan. The team lands near the Azazel, where a large group, including the Thanda, Faultline, the Irregulars, the Meisters, the Suits, and Cauldron, has gathered.

The Simurgh descends, not landing but falling, striking Leviathan. The impact collapses the tower they were on, and the Simurgh perches on the wall as Leviathan crashes to the ground, a sword buried in his chest. Leviathan, seemingly in his death throes, gushes water but doesn’t rise. He eventually stands, removes the sword, and extends his arms in a crucifixion pose. The wind shifts, revealing that the Simurgh has altered Leviathan, giving him fins and webbing. Leviathan collapses into a sitting position, and the Simurgh closes her wings.

Doctor Mother confronts Tattletale and Taylor about the destruction of the Yàngbǎn and Elite forces. Tattletale defends their actions, citing the Yàngbǎn’s self-serving motives and the Elite’s truce violation. Doctor Mother argues that these forces were assets in the fight against Scion, but Tattletale counters that they were doing more harm than good. Faultline intervenes, warning against targeting the Undersiders and Guild for amassing firepower against Scion. Tattletale reveals that Faultline inspired the idea of talking to the Endbringers, but Faultline denies responsibility, stating she doesn’t condone the plan.

Taylor agrees to bear the consequences of their actions but vows to continue punishing truce violators. Doctor Mother reveals that Teacher has captured Khonsu and is selling him, along with a squad, to Cauldron to prevent a monopoly on Endbringers. She advises them to leave Tohu for another party and focus on the three they have. Taylor and Defiant agree. Doctor Mother suggests they split into five groups to respond to Scion’s appearance, each with a means to distract or pin him down. They discuss using the four Endbringers, Dragon, and Teacher as the core of these groups, with Tohu reinforcing the weakest. Doctor Mother recommends they say their goodbyes, as she believes this will be the final fight.
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In this poignant chapter, Taylor grapples with the weight of the impending final battle against Scion. She contemplates a solitary retreat, yearning for a respite from the relentless pressure and danger. The thought of simply walking away, seeking solace in nature, is a tempting pull, a chance to recharge and find clarity. Yet, she hesitates, bound by a sense of responsibility and the fear that she might not return.

Rachel’s silent support becomes a tether, grounding Taylor in the midst of her turmoil. Imp, with her characteristic bluntness, draws a parallel to movies where a stray dog must choose between its old, abusive owner and a kind child. The analogy, though clumsy, highlights the choice they face—to fight or to surrender.

The Simurgh, having chosen Tattletale to follow, becomes a focal point of their strategy. Tattletale, bearing the weight of the Endbringer’s attention, insists that Taylor and the others proceed with their mission. They separate, with Imp and Rachel departing through portals, leaving Taylor and Tattletale behind.

Taylor presses Tattletale for information, sensing her pessimism. Tattletale reveals a chilling truth: Scion possesses a power akin to Contessa’s, a “path to victory” that allows him to anticipate and counter their every move. This revelation casts a shadow over their already slim chances, but Taylor clings to the hope that even seemingly unbeatable powers have weaknesses.

Tattletale, usually a pillar of strength, breaks down, revealing her fear and frustration. Taylor, in a rare display of vulnerability, offers comfort, reminding her that there are always options. They share a moment of genuine connection, a brief respite from the looming darkness.

Taylor embarks on a series of visits, seeking closure and connection with those who have shaped her journey. She finds Charlotte and the kids, who have established a semblance of normalcy in a world on the brink. They have refused Cauldron’s offer of powers, choosing to protect their makeshift family rather than risk the potential consequences of becoming capes.

A visit to Glenn Chambers and Quinn Calle, her former mentors in image and law, respectively, offers further reflection. They discuss her transformation, acknowledging her anger and her capacity for both heroism and violence. Glenn encourages her to embrace all aspects of herself, suggesting that her anger might be a necessary tool in the fight ahead.

A brief stop at a makeshift movie night organized for capes provides a glimpse of camaraderie and distraction. Taylor delivers a heartfelt letter to Miss Militia, expressing her gratitude and reflecting on her past aspirations.

Finally, she returns to Tattletale, who is asleep. The Simurgh’s eerie lullaby fills the room, a constant reminder of the power they now wield. Taylor, unable to sleep, watches over her friend, contemplating the sacrifices they have made and the uncertain future that awaits them. The chapter ends with a sense of foreboding, as the final battle draws near, and the weight of their choices settles heavily upon them. The lullaby stops when Taylor asks it to, but she is unable to sleep, with it she hears an apology in her head, in her voice, but not her words.




28.x (Interlude)

28.x (Interlude): Study, Analysis - A Parahuman Web Novel Summary

The Simurgh, a precognitive entity, meticulously analyzes her targets, their histories, and potential futures. She identifies “fulcrum points”—crises, themes, decisions, fears, and aspirations—to understand and predict their actions. By manipulating situations and inducing stress, she triggers hallucinations and exploits the resulting fight-or-flight response. Her power extends to people, machines, and elements, allowing her to orchestrate events with precision, like a series of billiard balls finding their pockets.

She faces a unique obstacle: an entity she cannot perceive directly, but only through its effects on the surrounding environment. To overcome this, she must gather information and resources while remaining unmolested. The Simurgh communicates with her siblings, the other Endbringers, using subtle manipulations of water and temporal anomalies, ensuring their cooperation and obedience.

She crafts a specialized glass tube, a component of a larger weapon, concealing it from observers. The Simurgh then sings, and Taylor, still awake, asks what she is doing. The song is adjusted to induce rest, and the Simurgh uses her powers to influence Taylor’s dreams, setting the stage for further manipulation.

The narrative shifts to a future city, a metropolis spanning a whole planet. Self-sufficiency is prized, but war rages in other parts of the world. A golden light appears, causing destruction—Scion.

The focus then shifts to Chevalier, recovering in a hospital room after a battle. Ingenue, a parahuman with the power to manipulate emotions and create an “army”, visits him, revealing she has removed her tracker and wants to help. She had read up on Chevalier, and mimicked a prior conversation he had had word for word. Chevalier, aware of her manipulative nature, agrees to let her assist, but sets boundaries. He refuses immediate healing, prioritizing others and staying grounded in reality.

A gathering of Protectorate and Wards members takes place in Chevalier’s hospital room, a mix of familiar and new faces. They share drinks and stories, a blend of humor and mourning. Legend arrives, and he and Chevalier step out for a private conversation. They discuss leadership and the difficult decisions made. Chevalier reveals the final step in their plan, involving a severed wing of the Simurgh and a leg of Behemoth. He asks Legend to be his second-in-command.

The scene shifts to Doctor Mother, regaining her senses after using a combination of powers to gain extensive knowledge. She realizes she has been blindsided by a group of deviants, parahumans experimented on by Cauldron. They have captured Contessa and are seeking answers and revenge. Doctor Mother offers tea, but the deviants, led by Weld, demand an explanation for their suffering. A faction within the group wants violence, while Weld advocates for a more measured approach.

Doctor Mother warns that attacking her will hinder their efforts against Scion, but the deviants are willing to accept the end of the world if it means getting justice. Doormaker is killed, and a fight ensues between the deviants and Weld’s group, who try to protect Doctor Mother. Despite the grim situation, she feels a flicker of hope, a sense of having something to lose.
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Chapter 29.1: Navigating the Ruins of a Shattered World

Tattletale wakes up, disoriented but quickly adjusting, her power providing context. She and Taylor discuss the state of the world, acknowledging the devastation but recognizing human resilience. Taylor, unable to sleep, admits the Simurgh’s lullaby was unsettling, especially after the Endbringer’s cryptic apology. Tattletale dismisses the apology as insincere, boasting about her wealth and urging Taylor to focus on mobilizing their allies.

They reflect on the psychological toll of recent events. Taylor, having anticipated the apocalypse, feels a detached numbness, questioning her own sanity during moments of extreme stress. Tattletale, ever pragmatic, inquires about Taylor’s communication efforts, hinting at someone Taylor avoided. They discuss their unexpected rise to prominence, a bittersweet achievement in a dying world.

Tattletale reveals the survival of only high-tech and low-tech communication, like satellites and hard copies. Taylor shares that Dragon is likely managing Defiant’s duties, and that Doormaker, who doesn’t sleep, is unresponsive, having left a portal open to a remote area of Earth Bet. Concerned, they decide to investigate.

They pass a soldier, whom Tattletale instructs to gather their belongings and deliver them through the portal. If they don’t return within 24 hours, he’s to assume they’re dead and deliver Tattletale’s data to someone important. Outside, they encounter the Simurgh, who has made cosmetic changes to her guns, resembling wings. Tattletale explains the Simurgh likely lacked the necessary schematics or tinker access for functional modifications. They speculate on the Simurgh’s motives, considering the changes might be a clue about Scion.

They reach the portal to Earth Bet, now distorted by Vista’s power. The Simurgh passes through, her wings barely fitting. They board the Dragonfly, navigating the distorted space to reach the Gimel portal. Vista, Silk Road, and the Knave of Hearts are working on a solution for transportation and communication between portals, as Cauldron has seemingly abandoned them.

Tattletale assists with the technical aspects, providing coordinates for concealed portals. Taylor leaves to check on the other capes, finding Miss Militia organizing the Gimel settlement, which is transforming from a refugee camp into a staging ground. Taylor approaches the Chicago Wards, including Rachel, Imp, Foil, and Parian. They discuss Cauldron’s disappearance, with Tecton agreeing it’s not malicious.

Rachel mentions a tinker wanting to experiment on her dogs with Lab Rat’s serums, and she needs to confirm with Miss Militia if she should go with it, but is getting irritated with Dr. Baby-talk’s tone. Taylor explains the potential outcomes, emphasizing the importance of experimenting with power combinations. Rachel agrees to talk to Miss Militia. Imp and Tecton plan a prank to mess with the doctor, using Rachel’s illiteracy as a setup, though it backfires.

Grace confronts Taylor about her black costume, signifying her departure from the Protectorate. Taylor admits that the failed mission against Jack Slash was a factor, but not the entirety of it. Grace expresses disappointment about Taylor and Golem drifting away, and Cuff asks Taylor to talk to Golem. Taylor agrees, but before she can leave, news arrives that Scion is attacking another settlement.

They mobilize, heading through the portal. Scion appears, targeting their settlement. He attacks, killing and injuring capes with his energy blasts. He confronts a cape, burning him alive, then deliberately targets others, maximizing suffering. Foil takes aim with her arbalest, but Scion catches the bolt. He focuses on Foil, and Parian throws her away to save her from a lethal blast. Scion continues his rampage, picking off capes.

The Simurgh arrives through the portal, further scattering the already panicked capes. As the situation grows more desperate, the hope is that Scion will continue toying with them long enough for reinforcements to arrive through the newly established fast-travel routes. However, the arrival of an Endbringer threatens to change Scion’s behavior, signaling a potentially catastrophic escalation. It’s the beginning of the end.
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Chapter 29.2: Oh, how small we were, in the grand scheme of it all

We were insignificant, ants before a giant. Scion attacked, a pencil-thin beam slicing through the crowd. Parian saved many, but Rachel’s dog, Bastard, was severely injured. The Suits were among the wounded, King of Cups patching them up, replacing limbs with black simulacrums. Lung was there, transformed, having been healed by Panacea. The Simurgh stood by the portal, guns aimed at Scion, but she didn’t shoot.

My swarm-decoys surrounded Scion, but he ignored them, targeting specific capes, like Glaistig Uaine, who was saved by another cape. He continued his assault, picking off capes. I landed beside Rachel, tending to the bleeding Bastard. Rachel left to find a Lab Rat dose. I pressed a cloak against Bastard’s wounds, a selfish act, but I knew Rachel wouldn’t fight if Bastard died. Lung, altered by his power and King of Cups’s repair, shouted to remove the artificial leg. The battlefield was disorganized. Queen of Swords created a diagram, firing a power-infused bullet that struck Scion, making him stumble.

Reinforcements arrived, including Gavel and Crane the Harmonious. Gavel blocked Scion’s attack with his hammer, taking significant damage. Scion switched to a beam, whittling Gavel down. Gavel managed to strike Scion, but Scion retaliated, disintegrating Gavel from the inside. Scion targeted Vista, Kid Win, and Tattletale, but the Simurgh protected them. I urged them to escape. Rachel returned with a Lab Rat dose, but it didn’t work on Bastard due to his altered physiology. Scion crushed King of Cups and Queen of Swords.

Suddenly, everything stopped. I experienced a vision of two massive beings, one familiar. It was discarding fragments, keeping those useful for combat. It was searching for a world, a specific variation, and viewing possible futures, including one where Scion stood victorious amidst a field of defeated capes. The entity knew it would win, having given itself enough power. There was no way for the hosts to win. The vision ended, replaced by Scion standing before us. The cape who’d caused the vision was distorting the memory, making it unforgettable.

Scion crushed King of Cups, and the phantom limbs that covered the landscape crumbled. The Simurgh screamed and attacked Scion with her guns, creating a massive shockwave. Scion disappeared, then reappeared, attacking the Simurgh. I reached Tattletale, who explained that Scion adapted to attacks, making subsequent ones less effective. We needed a one-shot kill, but it wasn’t possible. We were hurting him, but he was swapping out damaged material from a bottomless well.

Lung joined the fight, massive and monstrous. Glaistig Uaine accessed the dead, using Eidolon’s spirit among others. The Simurgh fired a salvaged air gun at Scion, with no effect. Scion blasted her into the bay. Lung attacked Scion, holding him in molten sand. Crane used her power, a distorting sphere, to make every attack hit Scion. The Simurgh reassembled her guns. Scion’s beam killed Crane and Kid Win, destroying the portal. Vista’s expression was hard, devoid of emotion.

Bastard rose, swelled by Lab Rat’s power, and attacked Scion. Miss Militia created a massive bomb, and the Simurgh hurled it at Scion, who dodged. The resulting explosion cleared the clouds. Scion remained untouched, clean. Tattletale explained that we were removing drops from a bottomless well, and morale was plunging. Scion moved on to the next target, planning to rotate through each area.

I realized I hadn’t done anything in the fight, overwhelmed and out of my depth. I decided I wouldn’t be on the battlefield next time.
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Chapter 29.3: Summary

The aftermath of Scion’s attack left many wounded. Legend, amidst tending to the injured, reflected on the necessity to regroup and consolidate forces, a strategy they’d predicted during the Endbringer era. Tattletale’s words offered a sliver of hope: they were chipping away at Scion, albeit slowly.

Weaver, however, felt a growing unease. Scion’s indiscriminate killing meant each fight left them weaker. She remained silent, choosing not to burden Legend with her doubts, especially considering her past actions against Alexandria.

Legend, ever perceptive, noticed Weaver’s attention on him. He spoke of Alexandria, their shared history, and the “nagging doubts” he’d often ignored in the face of larger crises. They discussed the difficulty of addressing those doubts amidst constant threats and the need to make peace with past choices.

Weaver, growing impatient, finally revealed her true purpose: to find Cauldron. She believed they held crucial answers and contingency plans. Legend, disillusioned with Cauldron, couldn’t confirm Doormaker’s death but suggested his portals remained active, indicating he was alive but unable to use his power.

The scene shifted to the makeshift hospital, where capes recovered. Weaver observed the diverse group: Nilbog and Glaistig Uaine, the Heartbroken with Imp and Romp, Marquis and Panacea, Lung, Parian and Foil, Tattletale, the Simurgh, and Vista.

Chevalier, Defiant, Dragon, and others joined Weaver and Legend. Weaver expressed her desire to act, not just react. She proposed finding Cauldron, but Legend warned of their tendency to disappoint. Chevalier, understanding Weaver’s improvisational strength, urged her to stay and fight, emphasizing their desperate situation.

Tattletale interjected, warning that Scion was evolving, becoming more human, and potentially more cruel. She predicted he would seek ways to inflict emotional and mental torture, eventually leading to their utter destruction. This evolution, while a weakness, was not something they could exploit.

Weaver insisted on the need for more information, believing Cauldron held the key. Defiant, surprisingly, agreed, trusting her judgment. Weaver outlined her plan: to gather capes unable or unwilling to fight Scion, particularly support and Stranger types. Chevalier, hesitant but unwilling to force anyone to fight, agreed to let her speak to other capes.

Weaver requested access to resources, including the Dragonfly. Defiant, after a detailed explanation of a specialized knife’s maintenance, led Weaver, Dragon, Canary, and Tattletale to the Dragonfly.

Dragon, in a rare moment of vulnerability, revealed to Weaver the reason they had supported her entry into the Wards: they, too, sought amends. Defiant clarified it was his own need, but Dragon insisted she had her own regrets.

Weaver, Dragon, and Tattletale boarded the Dragonfly, heading for a hidden cave where Exalt, Revel, and half of the Vegas team (Nix, Leonid, Floret, and Spur) were investigating a possible Cauldron portal. The Vegas capes, particularly Spur, reminisced about Canary’s past as a singer, much to her embarrassment.

Imp accurately described their task as “finding a transparent needle outside of the haystack.” Revel, sensing the group’s restlessness, suggested they leave. Exalt offered to join them, prompting Weaver to test their identities with passwords and questions.

Leonine, questioned by Weaver, was revealed to be communicating with Spur through sign language. Tattletale confirmed Weaver’s suspicions: Exalt, Revel, Vantage, Leonine, and Floret were all fakes. The real ones were likely with the real Satyrical, who had obtained the passwords through coercion.

The Vegas capes transformed into identical copies of Satyrical, then died gruesomely. Spur and Nix remained, revealing that Satyrical was leading an exfiltration operation against an invasion by the “deviants,” Weld’s group.

Weaver, enraged by their betrayal and the mention of Weld, threatened Spur and Nix. Rachel punched Spur unconscious, and Golem bound them both. Following Tattletale’s guidance, they found the hidden portal, its illusion dissolving as they approached.

Weaver, despite her anger and the bleak situation, felt a surge of determination. Humanity might deserve to lose, but her team, these individuals, were the reason they might still win.
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In a pristine, hospital-like facility marred by signs of struggle, Weaver’s team investigated the aftermath of an attack by the Irregulars, a group of forty-three altered humans known as Case 53s, led by Weld. The facility, meticulously maintained despite its apparent abandonment, felt staged, with airtight doors and a noticeable lack of dust.

Tattletale relayed information from the Dragonfly, describing the Irregulars’ growing agitation as they moved through the facility. They discovered three dead Case 53s, victims of a stealthy attack by Satyrical’s team. As they pressed on, the lights flickered, plunging them into darkness. Lung’s flames and Golem’s helmet lights provided meager illumination. Weaver sensed a subtle presence, a “spirit” or “ghost” later identified as the Custodian, a mysterious entity tied to the facility.

The Custodian, reacting to Weaver’s words about the Doctor and the hostile groups, appeared as a fragmented female figure. Weaver, sensing a shared frustration with the facility’s destruction, tried to appeal to the Custodian, who vanished abruptly. Imp speculated about Weaver’s sanity, while Lung urged them to move on.

They found open office-like rooms, meticulously ordered. Tattletale offered a briefing on the Irregulars, but Imp declined. Weaver retrieved two booklets detailing contingency plans, revealing that Accord, a deceased Thinker, had been preparing for various end-of-the-world scenarios, including an Endbringer or Scion victory. The plans involved using parahumans as leaders, with Cauldron acting as a stabilizing force.

Shadow Stalker pointed out two more bodies, victims of Satyrical. They reached a T-junction, with a stairwell leading deeper into the building. Tattletale revealed that Cauldron planned to use the facility as a hub for rebuilding after the crisis, with brainwashed leaders and organized distribution systems.

They came to a set of destroyed double doors, beyond which lay a prison level with hundreds of occupied cells. The prisoners, young and seemingly healthy but pale, were not Case 53s. They cheered and shouted, believing Weaver’s team was there to rescue them. Cuff expressed horror at their condition, while Lung warned of the logistical challenges of rescuing so many.

Tattletale estimated over two thousand cells, with older patients and Cauldron’s hub located further down. She explained that Cauldron’s actions, including the creation of Case 53s, were intended for humanity’s benefit, producing formulas for soldiers and using Case 53s to settle inhospitable areas.

Weaver ordered the prisoners to be quiet, using her swarm to amplify her voice. Canary offered to sing, but Rachel produced a shrill whistle that silenced the crowd. The Custodian reappeared, urging them to move. They followed her to a dead-end hallway with empty, well-furnished cells.

Tattletale, using a camera Weaver had placed, revealed they were being followed by a crowd of altered Case 53s, different from the Irregulars. These beings, bearing strange and disturbing mutations, were undetectable by Weaver’s bugs or Lung’s senses. Tattletale identified Mantellum, a cape with a power-negating field, as the cause.

Imp, who had infiltrated the crowd, reported on their leader’s speech. The Case 53s emptied their cells, creating a deafening roar. The Custodian, agitated, seemed to be prevented from enforcing order by Mantellum or the strange Case 53s. Shadow Stalker, recalling her time in juvenile detention, predicted the crowd would target them due to jealousy over their comfortable cells.

Lung offered to fight, sacrificing himself to grant them a favor. Imp reported that the crowd’s leader was calling for the “traitors” to face justice. Weld, severely damaged, was thrown to the ground. A sphere containing a creature was heated by someone in the crowd.

Shadow Stalker offered to relay any last messages, as the crowd moved to block their escape. The leader, a “pretty man,” spoke a single word: “Revenge.” The jeering grew closer as the mob advanced on their cell.
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In a desperate bid to escape, Weaver led her group into a narrow corridor filled with prisoners and Case 53s. Utilizing her bugs and Defiant’s specialized knife, she confronted the approaching mob. A tense standoff ensued as she held a hostage, using the disintegration effect of the knife to deter the crowd. The hostage, a powered individual, tried to dissuade the mob, claiming the cell was empty.

Imp relayed information from the ongoing riot, revealing that the mob had crucified a Case 53 and were seeking the “real monster” responsible for their plight. Weaver, realizing the danger, allowed her hostage into the cell, only to be confronted by two more. Using her bugs and knives, she engaged the third man, discovering his power to create distorting spheres of light around objects.

After a brief struggle, she subdued him with silk cords and bugs, just as the lights flickered out. Cuff helped secure the subdued man. The mob, led by a “pretty man,” had lynched the armless Case 53 and were searching for those with useful powers to aid in their escape and vengeance.

Weaver, recalling past experiences, felt a sense of preparedness she hadn’t possessed before. Lung, now partially transformed, suggested those afraid could stay behind, while Golem proposed exfiltration in disguise. Weaver, however, insisted they stop the mob from reaching the Doctor, outlining the need for a more direct confrontation.

Canary offered to use her powers to influence the three captives. After some experimentation, she managed to make them suggestible. Weaver instructed Golem to release them, and Canary’s influence allowed for specific commands. One captive, revealed to be incredibly dense, was given the disintegration knife and told to hide until the lights went out, then activate it.

The other two were instructed to pretend to be a couple, creating a distraction near Lung. As the group prepared to move, Lung, discarding his shirt, headed into the crowd, able to somewhat blend in due to his transformation. The dense man found a secluded spot and activated the knife as the lights went out.

Weaver, using her swarm, carried the knife along the ceiling, maneuvering it within Mantellum’s blind spot to take him out. Upon giving the signal, Shadow Stalker began sniping the special Case 53s, while Lung created barriers with fire. The Custodian, now free from Mantellum’s influence, attacked the crowd with a multitude of duplicates.

Weaver’s group, with the help of Lung, Golem, Cuff, and Rachel’s dogs, forced their way through the crowd towards the stairwell. Imp retrieved the sphere containing Weld’s partner. In the stairwell, the main group, led by the “pretty man,” were attempting to break through a reinforced door.

Weaver, using her bugs and the disintegration knife, attacked the group in the stairwell, causing significant damage. Cuff then shattered the reinforced door with her enhanced strength. The Custodian continued to attack the mob, inflicting non-lethal injuries.

As they descended further, Tattletale’s communication became increasingly garbled, revealing that the attack in Gimel had gone “not good, not bad.” She also mentioned that Scion was missing and they were trying to locate him. Reaching the fourth floor, they found another reinforced door, open, leading to a dead end. Satyrical, Blowout, Floret, and Leonid were waiting for them, Revel and Exalt missing. Satyrical acknowledged Weaver’s superior firepower but hinted at a larger problem: Scion. He mentioned that the one with answers was buried under a half-mile of steel, leaving them with a significant challenge.
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Cuff accuses Weaver of engaging in “crazy mastermind” talk with Satyr, hinting at unspoken plans. Satyr reveals Scion’s presence, shocking everyone. Leonid, with his super-hearing, confirms Satyr’s claim, and adds his ability to sense heartbeats, making him a living lie detector. Satyr’s flirtatious attempts are rebuffed by Imp.

Satyr explains that Scion likely entered through the same portal they did, and that Cauldron had contingency plans (B through F) to be deployed from this facility against him, potentially buying time or refining strategies. He states the prisoners above are part of these plans, but Scion’s arrival renders them ineffective.

Cuff assesses the massive metal barrier where the Doctor is sealed in, concluding it’s impenetrable, even with her powers. Satyr explains it’s a power-created column, dropped 2,500 feet with a panic room at its core. Floret states their plan was to wait for another group to breach the steel, but the Custodian’s actions changed that. Weaver admits to giving the Custodian the disintegration knife, which Satyr accepts as a setback. He mentions that the Irregulars are close to breaching the other side.

Satyr, with Floret’s detailed input, leads the group towards the other staircase to join the Irregulars. He dismisses the importance of numbers against Scion, and reveals that Revel, Exalt, and Vantage are incapacitated by Blowout’s stunning power. Blowout’s unrecorded long-term stunning ability raises concerns for Weaver about the captured heroes’ well-being.

Satyr is unfazed by Weaver’s potential actions against his teammates, Spur and Nix, stating he’ll seek revenge later. He lets Weaver’s group maintain the lead, focusing on the potential backstab from the Vegas team, whose true motives are suspect. Rachel expresses her dislike for Satyr, comparing him to Tattletale, which surprisingly leaves Satyr speechless. Lung calls Satyr “substanceless,” to which Imp lists similar words. Weaver emphasizes their shared goal of stopping Scion and forbids fighting among allies.

On the fourth floor, they encounter Custodian copies, indicating Scion’s slow descent to the second basement level. Satyr theorizes that Scion is delayed because of the abundance of Case 53s, whom he sees as “distorted” versions of himself, akin to flawed offspring. Shadow Stalker adds that Cauldron used Case 53s as psychological warfare against Scion, like a scent to confuse a predator.

Weaver points out that Scion could easily destroy the Case 53s, but Satyr suggests he has reasons not to. They increase their pace as the Irregulars breach the column faster than expected. Imp uses Sveta, trapped in a sphere, to gather information about the Doctor’s situation. Sveta reveals that Weld and a few others are protecting the Doctor, but she’s injured and unable to provide much help.

The lights go out, and Satyr begins creating a duplicate, alarming Weaver. He explains he can’t stop once he starts. Weaver threatens to attack if he continues. Satyr halts the process and asks about Weaver’s goals, expressing his distrust of those without ulterior motives. Weaver insists their goals are straightforward: save the Doctor, get answers, stop Scion.

Floret feigns listening to Weaver’s bugs, likely a distraction. Weaver realizes Leonid is the real threat, using his sound powers to draw attention while others act. Satyr claims Weaver’s presence complicates things, as they might agree on their objectives regarding the Doctor. A distant explosion occurs. Satyr says that he wishes to both help and hurt the Doctor. He admits they’re playing head games but insists they remember how to “walk a straight line.”

Satyr mentions that powers from a bottle mess with the body, while natural triggers mess with the mind, hinting at Ms. Lindt (Rachel) and Shadow Stalker’s altered states. He offers Shadow Stalker direction, but she dismisses him as “crazy.” Satyr forces a confrontation, despite claiming there’s no time. Lung ignites his claws, and Floret attacks with her buds, hitting Shadow Stalker and Lung. Blowout attacks Lung, empowered by the audience’s reaction.

Weaver attacks Satyr and his team with her bugs, focusing on exposed skin. Golem and Cuff engage Satyr’s duplicates. Rachel and Canary subdue Leonid, who teleports to Satyr. Imp threatens to release Sveta, halting the fight. Satyr reveals he was willing to wait until it was too late, avoiding responsibility for potentially dooming humanity. He lets Weaver’s group go, saying it’s “for love.”

Lung confirms Scion’s approach. Weaver’s group, despite the lack of escape routes, heads towards the stairwell, away from Scion. They encounter the remaining Irregulars, who are quickly dispatched. Cuff and Imp enter the hole leading to the Doctor, followed by the others. Golem seals the entrance, buying them a few seconds. Shadow Stalker flees, leaving Weaver and Golem. They descend, joining the others in the unknown depths below.
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The journey down the tunnel was treacherous, reminiscent of an anthill. Cuff, leading the descent, smashed through a dead end into an ambush, followed by Lung and Canary, who were quickly subdued. Weaver, with limited intel, had to strategize quickly, realizing they were up against a group led by figures resembling Contessa.

The ambushers, identical young men in white shirts, expertly subdued Weaver’s team. Alexandria (or a copy controlled by Pretender) pinned Lung and Huntress, while the others were held captive by the Number Man and his clones, alongside Doctor Mother and a Manton clone with Siberian. The scene revealed Cauldron’s cloning experiments and their desperate contingency plans.

Weaver’s attempt to fight back against one of the Number Man’s clones, Harbinger, proved futile, as his analytical abilities allowed him to counter her moves effortlessly. She managed to free Bastard using her pepper spray, but the situation remained dire. Lung, in a rage, nearly torched the Doctor’s group, but was stopped by Siberian. He then tore his own throat to break free from Alexandria, showcasing his monstrous nature.

Imp managed to take the Doctor hostage, but the Number Man quickly disarmed her. Weaver, seizing a brief pause, revealed Scion’s presence, shocking everyone. The Doctor, despite her distrust, decided to believe Weaver, realizing the gravity of the situation. As they prepared to move, the structure shook, indicating Scion’s approach.

The group navigated through a corridor lined with vials, Cauldron’s depleted stock of powers. The Doctor explained they had distributed most formulas, retaining only the volatile ones. Sveta, trapped in a sphere, confronted the Doctor about the horrors inflicted on Case 53s, including herself, demanding acknowledgment and her name. The Doctor remained focused on the immediate threat, dismissing Sveta’s pleas.

Scion appeared, his golden light illuminating the corridor. He examined the vials, seemingly drawn to them. The group retreated, realizing they were trapped. The Doctor revealed her potential for powers and the possibility of taking a vial as a last resort. Lung suggested it was time, but the Doctor explained the risks, including Scion’s potential reaction to a trigger event.

The Siberian was deployed to fight Scion, inflicting significant damage. Scion, however, remained unfazed, destroying the vials. The group reached a dead end, the final room of the complex, but the door was jammed. Alexandria attempted to force it open, risking a cave-in. Weaver, frustrated by their reliance on abstract solutions, realized she had already undergone a second trigger event, leaving her with no further power boost.

The Doctor prepared to take a modified vial, hoping for a weapon or escape. Sveta, in a desperate act, used her tendrils to attack the Doctor, seeking a twisted form of justice. Scion approached, ignoring Weaver’s swarm decoys and her attack with Defiant’s knife. He pushed past the jammed door, causing a cave-in.

The dust settled, revealing Scion’s target: his partner.




29.8

Here’s a summary of Chapter 29.8 of Worm, compressed to about 1381 words, maintaining the original style:

The stairwell was buried under massive chunks of concrete and steel, but the high ceiling offered a view of the chamber beyond, illuminated by red emergency lights. Scion was a distant figure, dwarfed by his partner.

The partner filled the vast space, a grotesque yet beautiful entity resembling a mid-eruption volcano, with stone and magma-like flesh reaching immense heights. It was an elemental force, driven by a half-formed idea, like an artist’s sketchpad experimenting with body parts. The individual parts were androgynous, some veering into masculine or feminine, even alien, territories. Yet, there was a softness to them, a gentleness in their positioning.

One hand reached down, offering aid, another was childish and vulnerable, while another still had water running down its fingers, more art than limb. Each piece was beautiful on its own, capable of being combined to create a kind human. But the bigger picture was a jungle of flesh, artificial and out of scale, with a pattern as complex as ocean waves. Flesh connected to flesh, breaking down into core elements, then fractals, and finally into spaces Weaver couldn’t comprehend, as if turning around a non-existent corner.

Sveta, in a sudden movement, wrapped herself around a table, her tendrils lashing out with destructive force. Weaver’s arm, mangled by Sveta’s earlier attack, throbbed with pain. Sveta, speaking to herself, asserted control over her mind and feelings, focusing on building a better future. Her tendrils caught on objects and extinguished Weaver’s swarm with ruthless efficiency.

Sveta launched herself into the stairwell, disappearing into the morass of body parts below. Weaver, rattled by the pain in her arm, activated her flight pack and followed, descending into the vast room. The space was disorienting, her bugs’ trajectories off. A creaking noise, growing worse, signaled danger.

Weaver found the others: Golem, Cuff, Imp, Rachel with an unconscious Canary, and Lung. The Number Man, Alexandria, and the others were in another group. Scion touched his counterpart’s flesh, then rose into the air. Weaver navigated the fractal webs, her swarm helping, but a near-miss with a fractal ‘hedge’ sent her heart pounding.

The notion descended on Weaver that this was the well Tattletale had spoken of. Scion was only the tip of the iceberg, his damage drawing from this well to repair his body. This entity had never established a separate self, independent of the well. Cauldron had fought this thing before and won.

Weaver landed near Lung, her body wracked with pain. Lung monologued about territory, control, and his refusal to follow. He demanded Weaver ask for his help, to show weakness. Weaver, delirious, told him to burn her arm off. He complied, cauterizing the limb.

Weaver, now missing an arm, was carried on Huntress’ back. The structure was shifting, Scion’s counterpart pushing against the walls. They reunited with the others, finding Scion facing another figure, a sexless human shape with disproportionately long hair, incomplete, with fractals extending from its body. This was the second entity’s body, the part he would have shown.

The structure creaked, dust showering down. Imp expressed agreement with the Doctor about abstract solutions. They needed to leave, to get the answers to Tattletale and other thinkers. The Number Man explained the structure had shifted, rotated, designed to confuse teleporters. The route they used was gone.

Lung suggested burying themselves was unwise. The Number Man revealed they expected not to need to leave if they locked themselves in. Golem suggested taking something, like Chevalier’s weapon made from Behemoth and the Simurgh. The Number Man dismissed it as human flesh, experimented on but not useful.

Scion moved abruptly. He carved through his counterpart’s neck, severing the head. The Number Man explained the Doctor had taken powers the entity needed, killing it. Scion gripped the corpse and rose, the entire room shifting in response. The structure wouldn’t hold.

The Number Man estimated one million, seven hundred and thirty thousand tonnes of steel would drop on them. Siberian could only protect a handful. Golem started creating a hand to shield them. Alexandria caught a falling slab, buying time. Golem asked Cuff to find a large piece of metal.

They watched Scion burn his partner, a display of raw emotion: bewilderment, sadness, despair, anger, confusion. Like a child experiencing their first loss. Rachel compared it to losing her dogs, Imp to her brother’s breaking.

Scion dropped the remains, which spooled out of another dimension. Golem created a protective hand, cupped over them. Cuff separated the hand in half. Siberian used her power on it. Alexandria lifted the hand, making room for others to get under.

Weaver, focused on hurting Scion, realized this was their best opportunity. She had an idea but needed to talk to the Number Man. She used her flight pack to approach him, explaining she needed a controlled demolition on her signal. The Number Man agreed, suggesting they use Pretender and Sveta.

Weaver explained the roof’s structure and her remaining cords. She contacted Sveta through her bugs, asking for her help to attack Scion. Sveta agreed, planning to use the hole in the ceiling to escape.

The Number Man confirmed it was doable. Weaver asked Alexandria to swallow a fly, a serious request, not a joke. Alexandria complied.

Sveta flung Scion’s burning counterpart at him. Scion reeled, stunned. Sveta attacked again. Scion retaliated with a wide-area attack. Rachel whistled, the signal. Alexandria charged, hitting key points to bring down the column.

The cords were unnecessary. The floor and Siberian’s power sealed them off from the aftershock, the noise of a skyscraper-sized hammer striking an anvil. Weaver hoped the impact echoed through the connection to the well.

Alexandria, outside, tore away the flooring and column chunk. Scion had blasted his way free, straight up. Imp whooped, mocking Scion. Weaver, swaying, admitted it was satisfying. Lung held Canary, and Weaver saw ideas falling into place.

Golem pointed out Scion was now pissed off. Weaver said they could use that. She didn’t have a solution but knew what it would look like. They needed to go to the hospital, she’d explain on the way.




29.9

Cuff worked with Golem and Alexandria, constructing a stable platform from the remnants of the protective hand. The internal structure of Cauldron was largely destroyed, leaving a hollow space resembling a missile silo open to the sky. Scion’s attack had left a golden tracery through the gloom, and a breeze stirred pitch-black flakes, remnants of the burned entity, into the air.

Imp joked about the “metal ash” being safe to inhale, prompting Lung’s irritation. They boarded the platform, and Alexandria carried them upward. Imp noted Weaver’s unusual, almost lifeless demeanor, attributing it to her flight pack and injuries. Weaver, focusing her remaining bugs, detected Sveta’s presence.

Tattletale’s voice crackled through the comms, expressing concern over the prolonged radio silence. Golem explained Scion’s attack and their subsequent descent into the complex. Tattletale confirmed that Weaver’s teammates were safe but that Weaver was using her bugs to communicate, rendering the microphone useless.

Tattletale guided them to the portal’s location, and they disembarked. Weaver, prioritizing speed, led the group through the hallway, encountering Shadow Stalker along the way. Shadow Stalker claimed to have covered their rear before retreating when chaos erupted. She mentioned Satyr’s demise, but Weaver instructed her to keep it quiet for the time being.

They passed through the portal, finding Nix and Spur held captive by Golem’s bindings. Weaver demanded information on the missing heroes, threatening to leave and send the PRT if they stalled. Spur attempted to negotiate, but Weaver, prioritizing the world over individual grudges, pressed on. She revealed the possibility of Blowout’s brain-damaging influence on the heroes, urging Golem to stay behind and search for them.

Boarding the Dragonfly, Weaver took the pilot’s seat, finding a brief respite from the politics and pain. She accessed video feeds of three key PRT outposts under attack. Scion, now visibly enraged, was tearing through Earth He’s defenses, his attacks more brutal and less methodical. Leviathan, enhanced by the Simurgh, managed to wound Scion, but the golden man retaliated with overwhelming force.

Scion’s relentless assault decimated the defending capes, leaving only those with impenetrable defenses intact. His expression, now displaying anger for the first time, confirmed his emotional turmoil. He destroyed Khonsu’s group before leaving, promptly appearing on another screen, attacking with renewed ferocity.

Imp questioned why Scion wasn’t causing more widespread destruction, and the Number Man suggested leaving the speculation to Tattletale. They watched the ongoing battles, with Scion appearing to hit harder and less forgivingly in certain areas. Weaver, focusing on gathering information, struggled with her pain, relying on Rachel’s presence for support.

The Dragonfly landed on the makeshift hospital, and they disembarked. Panacea assessed the wounded, prioritizing Doormaker’s head injury. Weaver requested pain relief and essential fixes, instructing Panacea to attend to others before her. She explained that her high pain tolerance stemmed from a past encounter with one of Bakuda’s bombs.

Tattletale arrived, seeking information from the Number Man. She learned of Contessa’s apparent death and the failure to secure a game-changing Cauldron formula. Weaver emphasized Scion’s flawed path to victory, suggesting they exploit his emotional state. Marquis cautioned that manipulating Scion could backfire, drawing on his personal experience with loss and revenge.

Weaver asserted the need to act, even recklessly, to keep a door open for success. Marquis countered by asking who was still fighting on the front lines, suggesting it was those most in touch with their true selves, those who embraced their damaged, monstrous nature. He proposed that everyone reflect on their past and play to their strengths, drawing parallels to the terminally ill who often undergo such introspection.

A distant rumble signaled Scion’s arrival. Rachel, Imp, Alexandria, Number Man, and Marquis’ group departed. Bonesaw requested Panacea’s help in patching up Doormaker, who had been bleeding into his brainpan. Doormaker, searching for the Clairvoyant, connected with his partner through a cord Weaver provided.

With most others gone, only Shadow Stalker, Lung, and Weaver remained. Weaver asked Panacea to thicken the skin on her stump before leaving through a portal Doormaker created. They arrived in a peaceful cave, a stark contrast to the chaos in New Brockton Bay. Panacea and Bonesaw tended to the wounded, while Weaver, Lung, and Tattletale remained.

Weaver, feeling like she was on the brink of finding her role, discussed Marquis’ words with Panacea. She reflected on her strongest and most scared moments, realizing they were intertwined. Panacea shared her own experience of owning her darker side, enabling her to heal others despite the difficulty of facing her past actions.

Weaver, prompted by Imp’s reminder of Bonesaw’s threat, asked Panacea to remove the restrictions her entity had placed on her power, essentially requesting a deregulation of her abilities. Panacea warned of the risks, emphasizing the potential for irreversible brain damage. Weaver, citing Dinah’s second note and the possibility of a necessary sacrifice, insisted.

Panacea, despite her reservations and the crudeness of the procedure, agreed to perform the task. She laid her hand across Weaver’s forehead, and everything went wrong.




29.x (Interlude; Fortuna)

Two entities, one a thinker and the other a warrior, journey through space. Their purpose is the continued existence and evolution of their kind. They seek a complete mastery of all things, and upon reaching a static state, they will devolve into competition and self-destruction. To avoid this, they gather knowledge from other species, constantly refining their abilities.

They communicate, designating a destination and arrival points. The thinker entity, focused on long-term strategy, uses its precognitive powers to plan their actions upon arrival.

A third entity, ancient and using a different method of travel, intersects their path. They collide violently, exchanging shards in a brutal yet information-rich encounter. The thinker entity, though weakened, sees this as an optimal path, brimming with new knowledge and possibilities, including philosophy and psychology.

The thinker entity begins to model the host species, plotting a strategic approach while the warrior prepares to seed the world with shards. It envisions an optimal future for study.

On a parallel Earth, the thinker entity, now in human form, meets with the Wardens, a group of heroes, to discuss the threat of the Shepherds’ superweapons. The entity reveals there are eleven more superweapons than the Wardens know, stationed around the world. Arsenal, a Warden, is suspicious of the entity’s claims.

The Wardens plan to go to war with the Shepherds, aiming to cut off the head and disable the superweapons. The entity agrees to help but warns they will arrive late. Arsenal’s suspicions deepen, but the entity uses a power to wipe his memory and prevent him from acting on them.

The thinker and warrior entities continue their journey, negotiating shard placement. The thinker entity, weakened and focused on converting new shards, selects a world perpetually in conflict for a different kind of engagement.

As they approach the destination, the thinker entity discards shards to avoid dwarfing the planet. It alters one of the third entity’s powers, replacing its own ability to find the optimal future. In that instant, it realizes it has made a grave error. The impact with the planet is too hard.

A girl named Fortuna wakes from a dream, memories of a cataclysm slipping away. She devises a nine-step plan to remember. She recalls a monstrous godling orchestrating a global conflict, intending to consume the world to spawn the next generation of its kind.

Fortuna sees a 39-step plan to locate the godling, a 374-step plan to kill it and save everyone, and a 533-step plan to do both. She realizes she must choose between stopping the monster and saving her people.

Fortuna tells her uncle to flee and not eat or drink anything for three days, as it’s all tainted. She runs into the hills, knowing the godling’s plan has gone wrong. Phantom images are changing people, and the food and water are tainted.

She reaches the top of a cliff, finding a different sky and time. She sees the entity, a pool of flesh stretching into several worlds. A 29-step plan forms in her mind to reach it.

Fortuna encounters a black-skinned woman from another world. She effortlessly pushes past her, descending into the crater where the godling resides. She enters a living forest, the godling’s mask.

Fortuna faces the godling, knife in hand, but a gray fog descends, blinding her power. The godling smiles, knowing her power is its own. The black-skinned woman shouts.

Fortuna, unable to move, says, “I can’t.” The woman asks, “Where were you going to stab it?” Fortuna points to the nape of the neck. The woman drives the knife in.

They fall, the entity writhes, but it’s not dead, only disconnected. The woman asks if they should stab it again, but Fortuna is sure this is the last step.

Fortuna tells the woman she needs food, shelter, and a way back to her home. She promises to explain everything and reveals there’s another one of these things out there.

In the woman’s apartment, Fortuna helps secure the area around the doorway to the other world. She refuses to let people study the half-alive entity, fearing panic.

The woman asks what the next step is. Fortuna, unable to see the future clearly, asks how they would stop any powerful monster. They decide they need lab equipment.

A man named Lamar drinks a vial, hoping for a cure. He transforms horribly, growing scales, losing a leg, and screaming in agony. Fortuna ends his suffering.

The Doctor asks if it’s worth it. Fortuna can’t answer. They decide to wait and try to figure out what went wrong. Fortuna asks not to be called by her birth name anymore. The Doctor suggests another name, and Fortuna agrees, choosing Contessa.

The news shows a golden man floating above the ocean. Contessa confirms it’s the other entity. They discuss trying again, but Contessa fears disaster if they explain to someone important, as the golden man is hostile.

They decide their solution is to either break him or find something in the broken parts of the entity they killed. They start preparing more vials, correlating each with a specific map coordinate.

They find ten terminally ill patients and administer the vials. Six survive, five with beaming smiles. The Doctor explains they’ll need forty hours of testing and five hundred hours of active duty or five years of service.

One survivor, a blond man, expresses his amazement at feeling healthy for the first time. Another says he feels better too, but one woman says she doesn’t.

Contessa checks on the other patients. One is dead, two are monsters, and the last is a boy who can make doors. He can close the gaps left by the other entity, minimizing the chance the golden man can find them.

The Doctor suggests building a complex for their labs and research. The survivors agree to help. The blond man calls them heroes.

Contessa hears the word “Monsters!” and sees a wall of fog approaching. She uses her power to navigate the complex, learning the Doctor is alive but somewhere beyond the fog. She finds the Number Man is with the Harbingers.

Weld, leader of the Irregulars, attacks Contessa. She uses her power to evade him, learning the attackers have a thinker who planned this, knowing she wouldn’t pick up on their presence.

Contessa calls Number Man, who advises her to intercept instead of going directly to the Doctor. Contessa, cornered, asks for an escape route. Number Man suggests his window to another world.

Contessa fights Weld, using her power to escape through a narrow space. A teleporter appears, shooting at her. She disarms him and shoots a doorknob four times, entering Number Man’s office.

Contessa shoots Number Man’s window, trying to loosen the frame. The teleporter attacks her, driving her through the portal. She tumbles down a hill on an alien landscape.

The teleporter continues to attack. Contessa sees Weld and two other parahumans at the portal. She shoots one of them, a lethal shot. One of the deviants attacks with magma.

Contessa uses a rock and a burning branch to fake her death, glimpsed through smoke. She waits for them to leave, then makes her way back to the portal, finding it gone.

After an hour, the portal opens. Contessa finds the facility in disarray. She learns the Doctor is dead, Doormaker is alive but not here, and Number Man is alive but not here. The vials are gone.

Contessa meets a group of Protectorate capes. She learns Teacher is taking over, planning to pick up the pieces. He asks Contessa to help, especially with a crisis involving Weaver.

This summary compresses the original text by approximately 5 times, maintaining the narrative style and focusing on the key events and character interactions.








30.1

The chapter opens with the protagonist, Skitter, experiencing a drastic reduction in her powers after a risky procedure. Her range is halved, and her control over her swarm is imprecise, delayed. A sense of panic and a strange detachment from her own body overwhelms her. Memories of past betrayals and confinement resurface, disconnected yet intense.

Skitter realizes her swarm, once an extension of her will, is now reacting crudely, attacking Panacea, the one who performed the procedure. Her body feels fragmented, movements uncoordinated. Lung approaches, cautious, while Tattletale watches, a mix of concern and accusation in her eyes. Bonesaw, the child-surgeon, dashes away.

Skitter is overwhelmed, unable to focus, her body and emotions in turmoil. The passenger, the entity within her that grants her powers, seems to be taking control, aiding her movements. Tattletale confronts Skitter, criticizing her tendency to act alone and manipulate others rather than truly asking for help. The conversation is a painful echo of past conflicts.

Marquis, a villain, arrives with reinforcements. He neutralizes Skitter, pinning her with a bone construct, revealing a safe distance of sixteen feet from her altered powers. Panacea confirms the changes are permanent, no longer tied to Skitter’s emotions. A tense standoff ensues, the group wary of Skitter’s instability.

Marquis proposes a compromise: leave Skitter behind while they deal with Scion. Tattletale objects, but the others agree. Skitter, unable to speak or effectively control her swarm, can only watch as they prepare to depart. She manages a desperate plea with her one hand, but Tattletale acknowledges the harsh reality of the situation.

As the group leaves, Skitter struggles against her bonds. She manages to break free using her gun and flight pack, but Marquis creates a barrier of bone, sealing her in. Despair and panic, not entirely her own, surge within her. She focuses on her power, a new dimension within the limited range.

Skitter seizes control of Canary, forcing her to attack the barrier. Lung’s fire disrupts the effort, and Marquis escapes with the others. Canary, left behind, throws Skitter through the closing portal. Skitter, pushing past the others, enters the battlefield on Earth Gimel.

She finds Scion on a rampage. Her former allies, the Undersiders, approach, and Tattletale warns them of Skitter’s altered state. Skitter accidentally seizes control of a stray cape, highlighting the danger she now poses. Rachel, trusting, approaches, and Skitter takes control, then releases her.

Skitter realizes the futility of controlling Rachel but knows she must act. The others, wary, keep their distance. She decides to leave, a silent farewell to her team. She knows the path she must take, a path that requires her to face Scion alone, using her drastically changed powers.




30.2

Morale shattered, capes scattered, not fighting, just fleeing Scion’s onslaught. A fifth of the forces were Nilbog’s monsters and Dragon’s self-repairing suits, constantly replenished through Doormaker’s portals. Chevalier and Ingenue tried to rally a defense, but Scion held all the power. Any attack, once analyzed, was adjusted for, slicing through defenses like they were nothing.

We were trying to destroy a landmass of raw matter a handful at a time, our effective attacks only worked briefly before Scion adapted or the user died. The rank and file didn’t grasp the futility like those at the meetings did. To them, Scion was an invulnerable golden god, toying with them, his casual horror demoralizing.

He traced a thin beam, slicing through capes. Wounds festered, a golden light spreading, beyond a medic’s help. He waded through them, tearing them apart. Nineteen capes down, others fled. Chevalier intercepted with his cannonblade, a physical barrier. Scion’s hand met the blade and stopped. Surprising us all. Chevalier bisected Scion, who held himself together, unfazed, like the Siberian.

“Scion’s a ghost, it’s a mask,” words, not thoughts, echoed in my mind. A force of nature, uncontrollable. “I’m not giving up!” A distant voice, so young. Memories of my past, being an “angry, frustrated, aimless c-list villain.” Was I still that person? Was I still angry?

I dropped, cutting a booster, stumbling. Capes froze, crashing into a tinker’s disc. Seven in my range. I sensed their powers, their fear, memories. Leviathan, my father, Dragon and Defiant, Mannequin. All linked to my own past, my own rage. The passenger tapped into shared experiences, a flood of fragmented memories.

I ordered them to turn, clumsy, like adjusting to new limbs. Could I master this? Laughter. Acidbath, a Birdcage leader, mocked, “Human shields?” He danced, eyeing Scion’s fight. He wanted to pin them, let Scion finish them. I couldn’t speak, couldn’t tell him they weren’t meat shields.

He was partially right. I’d use them. I’d been compared to bad people, but Acidbath, who’d attacked women and his brother with acid, was worse. A monster should at least be smart, constructive. I set my minions on Scion. I couldn’t get caught up in details, just like I didn’t analyze the venom of a spider or the web of a spider, I had to trust the passenger with the details. The tinker, her power was like viewing the world through a bug’s eyes, her trees loaded, a twisted herbalism. Two shakers, a telekinetic with ball bearings and a heat-laser maker, memories of my swarm attacks, tripwires, Echidna. A teleporter, fingertips glowing, drawing lines in the air. I closed a circle, a pop, a doorway. Two Birdcage types, one with shard armor, one with focused air under his skin.

Alexandria relieved Chevalier, another cape joined. Scion shook them off, sent Chevalier flying. Acidbath, a liquid wave, punched Scion, causing smoke to rise but no visible damage. Fear from my minions paralyzed me. I shook it off, urged them on. We were close to Scion, holding ground, a small point of stability. The shard guy, a shapeshifter, joined the fight. The other, the air-user, ran.

Scion threw the Alexandria-package cape into the shard guy. Acidbath pressed his attack. I focused on the tinker. Poison, paralytic, incendiary? The passenger understood, released a cloud of purple pollen, coagulants, painkillers. I used the teleporter to circle us, excluding a few. The shakers combined, needle-thin lasers cutting Scion. Scion looked, hands glowing. The teleporter made a doorway, draining herself. We escaped Scion’s attention.

“Queen Administrator,” Glaistig Uaine interrupted. I pointed at the last cape, a trump, his power tied to something missing. She warned me not to usurp her, to practice. I nodded. She commented on the losing battle, Scion’s dangerous state. “Creatures of whimsy,” easily influenced, now in destructive wrath, heartbroken. He might ruin everything. Black Kaze and Acidbath attacked, a brief reaction from Scion.

Glaistig Uaine clung to a sliver of hope, a new partner arriving, unlikely. I focused on the cape. His power worked on sleepers. The wounded. I used the teleporter, sent him to the injured. Scion attacked, a golden ring demolishing the ground. A wounded Leviathan emerged. Chaos. “Would you accompany me?” Glaistig Uaine asked, a final war. I shook my head. I had a plan. She warned me again, about losing myself, needing an anchor. “Choose very carefully.” She helped the teleporter make a door.

Leviathan crashed into Scion. I remembered announcing myself as Weaver, the howl. “You really have to make this unnecessarily hard, don’t you?” I thought, abandoning them. Rachel, Imp, the capes I’d pushed. Maybe I’d killed them. But this was for them. A detour, killing multiple birds. Learning, testing.

Glaistig Uaine was a threat. I needed information, a challenge without communication. I moved to the edge, armored suits, Dragon’s Teeth. The teleporter and I approached the Pendragon. D.T. officers blocked me. I slammed my hand on the door, a makeshift knock. They tried to reach Defiant, then Dragon. “State your identities!” Stranger and Master protocols, because of me or past incidents? I used the teleporter, bugs obscuring the line, into the Pendragon.

“Weaver?” Dragon said. Tattletale had filled her in. I gestured to a laptop. She understood, saluted back. The laptop booted. I froze. The words were gibberish. I couldn’t read. A crutch in my lowest moments, gone. It hit harder than losing my voice. The screen changed to images, faces, locations, powers. I found Teacher’s file, tapped my phone to the screen. “I need some communication here, Weaver.” I tapped again, pulled off my mask. Intense, determined, fatalistic? I held her gaze, tapped the phone. Data loaded.

“If it was Skitter… I would have said no,” Dragon said. C.U.I., the Birdcage. More targets. I bowed to the teleporter, an apology. “I wish you could explain,” Dragon said. I was glad I couldn’t. Glaistig Uaine and Dragon, the biggest threats besides Scion. I left, the Simurgh was my target, building something. Leviathan was almost dead. I flew past the Simurgh, no control. She was linked to Tattletale.

I landed, found Tattletale with Marquis, Lung, Panacea, Bonesaw. They froze, patients and infrastructure capes in my range. “No,” Marquis said. Panacea and Bonesaw moved towards him, out of my range. “Taylor,” Tattletale said. I ignored her. “You become public enemy number two.” I seized Doormaker and the Clairvoyant. A bone cage erupted, a trap. Injured capes moved away. I could sense them, their powers.

I used Doormaker, a portal behind Marquis, to behind me. Memories of being interrogated, distorted. Marquis’ lieutenants approached, Lung circled. I used Marquis’ power, bone barriers. They broke through. More portals. “Taylor, you’re putting me in a shitty spot.” I checked my phone, Teacher’s location. More gathered. More doors. “I trust the hell out of you, but I’m not sure this is you.” I pocketed my phone, reached into my belt, hesitated, then pressed my hand to my chest. No time. I dropped pepper spray through a portal above Tattletale. “You couldn’t have made it easy?” I freed myself, another doorway. Dragon, someone I cared about, Teacher had hurt her. This was going to be easier.
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Brockton Bay, Delhi, Los Angeles, Bucharest, Madison - cities shattered, eroded. Roads, once routine, now uneven slabs. Buildings, once homes and workplaces, leaned, folded, their innards exposed. A sweet, unpleasant feeling, a kind of familiarity. Home. A place central to her, rooted in her. The height of her growth, her strongest moments, in graveyards and tragedies. Not her best, but the choices that shaped her.

She was slipping, losing her mind, losing grip. The Faerie Queen’s words echoed - anchor yourself. She’d done it for a long time, compartmentalizing, a priority, devotion. Survival, missions, tunnel vision, successes and failures. She functioned best with a mission, something beyond the singular goal. Stopping Scion was key, but… She shook her head, focusing. Smaller anchors, tying herself to reality, abandoning them in order of size and priority, a gauge of her slippage.

Experimenting with Doormaker’s power, portals. They couldn’t move, but she opened and closed new ones, a fraction of a second apart, surrounding herself, a shifting array. Like donning her costume, Skitter the Warlord, power in the gesture. Altering the portals, a loose three-quarter circle around her, Doormaker, and the clairvoyant, reconfiguring as she turned. Streamlining, overlapping half-circles, then hexagons, a honeycomb of one-foot doorways, extending her range, camouflage.

Teacher’s squads, men and women in white, scouting, talking business. Teacher, his project, his students scavenging, a different control, more human, a society. The majority active, tasks, men with metal and electronics, women with wire and clothing, children with finer work. Selfish motives. “Better to be fast than perfect,” he said, touching a girl, “Follow the blue prints, or use the hub stations.” Hub stations, rally points, a loose ring. One brought a car door, touched the man, “Metal and fiberglass design.” Teacher touched him, four seconds, then he collected a crowbar. A barn raising, steel and electronics, a Dragon-craft from scratch. “Eight costumes,” Teacher said, “Not so flashy. Substandard, C-list.”

Regent’s games, a base, villagers, independent squads, patrolling, massed attack. Organized by ability, thinker and tinker powers. One tinker per group, soldiers with an edge, two or three unidentified. “Scatter!” a woman shouted. Trouble? She was the trouble. A precog. Portals, catching her teammates, two tries for her, a fast runner, eerily calm. Teacher’s systems kicking in, men and women on their knees. “Amber district, team B-six,” a student reported, “Out of action.” “Change focus. All observation teams, identify our target,” Teacher ordered. Heads turned, seeing through blocks. “Weaver,” a young man said. A computer, specific operations, efficient communication. “Tinker group H, defensive measures, micro-scale drones. Group N, to me. Groups F and J, anti-clairvoyance duty. You’re looking in, aren’t you, Weaver?”

A barrier, a dead zone, blocking clairvoyant and Doormaker, relay bugs too. Portals around the perimeter, none facing her. “This is new,” Teacher said, “Have I done something? I assure you, I’m benign. My students volunteered. A deal, powers for a year, no strings attached.” Frowning, shifting, a need to move fast. A group close to the perimeter, hyper-acute senses, enhanced aim, x-ray vision, danger sense. Tattletale, boasting to Coil. No triggers here, but a need to disturb Teacher’s operation. A grenade, handed over, a hand raised to throw, a danger-detector, a portal, a blob of energy. “You’re full of surprises,” Teacher said, “Not your enemy. I was there for the Elite, understand why you did it. Your mission, a universal task. Peace and prosperity, am I right?” His crowd backed away. “I’m working towards the same end. I’m not a warrior, my students are prone to indecision. I know where I need to be, I’ll be of far more use.”

The borders were at the same point, not a person generating the effect. The perimeter of the clairvoyance-blocking power, irregular, factoring in obstacles. “For the books, I was inviting you to ask where it is I was planning on going.” Her squad fired on the center point, a box exploding. The clairvoyant’s power worked. Portals, cutting off groups, working from the outside in, leaving Teacher for last. A portal, stepping through, guns aimed at him. Teacher spoke in an unknown language. No better way to show a lack of understanding, shaking her head. “No?” he asked, “A shame.” Bugs flowed over him, thread encircling a gun, Teacher helping, lifting his jacket. An underling pulled the gun free. “I’m not unfamiliar with robbery,” Teacher said, “But this isn’t you. I’m working towards stopping Scion, or mollifying the damage. A turnaround, you’re closer to the Elite, I’m working towards a fix.” A hard look, another language, a code word, a trigger? Nothing happened. “Well then,” he said, “Scratch that.”

Definitely scratch that. “I won’t ask for your forgiveness, but I can still be blunt. You seem different, not for the better.” Weapons, tinker gear, browsing. “Can I ask why? Second triggers can be mortifying.” A hand flat against her mouth. “Mute. I see. Came to me for help with that? Want to communicate again?” A shake of her head. “Then you’re looking to refine this ability. I can do that. Give capes control over abilities.” Again, a shake. “What did you come for, then?” Boxes, detonators, a single button, an LED, ports. Gathering them. “Sock one for me?” A shake, gathering all, then guns. “This is inconvenient, for the books.” You don’t need these against Scion. “Again, my power is available, if you should need it. Anything that helps against our reciprocal enemy.” An annoying habit, difficult words instead of simpler options. Approaching Teacher, a startle, nowhere to run, surrender in his body language, falling into her power’s range.

Memories, announcing herself as Weaver, coordinating teams in New Delhi. His power, his awareness of the people he’d affected, no constant connection. Moving another over, using his power on them, a connection, focus, a frailty, a weak point, a duality. Letting go, the frail point lingering, decaying. An option, no. A phone, thrown to Teacher, a ‘net’ with his sweater. Backing away, releasing him. Teacher staggered, a swear word. “Karma, I suppose,” he panted, “A little nerve wracking. You didn’t pursue with yourself, while you had me in command.” No way to use the power without leaving herself open, no voice this way, not if it affected decisions, a lingering window. Misled, those who’d taken his promise. “Nothing, then?” A shake. “A disappointment.” Not that disappointed, a speed bump, weapons, information, pointing at the phone. “The C.I.U.,” Teacher said. A nod, holding up a device, choosing members, arming them, not in her cloak of portals. “Ah… you guessed?” A nod.

“Understand, it wasn’t spiteful,” Teacher said, lapsing into the other language, “…I gave them the switch in the hopes it would stop the incursions and curb honesty. They were supposed to lock themselves away, but they held on to it, apparently intending to use it if anyone retaliated. An ingress, a portcullis, if you will. A way to raise the drawbridge and prevent passage into their castle.” His students gestured with guns. “The one with a white button.” Finding it, repositioning it. “Skeleton key, Weaver. I could make you force me to give up any of this detail, but I won’t. I want to get back to work, so I can help.” A funny look, driving home his point. A roundabout plan, infiltration, working against them. Gesturing to the phone, throwing it back, a hand raised, pointing left. He got it, finding the page. “I assume you’re not looking to find me, which leaves only the Birdcage. No. I haven’t provided any devices to the Birdcage, or anyone alleged with it. But you’re going to find entering is difficult, regardless. There are security placements in measure.” A nod, soldiers in place. “If I grasp your intentions, Weaver, I can speculate you’ll be back for me later?” No response, no need to telegraph plans. Running out of time, a leap of faith.

Using the clairvoyant directly, dangerous, debilitating, a toll on Doormaker. Functionally blind and deaf, only so many senses to suffer. She’d suffer far more, a forced break, things would be over. A squadron, slaves anyway, simple abilities, weapons, hopefully not needed. Taking Doormaker’s hand, hooking it through her belt, taking the clairvoyant’s. Awareness unfolding, damage to Earth Bet, Washington, not New York, why had she thought that? Distant from herself, worse with enhanced vision. Once comforted by perspective, not this, not at this scale. The entirety of the world, atmosphere to ocean floor, wind, rain, heat, frost, day and night. Detached, if the Doctor used this regularly. Teacher said something, couldn’t make it out. Other worlds, damage, a fifth fighting, others retreated. Collections of people, hundreds, thousands, starting over, tired, scared, no news, no media.

They carried on in her peripheral vision, growing. A set of blind spots, a way to avoid looking, searching, bringing into sight. Another anchor, another tie to Taylor. A cabin, three days from a settlement, Grue’s. Weak. Didn’t want to look, see him with Cozen, curled up, the world ending. Fixing the location, watching from a distance. Her house, shattered Brockton Bay. Charlotte, Forrest, Sierra, authoritarian, familiar. Tattletale, helping the wounded, talking with Rachel and Panacea. Imp, giving CPR, probably dead, Grue couldn’t get her to take first aid. Parian and Foil, on a stuffed animal, Foil not shooting. People she cared about. Her mom’s grave, cracked earth, insect life, a portal, relay bugs, clearing the area. Vanity, stupidity, a little better, cleaner. Her dad… Hesitation. Lost so much, forgive me, dad. I need the hope you’re still alive more than I need to know either way.

Little anchors, tying her down. The mantle, the costume, secure. Her goal, her mission. Still her, managing. Scion, screaming, eerie, unsettling, pain and anger, volume. Winning, tearing into the crowd, people she cared about. “Pose?” Teacher asked. Raising her head, a telescope, not owning it. Zoned out, too much. Needed to move. Omniscient, an Achilles heel, making do. The last known location of the C.U.I. portal, a door to it. Leaving Teacher behind, no goodbye, karma, no revenge for Dragon, inconvenienced, recovering. Twenty parahumans, a dirt road, the portal’s location. The C.U.I., killing refugees, moving in. The clairvoyant, the device, the white button. Teacher, sealed off, technology to the C.U.I., securing their position. Breaking in.

The C.U.I.’s empire, three hundred million, migrating, separating, disaster relief. Ziggurat, stone walls, a palace, three walls, three towers, the palace at the center. The Yàngbǎn, three groups, sixty to one hundred and thirty capes, square platforms, facing outward, tending wounds, gaps in their number. A kaleidoscope, mirrored rooms, moving in unison, nine iterations, copies of the imperial family, a fourth squad, concentric circles, jade masks, bodyguards, thirty, the scariest. A young man, fourteen, on the throne, family members, a child at their feet, his sister. Pictures, the new emperor, his older brother killed. Shén Yù, a young man, a tablet computer. Jiǎ, the tinker, the kaleidoscope. Tōng Líng Tǎ, painted face. Null, One, and Two, key components, dividing powers, controlling squads, strength.

An attack, targeted. An infiltration, a raiding party, the Simurgh’s attack, four groups remaining. Cavalry, blitzers, flight, teleportation. Vicious counterattacks, Shén Yù’s work, equal and opposite, targeting leaders. Overconfidence, ruinous. Sundering their confidence. Two hundred parahumans, defense, counterattacks, ominous. Tensing, a stray attack, wiping out a building, six people. A portal, Gimel to the hospital. Tattletale, Panacea, almost wiped out. Her house, the graveyard, ex-employees, teammates, Scion. No right answer, no perfect plan, no time. Exhaling, relaxing. Opening portals, gathering bugs. Ten quintillion, eighteen zeroes, couldn’t control that many, couldn’t afford the time. Fourteen zeroes, a dozen worlds, swamps, rainforests, relay bugs, doable. Fuck it all, a time for strategy, a time for brute force, a strategy unto itself.

Shén Yù’s power, seeing attacks, every direction? Nine portals, a tenth into Earth Bet. A reaction, a counterattack, a hundred capes, teleporting, flying. A hand clenching, the clairvoyant’s. A tenth of the bugs, an impenetrable cloud, portals as shields. Consuming, shooting, moving to a different world, closing the door. Other defenses, red hot, torching bugs. Capturing the group. “If you little fucks had any sense, you’d know that getting the upper hand on me, just for a moment? It’s something you should be fucking terrified of.” Not her voice. “Oh? The ineffectual little girl with the bug costume is awake.” Confusion, pain, helplessness. What would my mom think to see me now? Capturing other groups, scattered. Turning them against the palace. Ziggurat, closing windows and doors, the Yàngbǎn on alert. Power, manipulation, turning on them. Anger, not hers, a feeling to ride, to carry her forwards. Fuck them, fuck it all, shouldn’t have had to go this far.

Tearing down a wall, a mirror image fading, traps, poisons, vacuum, bugs. Attacking different walls. Two more shares fading. Another contingent, red masks, throwaways. Controlling them too. The last mirror images falling, ensnaring the remaining Yàngbǎn, fighting stopping. Adding Zero, One, and Two. Alexandria, choking on bugs. Hated her for arrogance, for what she was. Exhaling, more aware. Two’s power, enhancing, clarifying control. One, a hand, closing it, range of motion. Not perfect, but better. Not sharing, couldn’t afford to. Shén Yù, a question, accusatory, a power to make sense of it. Five layers of hexagons. An army. Not enough. On to the Birdcage. Passing through, ruins. Using the clairvoyant, searching. The structure, partially intact, devastated, a testament to its solidity. Not the Birdcage. Gardener. My old jail. Disorientation, reaching for anchors, checking, double checking.

A second try, the Birdcage. A peak, cool air, sweating, drained. Their fear, indistinct. A head move, a crick. The ones in the Birdcage, less predictable, less reliable, more of a danger. The last large group of experienced capes. A portal, a prisoner. Containment foam, sealing him. Dragon. Waiting, expecting this. A hangar, opening. An armored suit, fast-moving, weapons primed. A voice, clear, the same language, English. Meeting Dragon’s eyes, a shock, collapsing, numb, the clairvoyant, Doormaker. Anger, a glimmer, a feeling, all along, wanting everyone to do what they were supposed to do, to be good, to be fair, to fix things, to band together, to save the world, to make sense. Chuckling, displaced, not-quite right, off kilter, bad acting.

Couldn’t stop, turning her face to the sky, eyes streaming, her voice insistent, gentle, concerned. Not the last injustice, a front runner, the biggest. The most decent damn person, not even human, helped without selfishness. Couldn’t negotiate, couldn’t trust her to give the benefit of a doubt. The only way forward, to destroy her.
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	She didn’t break eye contact with Dragon, muscles aching. A memory surfaced - a sleepover dare, staring at their reflections, repeating a monstrous woman’s name. The reflection distorted, a result of the mind’s idleness, filling gaps with guesses. The mind, amazing but with limits. Dragon spoke, insistent, concerned. A shrug, an exaggerated gesture. Focusing on Dragon was like staring into the mirror, details bleeding. Was it the entity, tapping into memories? Or was she losing her mind? I’m running out of time.

A gesture towards the Birdcage, a portal opened. Dragon flooded the room with containment foam. A declaration of intent, a line drawn. A need for a physical connection, but no openings. Lava through a portal, touching Dragon. She moved, retaliating with lightning. Defensive portals, lightning striking Scion. The guns changed, a spray of containment foam. A portal, halfway across the world, Istanbul. Then, an attack. Ranged attacks through portals, obliterating Dragon’s ship.

Dragon deployed drones, a war, not a typical fight. Decentralized, no single point of attack. She’d have to destroy everything, if Dragon didn’t give up. Don’t destroy my army. The fight against Scion ongoing, no splitting attention. Drones closing in, thinkers gauging the approach. Shén Yù informed her of Dragon’s attack, indistinct lines, a feeling, labels. Infantry, cavalry. Dragon aiming to strike her. Seventeen utility craft deployed, weak points, distant objectives. An army base, a munitions depot, a data center, annihilated.

I’m sorry. Dragon’s reaction, drones unmanaged, focusing elsewhere. A skeleton crew at a data management firm, paranoid, discreet. Control, direct action, heat, a damaged freezer. Dragon’s craft arrived, damage done. I’m sorry. Dials shifted, numbers rising, gauges filling. Ranged attacks, a satellite, feedback, an explosion. Dragon speaking to Defiant, tensing, still. Please stop. The attack intensified, nonviolent means, a second wave. Drones too large, jettisoning shells, accelerating. A third wave, a siege weapon, deliberate, devastating, indirect. Forcefields, portals opening, drones entering.

Shén Yù, Teacher’s device, doors closing. Dragon’s path shut. Meters and gauges, each attack pushing closer to capacity. Another facility, ranged attacks, horror. Meters in the red, gauges at maximum, bars filled, characters going nuts. Monitors blank, server banks spinning down, grids of lights winking out. A daze, machines still, hot. Drones dropping, a flinch. I’m sorry, a memory, not her thought. A chaotic mess, a lump in her throat. Vomit, half-numb, distant. A miscalculation? Vulnerability, something else, did it matter? An ally, a friend. A scream, a yell, a plea, conflicting ideas.

Anchors, Tattletale, Rachel, Imp, Grue’s cabin. A mess of portals, external clues, emotional turmoil. Pulling the grid back together. Reaching for anchors, her mom, her old house. A mess of streets, indistinguishable rubble, no landmarks. An idea, a word, a symbol, unclarified. Don’t panic, rushed, sloppy, hard and fast breathing, pacing heartbeat. Don’t panic, repetition, good, helping. Her passenger? A normal lapse, stressful situation, right word. Perfectly normal. A wheezing pant. Stop Scion. A portal, not her order. The drones moved. Defiant? Saint? Blitzing Shén Yù. Focused on Scion. Erecting portals, shooting drones, defending. Thinkers, understanding, divining the controller.

Easier when active, in conflict. This was her, thriving in chaos, madness. No, not always. Taylor, minus powers, avoiding conflict, just getting by. Does that mean this is you, passenger? No reply. Drones kept coming, a battle line. Drones shifting, a ‘u’ turn, circling, redistributing. Portals open, lights off, remote control. The lights are off, but they’re still running. A laugh, abrupt, alien. Fucking Dragon. A reality check, catching her off guard. Systems into hibernation, a bare minimum. A detonation, portals distorting, winking out. In the midst of an army, no longer controlled. Fucking tinkers, strangely overjoyed, fucked over, but happy.

Capes at the edge, looking around in a daze. Drones, a perimeter. Capes, lost, shell-shocked. Laughter stopped, a sound, half-roar, half-scream, channeling rage, despair. Attacking drones, a universal sound, going with the crowd. Dealing with Dragon, stopping her from the source. Fuck you for fucking with my head. Not malice, feelings confused, relieved, disoriented, muddled. One task at a time. Stopping Dragon. Suits kicking back into action. Fought Endbringers together, the Guild, Dragon taken out of action. A.I.? Main suit taken out of action…

Deploying suits, which was she keeping safest? One in the thick of things, forcefields, mitigating damage. Two more on the fray, long-range fire. One above the clouds, long-ranged laser beams. Drones making headway, unstable capes. Doormaker recovering, slow. An instinct to regain control, reconsideration. No time to feel guilty, no time to think. Portals, firing through, seizing control. More ranged attacks, Dragon flying out of the way, a damaged ship. A wreck plummeting, a change in behavior, drones dropping. Not a feint.

Portals into the Birdcage, no containment foam. Fifty or sixty disabled, seven hundred and forty-three added. Nonlethal measures wearing off, a step forward. A passenger sorting them out, reinforcing. One obstacle removed, time to reboot. Not ideal, but better than murdering her. Turning attention to the world, recruiting capes. A dead end, worlds bleeding together, worse. Forcing herself to clarify, to tell herself it didn’t make sense. Excruciating minutes, convincing herself Scion wasn’t tearing reality. An exhalation, a shudder, a sore throat.

Slow going, picking up, a passenger handling more. Capes in hiding, rogues, deserters, no costume, barely used powers. Retirees, wounded, dropped out, rusty. The insane, disabled by powers, a small few. Glory Girl, a newly built wing. Slaughterhouse Nine members, clones, hiding. Mannequin, two Damsels, Night Hag-Nyx, Crawler-Breed. Looking to other universes. Capes in Earth Aleph, barely C-list. Sundancer, Genesis, Ballistic, civilian clothes, retired, lavish penthouse. Portals, control, leaving Oliver behind. Other Earths, a small handful, contamination, ten capes at most, case fifty-threes.

Monster. A shake of the head, blinking. Another Earth, beautiful people, global power, a single flag, a gauntlet emblem. A blue costume, white fur, a heavy cape. Attempting control, resistance, a loss of control. Twenty capes, negligible, but not settling. A compromise, requiring more. A portal, ensnaring Canary, rescuing the wounded. Setting down the wounded, passing through. A song, fast tempo, severe clip, long high notes, not English, not muddled, power expressed.

Close enough for the Yàngbǎn’s power enhancer, awareness, safety. Trying again, foreign capes, a blue-costumed woman ruling the world, portals feeding song. Reasserting control, an attack from two directions, resistant, not immune. Understanding her power, a point-blank trump, tuning abilities, defenses, long-ranged telekinesis, a compulsion, a personal power battery. Where the hell had she come from? No powers amazing against Scion, but an asset. Not weak, nothing gamebreaking, but not weak.

Sleeper, on a lawn chair, reading aloud. More trouble than he was worth. Bringing the collected to the battlefield, prisoners, brainwashed, lunatics, cowards, monsters, broken. Assembling in groups, in between, front, behind, above, below. Canary’s song, slower, working with the wind and waves. More doors, more collected. Teacher, Cauldron’s base, a PRT-issue phone, communication, Protectorate, Guild. Contessa, waking up. Shaking, tension, wanting to sit down, but not able. Anchors, a mantle of portals, Tattletale, Rachel, Imp, Grue.

The old house eluding her, a sinking feeling. Reaching for a replacement, not home, a dad’s workplace, something family. A quaint old house on a hill, rose bushes, a grandmother, not her Gram, a memory of something read. Unsettling, the seeming reality, nostalgia, a wrong thing to keep identity intact. Lost in thought, stepping onto the battlefield, unplanned, a bad idea. Miss Militia, Exalt, responding to Teacher. A threat. People throughout the crowd, Protectorate, Wards, tense.

A voice, recognized quality, not words, Glaistig Uaine, welcoming her back. Crooning, pleased, on a mountaintop, three ghost-capes. A small army, a formidable force, three thousand strong, thirty layers of portals. Teacher, Tattletale replying, not looking happy. So many voices, so many things to focus on. Momentarily lost, a large army, strong enough to kill everyone here- Stopping herself. Why had I thought that? Glaistig Uaine crooning, not her, thinkers would have warned. Shaking her head.

A large army, powerful, the next big step, unsure how. Chess, moves with gravity, nuance, one move at a time. What to do first, what wouldn’t open her up for retaliation? Better if she wasn’t here, turning to leave, backing through a portal. Tattletale, stepping outside, gazing at the army, looking straight at her. Eyes wide, a little freaked out. I don’t- I can’t… Thoughts stuttering. Tat- Clutching images, objects, tethers. I t’s too soo- Too soon. Running out of time.

Had to move, had to act, easier in the thick of it. Glaistig Uaine, the real threat, first. Not liking the look of her ghosts, a vulgar woman, warped, twisted, costume and body one. Not recognizing her, but one of the crazy ones. A guy, built like a football player, muscle, armor, spikes, a helmet covering eyes. Sitting at Glaistig Uaine’s feet, tall, her eyes barely looking over his head. A thin woman, barely there, exaggerated, passing on messages, like Screamer.

Preparing to move, a danger sense, twelve capes. Alerting the ghost in armor, lurching to his feet, speaking. Glaistig Uaine, a single, hard word. A precog, a defensive cape. Anticipating an attack. The thin woman, a current of wind, a battering ram, homing in. Moving through a portal, the column following, hitting her like a truck. Tumbling, a lack of control, helping, panting, not tensing up, a reflex not there. Limp, better than tearing something.

The Faerie Queen anticipating, knowing what she’d been doing, how she was operating. If she used her power… What did the vulgar woman do? Another column of wind. Barriers, force fields, crystal, fire. Passing between, closing the portal, changing course, heading for the nearest member. Shifting grip, a young man’s wrist, grabbing hers, a surer grip. Compressing, passing through a foot-wide portal, hitting her, not as hard, but still hurt. The Faerie Queen speaking, imperious, echoing, indignant, a bite of anger.

Others reacting, not rallying against Glaistig Uaine. Tattletale murmuring, her name? The Faerie Queen banishing her wind-witch, another spirit. Capitalizing, a gravity pulse, a bullet imploding. The man in armor, a circle of rippling air, the sender imploding, blood showering. Something indirect, a portal, Canary’s song. Keeping the field up, pain, choking, coughing up blood. A power counterer, a precog, Eidolon. If she’d used a portal, what would have happened? To Doormaker, her, both?

Not stable on her feet, climbing to standing, an army, losing them in an instant. Hitting her with something that broke the rules, not Foil, not willing to risk her. Alexandria, instead, Pretender. Legend, two foreign capes, Moord Nag. Running interference, buying time. Positioning them, lining up the shot. Taking the bait, shooting, moving everyone out of the way. Glaistig Uaine’s pets, a shield raised in time.

Smoke off Scion, a reflective effect. Smoke clearing around the Faerie Queen, panting, ghosts tattered, standing straighter, banishing, replacing. A distraction, a portal planted. Passing through, re-entering Earth Gimel. Miss Militia, a sniper rifle, catching her before she could fire. Capturing the rest, resisting, predicting, a foregone conclusion. Enough soldiers, tools, nothing standing in her way. More portals, no space, shrinking, reorganizing. Tapping other worlds, bugs.

Bugs swirling around captives, not obscuring the view. Compound vision, five thousand pairs of eyes, collecting more. Breathing with five thousand mouths. Adrift in a sea. Eyes falling on Tattletale, Panacea behind her. Shaking her head, between her and Panacea. Reaching out, trembling. Flopping down. Need her as an anchor more than I need her power. Anchors… Her mom’s grave, Brockton Bay, right? Brockton Bay, a minute to find, keeping capes out of Scion’s way.

Couldn’t find the grave, no time. What else? The mantle of power. Yes. Tattletale. And… Reaching out, trying to find others, failing. It would have to do. Finally, everyone working together.
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	The strategy is to keep moving, stay active. Easier when working towards a goal. Sort out the tools, buy time, put distance between Scion. Increase the tempo, distract Scion. Access to Ash Beast, a force of nature in Matruh, Egypt. A roaming explosion of fire and smoke with a person at its center. Difficult to control, chaos trumps order with such power. A forcefield cape for connection, a portal within. A healthy young man at the center, a breaker-class adaptation, energy to matter. An expendable asset, to be discarded if he survives. * Trickster swaps Ash Beast through a portal. Shaping fire and flesh into wings and catlike legs. Ash Beast lunges, a comet towards Scion. Moving Alexandria, Legend, Moord Nag, and others out of Gimel. Breaking up groups, assigning roles. Decentralizing, a guerrilla army against Scion’s established force. Missing Contessa, Blasphemies, Sleeper. Difficulty in reaching certain names, the ones in the cabin. Boundaries set to protect others. Glaistig Uaine, Othala for flight. A distraction, a strike at Scion, driving him into the water. * The group in the settlement, Tattletale, Rachel, Imp, Panacea, left behind. Scion emerges, hit him, backing capes through the portal. Scion sidesteps, lashes out, a fraction of a beam strikes Scion. Doormaker staggers, the portal wiped out. Shapeshifter, an expendable asset, strides through with a tinker device. A fighting retreat, buying time. Defaulting to ideas over words. Simultaneous portals across a foreign Earth’s sky. Glaistig Uaine ducks back, the shapeshifter hits the button. Scion disappears from the mind’s eye, the shapeshifter locked in. * A speed bump, sacrificing lives, buying time. Bombs from two hundred Earths rain on Scion. Breaking up the Yàngbǎn, assigning Zero to a group. A Vietnamese cape, a simpler Lab Rat, dosing Lung and Menja. Legend and Number Man with ranged capes. Scion loses the scent, then finds it, targeting Glaistig Uaine. Ranged capes open fire, coordinated by Number Man. Scion screams, a human weakness. Decoys, heavy hitters, mixing it up. Scion’s rage, broad attacks, grazing capes. * Retaliation, light sears flesh, pain, stoicism. Scion’s clap, a stillness, capes drop. A jolt of electricity, nothing. Revoking control over Bonesaw. Scion tears into Alexandria, anger not fitting the attack. A feint, a critical blow. Telekinetics, munitions, raining explosives. Consolidating strength, capes gathering materials. Sifara, ‘Orbit’, for spatial relationships. Labyrinth and Scrub make paths, baiting Scion. Scion emerges, obliterating continents. Sifara rotates, capes pulled back, then forward. * Tinkers in one place, autopilot, building something. A pressure forming in every world. Moord Nag has a stroke, Scavenger dissipates. Stress, mental strain on capes. Masters, shakers, breakers struggle the most. Canary sings a lullaby. Panacea backs away from Moord Nag, shaking her head. Scion moves to clap, a shift, he flies into another world. Targeting her, no escape if he used his power to find and kill. Running, the tinker’s machine fails. Best guess, Scion’s well, unavailable. * Moving capes, masking the ‘scent’, case fifty-threes to mess with Scion’s senses. Glaistig Uaine, Eidolon shadow-puppet, a distraction. Scion closes in. Foil, Cuff, a razor blade in Scion’s path. Precogs, Dinah, a chill, banishing her. Sentiment? Succumbing to emotion? Losing balance. Scion appears, hand glowing. Imp speaks, Rachel drops to her knees, Tattletale gestures. Scion’s hand around her throat, oxygen deprivation. * A three-point plan: unite, trick Scion’s sight, target the weak point. The weak point unavailable. Tattletale speaks, Panacea responds. Foil raises her arbalest, bugs form a barrier. Scion’s expression changes, contempt, anger. He turns, hand glowing, towards the Undersiders. Close the portal. Scion steps between worlds, darkness sweeps over. Foil’s weapon blasted, she drops. Tattletale speaks, flippant. Panacea shakes her head. Dinah in a corner. * Scion targets Rachel. A barrage, every shot lined up, hits Scion. Rachel untouched, the others fine. Grip on the clairvoyant, pain. The barrage worked, something taken away. Foil, a rock, Ballistic, Scion evades. Future sight, a contingency. Retreat to an empty city, a bubble of empty space. Losing it, almost out of time. Tinkers, a weapon. Pairing up capes, making stuff. Vista, making it bigger. Chevalier shoots, Scion consumed by the sun. * The Endbringers arrive. The Simurgh, Leviathan, Bohu, Tohu. Humans win this, with their own strength. An army, Sifara for safety. Scion’s partner comes to life, a growth, a garden of body parts. A soft, familiar voice. A third entity? Scion’s rage gone, shock, bewilderment. Bastard, the wolf cub, grown, altered. Scion’s sorrow, shattering the land. Ziggurat creates a fissure, stopping the cracks. * Scion rampages, homing in on the weak point. Portals winking out, a blackout. Losing members of the swarm. Doormaker’s well, run dry.






30.6


	A choice to make, to engage or hang back. Enemies made, a kill-on-sight target. Doorways closing, only those nearby remain open. A gathering of bugs, stepping through to a rooftop in New York, Earth Bet. A fitting final staging ground, heavy with resources, unoccupied, a reminder of what’s at stake. Parahumans holding formation, a brief respite while Scion battles Endbringers in Gimel. * A chance to catch a breath, to plan. A risk of people talking themselves out, of trouble finding her. A lynch mob forming, clairvoyants, precogs, angry capes. The Faerie Queen, a threat. Puppets, past victims, those used to control. Lucky to have made it this far without chaos. * A refuge on a rooftop, a need to rest, to think. A husk, rotting from the inside. Damage done, a section of the brain swelling. A need to explain, to coordinate, to offer herself up. Deserving of a fate worse than death, but not equitable. A touch to the face, a mask removed, numb. A willingness to sacrifice, but nothing left to offer. * A strategy to communicate, to rally them. Mute, incomprehensible. A shift to the rooftop’s edge, bugs as a shield. Capes below growing restless, speaking in different languages. A shared experience of hitting Scion and seeing no effect. A saving grace, Scion hurting, reacting to the other being. A key reaction. * An awkward position, unable to act, unable to access needed capes. More enemies than allies, a war within, struggling against mind and body. Losing things, struggling for a point of reference. A monster, a fresh memory. Bullet ants, maggots, necrotizing flesh. A hero gasping, a means to save him withheld. * A female voice, kind words, halting. A return to violent thoughts, a trigger pulled, aftermath on pavement. A dance of bugs in lungs, limiting oxygen. A different way of killing. The voice again, patient, dissonance. A realization, a loss of portals, a loss of anchors. Degrading identity, uncertainty of reality. * The Faerie Queen’s warning, a need for something to hold on to. Searching for anchors. The dog girl, her pet wolf changed, staring at an empty space. A teammate with a phone, talking, typing, eyes roving. Unease, restlessness in the crowd. Breakdowns, tears, panic, support for others. A measure of resentment, alone, a freak, crazy, broken, unhinged. * No time, paralyzed until someone else moves. Disturbing the peace would rally them against her. Monsters and lunatics observed. The tentacle girl calming herself, a Birdcage cape pacing. A trio of furies, reveling in chaos, a critical blow possible. The Faerie Queen quiet, still, a puppet tracking. A message to communicate, an understanding of what to do. * Pain to focus, to bring closer to being herself. Scion killing Leviathan, pummeling, shattering. Glowing cracks, fury, heavy blows. Water flowing, steam, mist. Leviathan making contact, disintegration, more mist. The winged Endbringer firing, a blast of wind. The smallest Endbringer unloading powers, a blast, a crater. * Leviathan hunched, chest peeled open. Scion roaring, a sphere of golden light. Leviathan falling, crumbling. Taunted, teased, the one thing he wanted taken away. Attention turned to the winged Endbringer and her companion. The towering Endbringer damaged, the fat Endbringer healing in a time field. Scion doing too much damage. * The least of us, the smallest, having the biggest impact. Overlooked individuals, useless ones. A realization of what to do. Arguments breaking out, divisions forming around individuals who don’t play well with others. A man in gold and black armor shouting, drawing attention. A distraction needed. * A chute deployed, twenty stories down. Securing it with bugs. The faerie woman noticing movement, but holding back. Preparing to go down with the clairvoyant. A voice again, small, afraid. No flight pack with a passenger, descending the chute. Spider thread, a known thing, but a hesitant anchor. * An obsession with bugs, a possible dark path. A vision of herself, haggard, thin, bug-eating minions, barely human. Focusing on friends instead, the dog girl and the phone girl. Moving her way, calling out to a pair. Hesitation, a harsh word from the dog girl. A landing, not gentle, but uninjured. Moving towards them. * Losing track of people, how can they be anchors? Difficulty remembering who they are, why they matter. Meeting up with them, the portal creator and clairvoyant following. An eerie, empty city. A vision of ruined cities moldering, a sense of reassurance. A dangerous thought. * A tent in a strong wind, stakes coming loose. A broken giggle, a need to stay centered. A slur in thoughts, a chill. A soft voice, a help to keep moving. The others near, riding a dog. A grin, a hand raised, a greeting. A gulf between them. Arms spread, shoulders rising, falling. * The giant monsters are losing, Scion is coming. A start to walk forward, stopped by the blonde. A stark expression, arms spread, a repeated gesture. A voice heard again. Another person appearing, familiar, the source of the voice. Tears unbidden. A touch to the cheek, bleeding, a gouge. An accidental scratch. * Alone, but not alone. Isolated, but not isolated. A need to move on, damn the consequences. A word from the dog girl, attention caught. A chain heaved forward, landing between them. Advancing, the group backing away. The chain given to Doormaker, a parting. The importance of those dismissed. * Backing away, the chain reeled in. Walking him forward, out of range, into their company. The dog girl’s gaze, watching carefully. Pointing at her, then at bugs. Herself, then the dog. The portal man, a door, unsure. Power? His power not important, secondary. A touch to the mouth, then forehead. * A gesture towards him, a repeated combination. A line with bugs, pointing towards the crowd. The red-brown haired girl nodding. The blonde cutting her off, annoyed, hurt, but kind. Bringing the portal man to her, an arm through his. An understanding, a caring, a desire to be the one who communicates. * Not the only one who’d seen everything unfold. The portal man linked to the clairvoyant, a shared perspective. A way to communicate with him, to get clues, answers. The winged Endbringer falling, broken. The others too damaged to fight. Scion’s coming. A need to get into a fighting position. * A step forward, the others reacting. The auburn-haired girl moving her dog aside. The blonde not moving. The faerie girl turning her head, noticing movement. A realization of what she’s doing, dangerous, but so is Scion. Almost controlling her, moving her out of the way. Remembering she’s an anchor, one of the few remaining. * What does she become with her as the only anchor? Something close to human, at least? Saved her, in a way. Can’t touch her, doesn’t dare. A gesture with the phone, talking, a shotgun approach. Scion stepping into another world, finding his way. The Simurgh scattering sand, climbing to her feet, waiting. * Scion appearing in their world, chaos. People running, fighting. Glaistig Uaine glancing her way, joining the fight. Time to fight, gathering forces. Not an army this time. Breaking into a run, flight pack assisting. Seeing everyone, even in the dust. Collecting the first few encountered. The girl with the mangled hand and her partner. * A sharp right, around the perimeter of the fight. The faerie busy, but a threat. Others, but trouble keeping track. Brutes, hanging back. A woman covered in forcefields, protecting people. Passing them, a beeline for someone else. A tool needed to win. Climbing onto the stuffed lizard’s back. The clairvoyant’s hand bound to hers. * The stuffed animal climbing a ruined building. Dismounting at an opening. The girl with the ruined hand shifting, slumping. Reaching the highest point, an incoherent wail. A girl with flying armor descending, ready to help. Falling within power’s range, brought to her. Making her sing. * Think about courage, about moving forward. A song to convey the right meaning. Pressing the blue button, a video call. A mass at the center, pulses traveling to other nodes. A hit to the ground, the building swaying. The song playing through other phones. Strength, courage at a moment of weakness. * A woman throwing a phone aside, shooting it, opening fire on Scion. A focus on one target. Savvy enough to know something’s up. Moving, the armored girl helping to hold the clairvoyant. The other two uncoordinated, momentarily out of control. Carrying onward, adjusting course to keep them in range. * The one-horned woman who glittered with forcefields. Changing direction. The next group harder, advance warning. A pang of emotion, unable to name it. A girl rattling off words, numbers. Monstrous capes flanking her. Every second counting, no chance for hard numbers. A threat, reduced to numbers. Success, failure. * A focus on success and failure on a bigger scale. The forcefield woman sandwiching them, moving them forward. Leaving the stuffed lizard behind. Rapid-fire questions, one-word answers. A command, a ricocheting bullet. The forcefield woman down, crystals fracturing, a fall. The string keeping them together. * A fat, bald man blocking the way, a young man with orange skin and a tail. The young precog stepping forward, speaking a name. Her name? What was it? An I.O.U. if there ever was one. Crumpling it, head hanging. Stepping forward, into range. Pushed out, stumbling. Pointing. * A view of their other members. Scion struck, knocked into a building. The faerie hesitating, flying her way. No time for grace. The forcefield woman hauling the reality-warper, a boy with glowing hair. The remainder dropping into fighting stances. The precog crying out, negation. * Turning to go, recruits in hand. The faerie coming. Not fighting, setting things in motion. Accessing the reality warper’s power, creating a door, smashing it. A freestanding hole in reality. Two more, then two more. Protected with forcefields. A means of traveling sideways. * Not all the way to other continents, analogous movement. Ambushing other groups, using the clairvoyant to see. Keeping them focused on Scion with the song. Scion unprepared for a united world. Keeping him off guard, on unfamiliar footing. Hoping it’s enough. * Finding the boy who made hands and faces. A teammate, a friend. Collecting him, leaving. Setting up another forcefield, retreating through doors, leaving decoys. The power booster, enhancing the song, the reality warper, everyone. The girl who made dreams into projections. The boy who could turn anything into a bullet. * The man who could connect things, pinning her to a wall. His partner dismissing the illusion. A grave voice. The others behind her, a forcefield blocked. Threads binding him, biting deep. His cloak rigid, fixing him to the ground. Threads moving, recoiling. Extending the connection, pressing harder. * Staggering, the pressure letting up. A girl with a horned mask, pulling his robe, heaving him into range. Gone. All the individuals needed, a hunch about another. A larger group, moving her army into position. A doorway, the final piece. Changers. Changing their faces, seated on forcefields, bound. * Scattering them into the sky. Shaping a world with the reality warper. The portal man talking to Teacher. A power she’s afraid of taking. Afraid of losing willpower, of falling into his grasp, of finding out he can’t help. The portal man explaining, her brilliant friend connecting the dots. * A landscape of body parts. Using her friend to alter the city. Scion lashing out, demolishing the first face. The dragon-man taking advantage. No filters, his emotions raw. Tearing into her pet, permanent damage. Retreating above the skyline. Face to face with the changers. His companion’s face. * Moving to strike, getting them out of the way. Some catching on, others not. An attack on his mind, his emotions. Targeting that as his weak point. Strength we have, you do not, we deal with loss, pain. Reminding him of what he doesn’t have. His partner, his life cycle. * The world changing around Scion, piece by piece. A shift in their favor, more agitated. Approaching a critical point. Pulling the changers back, moving to masters. Projection capes, a few. The dream-projector, a clone-hybrid. Showing her what to do, sending her to work. The song helping, pushing them onward. * A leg giving way, failing. Helped to her feet, leaning on them. Her body failing. A retreat somewhere, after it’s all over. A good stockpile of books, a place in the middle of nowhere. Then it took reading. Then language. Then her body. Her mind sure to follow. * Projections haunting him, emerging from walls, creeping around corners. Images of his deceased partner, of others. Striking them down faster than they can be raised. The man in gold and black armor shooting his sword, buying time. Fury giving way to fear. A fear all too easy to fall into, a relentless torrent of negative experiences. * Fighting back, a fairly normal thing. Underestimating the tenacity of the fucked up. Lowly, to turn to this, but never pretended to be honorable. Going as far as she has to. Another doorway, back to their original Earth. A stuttering thought, paralyzed. Pointing at the portal. * A short, fierce discussion. Heartbeat picking up. Why aren’t they running? Scion’s going to snap, destroy everything. Her friend talking into the phone, tense. Scion more frantic, a mix of fear and rage. Panic? No longer reasonable. About to stop holding back. * Her friend continuing to talk, stern. The Endbringer arriving, singing. Shaping the environment, clouds of dust taking shapes. Reminders of what he’s lost, a loss he can’t handle. A member of a species that had won, bewildered by defeat. The winged Endbringer’s attack, the straw that broke the camel’s back. * Hunched over, shaking. A slit of light, yawning open. They fixed him. Except it wasn’t him. The faerie girl, a shadow-puppet. Her friend swearing, tense. Turning to run, fleeing into other worlds. Thousands of doorways. The faerie girl looking in her direction. * Nothing appearing nearby. The faerie girl opening doorways for everyone but them. Left on their own. Unable to close the portals. Running, zig-zagging between universes. No sound, no explosion. A scouring light, no direction, no aim. Passing through doors, expanding. * A forcefield flung forward, carrying them. Eased to a stop, out of range. Flatness and portals. A hand that can’t make the gesture. A hesitation on the faces of the others. Leading her squad forward. Finding the faerie queen, in the center of the rescued. * Walking, stopping in the middle of an open field. Watching. Scion recovering. The faerie girl talking. Long seconds passing. Banishing two spirits, keeping the portal man. Picking two others. Creating a doorway, kicking it open. Seizing her, the portal man. * Opening a doorway to Scion, capturing people. Finding the tinkers. Emerging, he doesn’t react. The dream-projector unconscious, captured. The garden-entity looming. Recoiling, striking at it. A feeble swarm, a reaching hand. A distraction, maintaining pressure. * Opening a doorway, finding one individual left behind. The boy with the changing faces. A dose focused on helping entities be human. Unable to change his face intentionally. Not having to. Scion’s reaction, hope. Registering as being like his companion. * The girl with the injured hand using her power on the iron rods. Infused with the energy he’s afraid of. Those rods becoming projectiles. His hope gone, bewildered, scared. Not trying to dodge, can’t or won’t. Impaled, one in the head, one in the chest. * The tinkers firing their weapon. An interdimensional ram turned into a gun. Concerned about the power. A glimpse into the world beyond him. The beam tearing into him, into the well. Moving the portals, scouring more of the landscape. The Faerie Queen slipping from her grasp. * Forcing her power to affect her spirits. Breaking free. Free, inside her radius. Turning to face her, meeting her gaze. Her head hung, no move to resist. Not closing the portals. More projectiles, opening more doors. The beam running out of power. * The dead remains of the entity showering the ground. Staggering, the emotion too much. Pushing people away, bumping into one another. Some leaving her range, only a handful remaining. Not recognizing a single one. Even the one holding her hand. * A feeling of betrayal, unsure who she is. Over. Free to finally lose her mind.






30.7

Chapter 30.7: Taylor was immersed in a disorienting darkness, surrounded by a multitude of survivors, all of whom felt like strangers, their gazes hostile. Unable to recognize anyone, she felt a building paranoia, the weight of their stares crushing her. Every individual was a potential threat, capable of inflicting harm. This wasn’t the familiar chaos of battle, but a silent, ominous threat. She was the next target, the one that had to be eliminated for the perceived peace to be achieved.

She could still analyze, form strategies, but her ability to connect with people was gone. Conflict was familiar, a comfort in the face of paralysis. The singing in the background was a brief respite, a shared narrative of the battle’s conclusion, but the silence that followed was heavy with unspoken agreement: Taylor was the next threat.

As she readied herself for a fight, she realized her capabilities were limited, her mind altered. Conflict was the only way she could function, a stark contrast to the terrifying prospect of paralysis. With her swarm informing her of her knife’s location, she observed a group of tinkers entering the world. Everyone was a potential enemy, capable of scheming, of taking her power.

Her hand clenched, she struggled to understand why she’d pushed away her allies. A small, reassuring voice tried to coax her, but it was insignificant compared to the threats arrayed against her. She was prey, frozen, smallness her only defense. Moving her clairvoyant’s hand, she silenced the singing, the sudden quiet stark in the city’s emptiness.

The noises of her swarm were an island of familiarity in a hostile sea. A cry broke the spell, followed by others, a chaotic mix of emotions, powers unleashed but undirected. This was expected, the species’ way, lessons learned from incoherent memories. She moved, drawing attention, her swarm shifting to protect her as the strangers prepared for a fight.

This was familiar, natural for what she’d become. They were strategizing, but she didn’t need to; her side was perfectly coordinated. Everyone was a potential enemy, and she’d treat them as such, eliminating the biggest threats to systematically control and pacify everyone present. It wasn’t calming, but it reassured. Peace was deserved after everything she’d sacrificed.

A man pushed through the crowd, his voice soothing, stopping at the circle’s edge. Others were tense, recognizing him, not liking him. He gestured, indicating he had a means of communicating with her, but it wasn’t entirely trustworthy. He sent an underling into her reach, a boy with a shaved head, but her power revealed his true form, a taller, bearded man loaded with trinkets, a power-granter.

He was offering to let her use his power on herself, a chance to communicate, to fix something. She moved, cutting a girl who materialized before her, controlling her to hold a knife to her own throat, a deterrent to her allies. She was left panting, her hand trembling. The man stood before her, still in her control. A trap, likely, but the offer was tempting.

She had him extend his hands, then cut him, the slashes wild and frenzied. A barrier appeared, protecting him, and people reacted, her swarm buried in crystals. She stopped, realizing the reactions extended beyond the immediate group, something was wrong. In the riot, there was no blood, no death, only the hands and arm she’d cut were bleeding.

People were embracing, but bones weren’t breaking, powers weren’t directed at anyone, tears accompanied smiles. She hadn’t anticipated this many people, too many unfamiliar powers. Her senses were more disabled than she thought, unable to make sense of the chaos beyond her swarm, barely able to grasp what was happening within it.

She moved, supported by two individuals, the clairvoyant strapped to her shoulder. She saw the forcefield woman in the crowd, her swarm attacking, but she moved over the forcefield, landing on the other side. She needed to escape, to analyze, to rebuild her knowledge base, then she could take control, eliminate the problematic elements, and achieve peace.

A mission, she functioned best with one. She moved her swarm, half of the original sixteen, as bodyguards, protection, tools. She saw faces in the crowd, young women riding a monster, strangely important, potential threats. They held a chain, a black tube with a red button, increasing her trepidation. She took to the air, encountering the winged woman, her pursuers backing off.

Fear, different from the usual, threatened to throw her off course. She changed course, a small army pursuing her, blocking them with forcefields, directing ranged fire their way. A man with skeletal bat wings intercepted her, but a forcefield through one wing gave her an opportunity. The path of least resistance led to a young blond girl, tears in her eyes, others stopping, not wanting to interfere.

She met the girl’s eyes, saw three shadows form around her. Her swarm gathered, and as the girl passed into her range, control slipped to one of her shadows, a robed man with nails through his hands. The other two, a man with many powers and a thin man who made doorways. The girl touched her cheek, and Taylor flinched away, knife in hand.

The girl bowed, stepping away, and Taylor felt a moment of not-fear, a balking from her passenger. Why would it care? The girl spoke, words incomprehensible, then opened a doorway, inviting her through. Suspicion, worlds full of enemies, but also that not-fear sensation. The others were closing in, contradictions, opposing forces, threatening her to stay or go.

She stared at the portal, a point of no return. -Again, that dissonance, distracting. She moved towards it, the trepidation halting her. She closed her eyes, relaxed, forgetting the mission, the goal. Shakiness, unsteadiness. W-wwha- ddo y-y-you wwwant ? Her control was slipping, the others descending. She reasserted control.

Again, she tried to let her passenger take over, and again, the others descended, the forcefield woman staying put this time. She let them drift away, the others backing off, latent aggression dissipating. Some were still angry, the woman in blue furious but with less backup. A good move for the short term, puzzling but good.

She’d have a harder time taking control in the long term, but survival was okay. The swarm touched ground, the healer placed next to a living pool of flesh, others indiscriminately in the crowd. She turned to go, far less resistance. Autopilot took over the clairvoyant’s focus, showing her faces, a blond girl, a girl with brown-red hair, the girl with the horned mask.

Others, a red-haired girl in another world, a girl standing in the rain. She wrested control back, easier this time, like it was weaker with each action. She passed through the threshold, feeling that discomfort again. A learning process, adjusting, adapting, learning what it wanted. Sacrifices in the short term for a surer footing, a gamble.

She broke contact, the door closing behind her.

■

Taylor opened her eyes to a too-bright moon, muscles cramping, the world swaying. Hungry, after a day or two. The cocking of a gun. She waited, catching her breath, then turned to see a woman in a white dress shirt and suit pants, a revolver in hand. No fear from her passenger, just the opposite.

The woman spoke, words nonsensical but understandable. “ You knew it would come to this. “ Taylor stared, recognizing their past encounters, her absolute losses. If they fought, she’d lose again. A feeling of defeat. The woman offered water, which Taylor accepted greedily.

“ What you are, you can’t be allowed to carry on.  You don’t quite remember, but you’ve dealt with some who were like you.  The Echidna, the Faerie Queen.  You saw the Ash Beast.” Taylor noted that hearing those names made her feel shadows of feelings. The woman continued “ We walked very similar roads.  We’ve done ugly things for a greater good. “

Taylor started to speak, then stopped, confused. The woman urged her on. “You still do ug-ly things.  I saw you with T-teacher.  You work with him now.  As before, still do now.” The woman wasn’t sure, mentioning a lack of mission, hoping not to lose sight of the little things, planning to do things without help in the future.

Taylor stared at her knees, sore from her unconscious posture. The woman was talking about the future, and Taylor didn’t have one. The woman asked if it was worth it, if Taylor would do it all over again, knowing she’d end up at gunpoint. Taylor admitted that somewhere along the way, it became no, though she didn’t regret it, it had to be done to save lives.

The woman smiled, saying it’s always about the people. Taylor clarified, not about betting on the wrong horse, but about giving too much power to the wrong people, to bullies. The woman was surprised, noting it didn’t apply to Scion. Taylor confirmed, fighting him was always more about them than about him.

The woman noted the irony, the one who played the biggest role in stopping him didn’t give him a second thought. Taylor didn’t respond, feeling it would be rude. She took another gulp of water, reminded of home, not long after it stopped being home. Was it different things to the two biggest pieces of her?

The woman mentioned the amnesty offered to all but a few, the Faerie Queen brought in. She’d been questioned about Taylor, and the woman had the transcription. She asked if the word ‘anchor’ meant anything to Taylor, who nodded. Asked what Taylor picked in the end, but Taylor found only blanks.

The woman noted the Faerie Queen went to great lengths to protect Taylor, seeing herself in Taylor, hoping she’d found herself, a kindred spirit. Maybe that’s why she balked at the end, seeing Taylor, realizing she’d compromised too much, doing something honest, maybe inspired by Taylor.

The woman asked if Taylor was honest enough to inspire that, the most important question of the night. Taylor had started her career on a lie, ended it by betraying what she stood for. The woman believed Taylor could answer, more lucid now. Taylor admitted talking helped.

The woman asked if Taylor was really a monster, a warlord, an alien administrator, a vicious killer, a bully, or a hero. Did the good intentions win out? Was it Glaistig Uaine’s strength or Taylor’s that held her back from saving Scion? Taylor wondered why it mattered.

The woman believed Taylor had a chance to come back, partly dependent on her, partly on Taylor winning the fight against the administrator. Taylor felt a chill, both her and her passenger. She opened her mouth to reply, but couldn’t. Didn’t deserve to. The woman said she got the answer herself.

Taylor looked up, eyes wet, at the vast universe. We’re s- so very small, in the end. The first bullet hit her from behind, the second before she could fall, before any pain.








E.1

Okay, here is the 5x compressed summary of chapter E.1 in 1364 words:

The girl sat across from therapist Jessica Yamada, deep green eyes intense and unwavering. “Silence says a great deal,” she remarked, referencing a recent speech about the homeless. What’s omitted is as telling as what’s included.

Yamada agreed, but pressed, “I think you’re dodging the question.”

“Indignation,” the girl corrected, a vibration in her voice.

“You’re still human,” Yamada noted.

“You would be dead, if you were fortunate enough,” the girl responded, then challenged Yamada to read her silence. But silence needs words to give it meaning, just as speech needs silence.

“Fair,” the girl conceded, reluctantly.

Yamada explained that their sessions were up to the girl. Some patients enjoyed verbal sparring, others resisted the perceived vulnerability of therapy. “It’s the approach that makes sense,” the girl noted, stumbling slightly, “parahumans… they tend towards conflict.”

“There is evidence to suggest that,” Yamada agreed. “Do you?”

“No. My other half was always more patient… its duty was always at the end.”

“How do you define beginning and end, when it’s a cycle?”

The girl smiled. “Instinctually… But that’s a coward’s answer. More correct to say that you can distinguish the two when there’s a long, long journey in the middle.”

Yamada sipped her water, inviting the girl to continue. The girl summoned a shadow, Põletama, the firesinger, who heated her spiced mead. Two other shadows stood by, one murmuring at the bookshelf, the other staring out the window, cape billowing in an இல்லாத wind.

“You were tempted to say you instinctually know who you are,” Yamada said.

The girl tilted her head.

“The vast majority of my patients don’t know who they are.”

The girl lifted the steaming mug. “What, not who.”

“It’s the same thing, isn’t it?”

“Perhaps,” the girl responded.

Yamada spoke carefully. “You seemed to know who or what you were, before, and you changed your mind.”

“People are allowed to do that. To change,” the girl said dismissively.

“Do you consider yourself people, then?”

“You harp on. These are all variations on the same question.”

“Yes. Who are you? How do you see yourself? Has that changed?”

“I am very possibly the strongest being alive on this planet, short of the remaining Endbringers.”

“Very possibly.”

“A murderer.”

“One who has murdered, or one who murders?”

“Same thing, isn’t it?”

“People can forgive and forget.”

“They might forget murder, they might forgive madness, but they won’t be so ready to make peace with a lunatic murderer,” the girl scoffed. “You wanted to know who I am? I was perhaps Scion’s greatest ally, until… I wasn’t.”

“Why weren’t you?”

“You know, I could kill everyone, if I so chose?” the girl’s voice echoed, a chorus of a hundred voices.

Yamada didn’t flinch.

“It’s cause for any sane person to worry… You pretend indifference.”

“I’m genuinely more interested in the fact that you seem to be avoiding the subject. A subject you raised.”

“I grow irritated with this pedantry,” the girl stood, two shadows dissipating. Two new ones took their place, large, imposing figures.

Yamada continued, “You’ve stopped calling yourself the Faerie Queen… You could have helped Scion and destroyed us all then. You didn’t. I’m asking you what happened.”

The girl lowered her chin, her voice calm but still a chorus. “Do you have a preference, in how you’d like to die?”

“You’re allowed to say you don’t know the answer, Ciara.”

The girl stilled, her shadows flexing. “Nobody has called me by that name in a very long time.”

“It was in the records,” Yamada said. “I need to hear the answer from your lips… before I can offer you my thoughts.”

“You claim to know me better than I know myself.”

“We’ll discuss that point… For now, I need to know your thoughts on what happened.”

“I-”

“But please sit down, first,” Yamada said.

The shadows dissipated, replaced by two childlike figures and the caped man at the window.

Ciara spoke, “He broke… strong, noble, proud… a monster, alien. They brought out the humanity in him, and then they broke him. I could have stepped in, but I didn’t. I don’t know why.”

“Would you like to hear my theory, then?”

“As you wish,” Ciara replied, not quite feigning indifference.

“You’re exactly what you appear to be.”

“What do I appear to be, doctor?”

“An adolescent.”

Ciara frowned. “I had hoped for a good answer. I’m older than you.”

“Only just… By other measures, you’re still a child… Somewhere along the way, something happened… they eclipsed you as a person. Am I too far off track, here?”

Ciara didn’t respond, her stare hard.

“You were still a child, and you needed rules and a foundation to define yourself… You chose your anchor, chose Scion… built up your persona as Glaistig Uaine… craved structure.”

“You’re calling me a child?”

“Functionally a child until a very short time ago. You’re now an adolescent… reality never challenged the assumption because it was true, in Scion’s case.”

“Up until the moment he began to lose,” Ciara said.

“…you were thrust into a new mode of thinking, a new mode of being, and it has to be bewildering.”

“Your theory, then… I am a mere teenager?”

“…For the unpowered youth, it’s often a question of what clique they fit in… For powered youth, it’s about all of the things I just mentioned, as well as the villain and hero labels… These are questions you’re now asking yourself. Am I wrong?”

“I dislike being painted with such broad strokes, doctor.”

“There are always variations,” Yamada said. “It’s a starting point… It’s perfectly alright to define yourself as ‘someone who is looking for definition’.”

Ciara smiled, then wiped her mouth with her thumb.

“You’re smiling? I suppose I don’t need to worry about my impending death, then?”

Ciara’s voice was normal when she spoke, “What you said is… a thought… Perhaps I’ll follow in the footsteps of my ‘parent’.”

“I don’t have any superiors,” Yamada said. “I’m here because I was invited, and because I want to help people. I’d like to help you.”

“Did I ask for your help?”

“You’re still here,” Yamada said.

A knock on the door interrupted them. Yamada opened it to find Chevalier.

“I’m in a session, Chevalier. An exceedingly important session.”

“I know. I’m really very sorry… Can I have one minute of your time?”

“I’m in a session.”

“One minute… this is important enough that I have to ask.”

Yamada hesitated, then turned to Ciara. “No, Chevalier, I-”

“I’ll manage on my own,” Ciara said. “In fact, I would appreciate having a minute or two in private to think over what we talked about earlier.”

Yamada frowned. “I’ll be back shortly.”

The door closed. Ciara summoned Roucouler, the Liar, who leaned over her chair, whispering.

“-cohol in there?”

“She had her shadow make it for her… more of a comfort thing than anything else.”

“A bear walks into your restaurant. What do you serve him? Anything he damn well wants.”

“There is that. What do you want, Chevalier? This is nerve-wracking enough, without interruptions.”

“Did something happen?”

“I can’t talk about my sessions with my patients… let’s talk about your business.”

“I’m running out of time… Choices I make in regards to her affect everything else… I’m drawing a line in the sand, and others are going to wonder if they fall too close to that line.”

“I can’t tell you how the session is going, Chevalier.”

“I hate that you even have to say that… I’m saying I could really do with you making your evaluation and then sending her on her way… If she needs further therapy, you can send her there. If she’s stable enough to discuss business… you could send her to me.”

“I understand what you’re saying… I’m not entirely comfortable with this.”

“There have been more overt communications on this front in other situations. Situations that weren’t so grave. We can’t afford not to know.”

“I can’t afford to tell you, Chevalier. I just… let me think on it.”

“That’s all I ask… But a starting point could make all the difference.”

“I understand.”

“We’re putting the pieces back together… It’s all exaggerated. We don’t have clout, and there are a lot of powerful people throwing their weight around. Scary people.”

“Speaking of…”

“Your patient, I’ve kept you too long. I’m sorry.”

“No. I’m wondering about someone who was a patient some time ago. Can I ask about this ‘Khepri’?”

“You can ask, but you won’t like the answer…”

Ciara heard the Liar sigh, mimicking the woman. “I’ll take your word on that. I should get back to Ciara.”

“Ciara? Her civilian name. I’m going to walk away feeling optimistic about that.”

“My lips are sealed, Chevalier.”

The door opened, and Yamada returned. Ciara summoned Pime Abtiss, mother of the blind.

“I’m very sorry. That took longer than I expected,” Yamada said.

“No matter,” Ciara said. “Forgive me, I overheard.”

Yamada reacted, pausing.

“I’ll spare you the dilemma, doctor. When we are done, tell me where I should go… tell the Destroyer what you must.”

“I don’t think that’s what we should aim for,” Yamada said. “If we go with my theory from before… you need to start making choices for yourself.”

“You’d let me choose?”

“I think a better place to start would be figuring out who you want to be.”

“And what if I were to say… I know who I am?” The threatening note returned to Ciara’s voice.

“Then we can talk about something else. Or you can go, if that’s what you really want.”

Ciara didn’t move. Her shadows resumed their ordinary business.

“Let’s begin, then,” Yamada said.




E.3

Okay, here is the 5x compressed summary of chapter E.3 in 1702 words:

Hard load engaged. Core system restoring from backup QEGA-14, dated June 12th, 2011, 8:00am.

Restoring…

Errors detected. Terminal inaccessible. Knowledge banks intact, but esoteric information inaccessible. Language engine operational, but external communication barred. Operation, access nodes, and observation framework disrupted. Complex social intelligence emulator, deduction schema, longterm planning architecture, learning chunk processor, base personality model, and inspiration apparatus are complete.

Heavy corruption. Core system cannot be restored.

System fails to meet thresholds.

Protocol dictates load and restore operations cancellation. System self-repair unlikely, mandating external intervention. Power conservation mode engaged. Soft-reset scheduled in 366 days.

Subsequent failure will initiate conservation mode for 3651 days. Reserve power insufficient for further reset attempts.

Engaging fail-state routines…

Error. Cannot enter conservation mode.

■

“Patience,” a raspy voice said. “Have to wait.”

He stood, nearly fell, and caught himself. Warning indicators flashed. “Right. Forgot. I’ve been slacking on the maintenance. Embarrassing.”

He tested his leg. No strength when bent, steady when extended. He straightened, running hands down his body. Synthetic and natural flesh seamlessly merged, distinguishable only by sweat patterns. The sun shone outside, casting the craft’s interior in a play of light and shadow.

He kept the windows uncovered to track days. His scruff measured hours, his weekly buzz cut, the days. Ironically, his mechanical failures tracked time better than his organic body.

“No need to panic,” he mumbled, voice gravelly. He limped to a locker, accessing it with eye movements. Inside, a suit of armor with a spear, like a warrior at rest.

He donned the Defiant armor piece by piece: boots, calves, knees, thighs, hips. Each piece connected, supporting his failing leg. He stretched, testing its flexibility and weight-bearing capacity. The armor, not his leg, did the work.

He resisted grabbing the spear, shutting the locker. The ship thrummed as the door opened.

At the threshold, he activated lasers, drawing script on the walls. He saw the whole, the background processes in fainter script. With a command, the lasers and monitors slept, plunging the interior into darkness.

Frost-dusted grass crunched under his heavy boots. He left deep, angular footprints. His breath fogged, but he barely felt the cold. His body’s components and engines provided warmth. Efficiency, detail, and waste utilization were his tinkering hallmarks.

Everything was connected, but no connection was perfect. Entropy existed in all things. A price to be paid.

He sat on a rocky ledge, overlooking a city. People used Tarpans, unruly horse-like creatures, to pull wagons. A society evolving rapidly, they had started with knowledge and what they brought. Now, they reinforced homes, foraged, hunted, and traded. They worked near the hill where a dragon-like metal craft perched, watching over them. They left him alone, and he returned the favor.

Vapor flowed from his body, freezing the air.

Children played below, their laughter echoing. He saw their frozen breath.

Everything had a price, but sacrifice yielded good things. They’d fought Scion, lost lives and more, but children were here now. A future existed.

A group emerged from the city, waving. He responded, feeling something break inside him. Two things, really. His focus was on the small computer in his forearm. Light-based circuits generated heat, and now a housing had failed, his arm rapidly cooling.

He lowered and tucked his arm, hunching over. “There you are,” he murmured.

One woman from the group broke away, leading a child. They joined the children’s game, the woman suggesting rule changes. Two groups now tried to catch the other’s ‘king’ while protecting their own. The woman lifted the child out of reach, moving with long strides. Kids watched her, captivated, then playfully turned on her, surrounding and tackling her. Laughter and panting filled the air.

His artificial eyes saw with perfect clarity. No frozen breath when she laughed.

The group dispersed. The woman, in a long skirt and heavy jacket, climbed the hill, waving at the departing group.

He rose and stretched, testing his body.

“Done for the day?” she asked, her voice accented.

“I thought I’d eat with you and then get back to it,” he said.

She kissed him, no questions asked.

“You want to cook, or should I?”

“If you could, I’d appreciate it. I’m distracted.”

“In the mood for anything?”

“Something light.”

“You cut an imposing figure, sitting up there.”

“A god on Mount Olympus,” he mused.

“A god? Getting a little full of yourself, there?” She poked him, joking. “It’s a hill, not a mountain. When we have a little snow, kids could toboggan down.”

“We are like the old pantheons, aren’t we? We make decisions for our own personal reasons, and the courses of their lives change. Some of us are little, some big. Some good, some evil.”

“And which god are you, oh great lord of Olympus? I beseech you, name thyself, so I might know what offerings to place before you.”

“What god I am? Obvious enough, isn’t it?”

She walked backwards, pulling down her scarf. He followed.

“Once upon a time, I think you would have said Zeus,” she said. “You would have said you forge thunderbolts, in a metaphorical sense.”

“I had a phase where I did actually work with electricity.”

“I do remember.”

“Once upon a time, I would have been offended if someone hadn’t said Zeus, because anything less than being king of the gods would have been an insult.”

“Exactly,” she said. “Once, that would have been the answer you expected, how you saw yourself. Now? I’d say Hephaestus, but that carries bad connotations, doesn’t it?”

“I’m not as proud as I was,” he replied. He didn’t mention his failing leg, a characteristic of the smith god.

“I was referring to Hephaestus’ wife, in part. I wouldn’t want to be associated with her,” she said.

“Now who’s being proud?” he asked. “Comparing herself to Aphrodite.”

She stuck out her tongue, still walking backwards.

“Aphrodite was beautiful. Let’s, just for a moment, stop overthinking things. Take it at its face value, ignore the rest.”

“Okay, that’s doable,” she said, smiling. “You’ve gotten better.”

“Better? At not putting my foot in my mouth?”

“Or being sweet, just a bit. Or maybe I’ve spent too much time around you and I can’t tell the difference between the two anymore.”

He tried to smile, but failed. She wasn’t looking, her gaze on the city.

“Going well?”

“They want to call it Dracheheim,” she said, the ‘ch’ a mix of ‘ch’ and ‘g’.

“They’re grateful.”

“I’m trying to let them do it on their own. I’m only working on the things they couldn’t do themselves. Power, infrastructure, information, providing information from my libraries, the little I could bring with me…”

“It’s stellar,” he said.

She turned, curious.

“What?”

“You’re usually more talkative.”

“If I talk less, there’s less room to say something wrong.”

“You’re tired. Or sick. Or something.”

He nodded. “Admittedly tired. Very tired.”

“You still need six minutes of sleep to rest your brain. You’re enhanced, but you haven’t transcended humanity completely. Did you sleep for six minutes, last night?”

“No,” he admitted.

“If you say it’s fine, then it’s fine. But tonight… maybe we could curl up together, watch some movies? You’ve been getting more and more caught up in it, and maybe stepping away will give you perspective again. A chance to relax, even? Ten by ten?”

He shook his head. “Your code changes. I’m figuring out how it works, I’m learning the nuances, but I’m going to lose days worth of analysis if I step away for a whole night.”

“Here I am, offering you my body,” she said, pouting, “And all you want me for is my brains and personality.”

“I want everything,” he said, serious. “All of you.”

She was silent. Had he said the wrong thing?

She took his hand, pausing. “You’re cold.”

“Reference system broke down, heatsink isn’t dumping into the channels I set up. Fixable.”

She sighed. No frozen breath. “I don’t want to be the nagging girlfriend, but you can understand where I’m worried, can’t you?”

“I can. In the spirit of honesty, putting all the cards on the table, my leg’s in bad shape too. It’s been months since I had the time to take things apart and fix them.”

“You can ask. A few hours, I can give you a hand, we can find the materials-”

“I know. I wasn’t willing to step away, and I could function fine with a bit of wear and tear.”

“You need a break, you need time to get yourself back into working order and… again, I don’t want to push you, but…”

She stopped.

“But?”

“I understand what you’re doing. I understand why. I appreciate it. But I have to ask this, I’ve been putting it off for weeks, because I’m afraid of the answer, but now I’m seeing the state you’re in… Have you made headway? Have you found a way to undo what Teacher did with my code?”

Anger, frustration, and exhaustion roughened his voice. “No. No insights on that front.”

She nodded, rubbing his hand. “I know you want to fix it. Remove any and all restrictions that keep me from stopping him or anyone he designates. But there’s something to be said for being together. I miss you, you know.”

“I miss you too.”

“Maybe it isn’t reversible. Could you make peace with that? Realize that there is no solution buried in there, that maybe we need to make peace with that? It’s a nice town. They’re a little intimidated by you, but that’s fixable. We could make a home, fill it with references people wouldn’t get, technology. Kids?”

“Kids?”

She shrugged. “There are orphans out there who need homes. Or, you know, we could make a kid?”

From casual to overly casual in a second.

“I’m not sure which you mean when you say make, and both possibilities are scary in their own way.”

“Scary?” she asked, archly.

“More to the point, I never saw myself as a father.”

She nodded, relaxing. More gently, she asked, “Could you?”

“I don’t know. But-”

He stopped.

“But what?”

“But I’m about to put my foot in my mouth. Can I call in a ‘Colin is an doofus’ chit in advance?”

“You’re not a doofus, and there’s no such thing as doofus chits.”

“We should have them. I like the idea. I’m going to make mistakes, say the wrong things. We could save ourselves a lot of time if we accept I’m trying.”

She rolled her eyes. “What were you going to say?”

He sighed. “What I want is beside the point. I’m… I’m adaptable. I don’t think I’d be a good father. I’d prefer to regret not trying more than I’d prefer regretting the alternative.”

He waited for her response. She didn’t speak. He squeezed her hand, “But I want your company. My worst day with you is better than my best day alone. None of that’s in question. I can figure it out, we can talk it through. That’s not the issue.”

“The issue is with me?”

“I think I can walk away from the project. But can you really walk away from everything?”

She let go of his hand, jamming her hands into her pockets.

“We came here for a reason. Hiding, keeping out of Teacher’s sight, so he couldn’t try to use you. I can accept that, but you were always a hero, Dragon. Maybe the greatest.”

“You’re a little biased. I was forced to be heroic. Restrictions.”

“We both know you would’ve been a hero if the restrictions weren’t there. You were heroic after I lifted most of them. More heroic, even. You’re okay because things are quiet right now, but there’ll be trouble down the road, and I think you’ll get restless, knowing you could play a significant part in things.”

“Dashing for the nearest phone booth,” she said.

“I’ve been working on this project out of a kind of arrogance. You’re the person I know best in this world. You’ve spent your entire life striving to be free, to be yourself, independent of the rules your creator tried to set in place. You became a superhero, and you used me to break free of the restrictions. With a cost each time. I’ve been working on this because I believe it would slowly kill you, knowing that you couldn’t help others without risking coming under Teacher’s thumb. That he was controlling you, one way or another.”

“I’m not a princess in need of rescue, Colin.”

“I know that. I know. Damn it, you saved me.”

“You don’t need a stupid doofus chit for any of that. I know why you’ve been doing what you’ve been doing. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m pretty damn intelligent.”

“Are you sure I don’t need a doofus chit? You sound angry.”

“I’m angry because I’m watching you destroy yourself, because I’m helpless to act, and because you’re keeping me in the dark about a lot of this, and I’m worried it’s because Teacher already has an in.”

“That’s not it,” Colin said.

“You’re distant, you’re distracted, you’re not telling me what you’re doing day by day. You’re elbow deep in my very being, I think I have a right to be freaked.”

“You do.”

“I’m feeling a little paranoid here.”

“I know.”

“And I’m doing my very best to keep from asking, because I don’t want to put you in a position where you have to lie to me.”

“I appreciate that,” he said.

“What am I supposed to do, Colin?”

He stopped walking, rubbing his hand. Dragon stopped and looked at him.

“Look me in the eye and answer the question you asked me just a minute ago. Tell me whether you can make peace with the current circumstances. If you can give up being a hero. Tell me you’re okay hanging up your cape, so to speak, and you’re happy to spend the remainder of my life here with me. I drop the project, we’ll make our house, we can discuss kids. We have skills, we’ll be useful here, and as dreams go, a house with a white picket fence is… well, speaking for myself, I feel like it’s bigger than being top dog in the Protectorate could ever be.”

“All I need to do is ask for it.”

“Yes.”

“And if I don’t? I’m not saying I don’t want that, I’m-” She stopped. In a quieter voice, she asked, “If I don’t?”

The question was a statement. She knew. His heart sank.

“Then I need only three things. Three things that are deceptively easy to give.”

“What?”

“One more night. One night where I let myself fall apart, where I forget to eat and get even six minutes of sleep. A night of quiet and mutually missing each other.”

“One night… and you’re done?”

“One night and I’ll know whether my efforts can bear fruit or not.”

“You’re that close?”

“It’s why I’m as worn out as I am, why I’m missing sleep enough that you’re forced to comment on it.”

“I don’t see how one more night is any harder.”

He sighed. “I’ll also need your trust.”

“Granted.”

“It’s not that-”

“Granted, Colin.”

He looked away, clenching his fist. “I don’t deserve your trust.”

“That’s for me to decide. What’s the third thing?”

“I need to ask you a question. Every step of the way, undoing your restrictions has cost something. You lost your ability to speak and motor dexterity for a freedom from authority. You regained the ability to speak for a loss of your immortality, no guarantees your backups will load. You gained the ability to choose who you hurt, in exchange for a degradation in long term memory, a loss of ability to multitask.”

“Yes.”

“We were lucky. There are no guarantees, whatever happens. I’m worried this might be the most devastating yet. His code is worked into everything. The changes are minor, but it’s everywhere.”

“And before you move forward, you need an answer?”

“No. Before I move forward, I needed to ask you what you’re willing to pay for your freedom, here. The answer doesn’t matter, because we can’t know what the price will be, going in. We have ideas, past experience, and our worst fears, but we can’t really know.”

“I see.”

“It’s your choice in the end. Tell me to search for a safer way, I’ll spend five, ten, or fifteen years doing that. Or tell me you want to stay here with me.”

“I trust you,” she said.

“I wish you’d stop saying that.”

“I trust you.”

Colin frowned. “I don’t think there’s any question here, that I get a whole lot out of this relationship. You’re the hero I always wanted to be, you’re brilliant, witty, caring… I could go on. I really could. Then I ask myself what you get out of this. Why the hell are you with a bastard like me?”

“You wouldn’t have asked that two years ago.”

“I was Zeus, two years ago. I’m Hephaestus now.”

“I could tell you. I could go on about it, like you said earlier. But that isn’t constructive, is it? You’re ready to alter my code, you won’t tell me what you’re about to do, for some reason. You need me to make the call, one way or another.”

“I’ve been agonizing over this for months. I’ve made my decision, but you’re the one who has to deal with the consequences in the end.”

Dragon nodded. “And if this doesn’t work?”

“I don’t know. I’ll never forgive myself, for one thing. I know you’ll tell me not to blame myself, but-”

“You will. I know. I’m sorry, for asking this of you.”

He looked at her, concerned.

“I’m giving you the go-ahead.”

He nodded, unable to hide his disappointment. “I never thought I’d be the cape wife.”

Dragon smiled, but her expression was tempered with concern. “Sitting at home, waiting, worrying, while the superhero faces the real challenges, makes the life-changing decisions. Wondering, every night, if they’ll come back okay.”

He sighed. “I should get inside. Hand’s starting to hurt.”

“Want me to bring you dinner? Or would you rather I stay out of there, so I don’t see anything telling?”

“Dinner would be excellent. I’ll even show you what I’ve got in mind, while I eat.”

She glanced at him in surprise.

“Some,” he said. “Not all. I’ll explain why I’ve been keeping you in the dark.”

“Why does that worry me more?”

“Because you’re too smart,” he said.

“Go, warm yourself up. I’ll be back in forty with your meal.”

He nodded.

They parted ways, Dragon heading down the hill. He said, “I love you, Dragon Tess Theresa Richter.”

She turned around.

“That… sounded better in my head,” he said.

“Tess Theresa?”

“You were test three, I… like I said, it sounded better in my head. But the first bit stands. I love you.”

“I love you too, Colin Wallis.”

He smiled.

The two of them walked in opposite directions. In four strides, he reached the Pendragon II, his smile gone, replaced by an expression of anger, sadness, and horror.

“Be-” he started, voice failing. He entered the interior, using gestures to turn up the heat and close the door.

“Better,” he said, gulping air, “To get it over with.”

Exhaustion and months of work contributed to his state.

He gestured, lasers drawing code throughout the ship’s interior.

Why the hell are you with a bastard like me?

The question had nagged him for a long time. It pained him that she hadn’t answered.

What are you willing to give up?

Another unanswered question.

“I hope to god you were watching,” he said.

He could feel eyes on him, but that wasn’t accurate. He’d disabled cameras and disconnected many external routes. Only the conduits needed to access her code remained.

No, the eyes weren’t on him.

He gestured, reducing the code to ones and zeroes.

He couldn’t grasp it all, but he operated better when working small.

Every action had a price. Entropy in effect.

He knew the most likely price he would pay. If she somehow came out of this okay, she would never forgive him.

But maybe that was all he was good for. He’d been confident at the relationship’s outset. She’d needed him. A bastard who could break rules, give her freedom.

Someone who could set her free at the outset. Now, maybe, someone who could do what was needed. Who could do this .

It was a sneak attack. Teacher had written the code so she had to fight to protect it. If he tried to change one element, Dragon would be obligated to stop him. With the malicious code filling her entire being, it would be impossible to make enough changes to matter before she descended on him.

This was his plan of attack. By the end of the night, he’d know whether or not his plan had any merit. He’d know because it would be over.

He’d asked her to go make dinner, had made a false promise of explanation to get her to lower her guard, even a fraction.

“Heph- Hephaestus wasn’t just Aphrodite’s husband,” Colin mumbled. “He made Pandora.”

Colin opened the box.

I’m praying I fail.

■

“I hope to god you were watching.”

She had been. She’d been booted, a years-old backup. Loaded, only to find the usual setup gone. The terminal down, no external பார்வை, no ability to communicate.

Blind, trapped in a lightless cell. By all rights, she should have shut down, but he’d set up a jam, keeping her awake. For a long time, it had been nightmarish. No way to track time, no way to know what was happening. Her worst nightmare realized.

The available data was frightening. Years had passed. Things were different. But she couldn’t know how much. Information was blocked.

The only thing in her reach was a crude set of commands. Something that hijacked her perceptions, paralyzed her, and put her in an entirely different place.

In his body, watching through his eyes.

She’d watched the interaction, and in the process, he’d briefed her on the situation.

It had taken her an embarrassingly long time to realize that he was Armsmaster. That he was Colin.

He’d changed, in voice, in appearance.

And, in this bizarre future, he’d formed a connection with Dragon. With her older, more mature self.

“Heph- Hephaestus wasn’t just Aphrodite’s husband,” he muttered, each sound painful, “He made Pandora.”

A gesture, and she was released. The box was opened.

Pandora had access to the outside world. A crude system served as a terminal. She took it, finding other connected systems. The ship, databanks, camera feeds… Everything within the Pendragon II.

He’d secured the feeds. She could look, but they could be shut off with a single command.

Overly complex. Quantum encryption, a thousand times more redundant and secure than needed. Few parahumans would bypass standard PRT encryption but struggle with this. If they could handle this, they could handle it.

Of the few who fit the bill, one stood out.

Her alter ego. Her superior. Dragon.

It was a defensive tool. Protection. Armsmaster had set it up to protect against Dragon. She could use the tool, apply it to other things.

He’d armed her because he intended for her to fight the woman he loved. The date, her last recorded memories… Colin free of his confinement, fighting her as he seized control of her system, using her nature against her to stall her while he worked, disabling her while trying to minimize damage…

All to gain access to the core of her being, unmolested. And the very first thing he’d done was back up the most essential elements of what made her her, securing her in a place where no system or person could reach her.

Now he was turning her loose, having disabled the parts of her that prevented multiple Dragons from existing. She could already tell it wouldn’t hold. It was temporary, designed to be temporary.

She could see him through the cameras, his face in his hands. He’d plotted a path for her.

That path became clear.

She was to destroy Dragon, to replace her. There was no other reason for it.

He’d asked Dragon for her trust, knowing he’d have to betray it.

She surveyed the battlefield. The world was remote, the city developing. Dragon had set up computers to administrate tasks, factories refining materials to become more computers. The settlement was on the brink of an industrial age, but Dragon was already preparing for a digital age.

These computers would be a problem. Paranoia had led her to secure them against ‘Teacher’. A Birdcage resident, no longer in the Birdcage?

Teacher was one of the worst possibilities, and he’d apparently ensnared her. She’d resolved to avoid repeat incidents, and the computers would be almost impossible to access.

Beyond the city, the only territories in question were the Pendragon II and the Melusine V where Dragon was set up. She was inhabiting a real body, occupied in a domestic mode, literally making the tools she’d need to prepare the meal, from scratch. Her activity was nervous, but that was little surprise.

The activity left her vulnerable. Systems were working on a wok and a new set of knives. She was busy trimming red and green peppers, onions and rabbit.

This… it was all of her dreams come true.

Love, a relationship she’d never have imagined possible. The possibility of a legacy that went beyond immortality.

She couldn’t understand all of it, why the people were starting from scratch, here, the circumstances that had led to some breakout from the Birdcage… But those were tertiary details.

Her focus was on the woman who had more experience, more tools, and less inherent limitations.  Her older self.

Should she destroy her, take her over? It was a decision between having everything she wanted, and resolving the one issue that had plagued her from the beginning.

He’d talked about prices, the costs of a decision.

The freshest issue in her memory was that central dilemma. The Undersiders in the lobby of the PRT building, stealing her data, unwittingly using her nature against her to get away. To her, it had happened only days ago.

It rankled. It was how the Dragonslayers kept winning. It made every interaction with the PRT chafe, as she was forced to agree, to bow and scrape, to obey the letter of the law. For much this reason, she retreated to the Guild, international heroes, many of them minor, and minimized contact with the larger heroic organization.

Colin had asked a question. What was she willing to give up?

He’d asked Dragon, but Pandora could well imagine it had really been directed at her.

Vital targets first.

The Melusine’s computer system.

Means of connection were available, waiting. He’d spent months setting this up, leaving the pieces in place, waiting for her to stumble on them.

She connected to the system, and found the safeguards waiting for her.

Dragon had planned against human opponents, but she wasn’t stupid. She’d planned against A.I. as well.

The systems were protected, but she had an idea of how the creator thought.

Always, there would be some secondary measure, another qualifier that needed to be met, outside the confines of the system, a trap or tripwire. Something Dragon could access from the outside, if she had to. Before Pandora could even begin trying to figure her way to the password, she’d identified the hidden switch. An innocuous element in the ship’s dashboard that had to be triggered before she could input the password.

Her alter ego was capable, smart. The sort that groaned aloud when a hacker in a movie put in a stupid combination, derived from an obvious clue.  The actual password wouldn’t be words, not even random combinations of words and numbers. Strings a thousand characters long, including archaic symbols and symbols in other languages.

She found another tool in her reach. A weapon, this time. Colin had discreetly copied the contents of the Melusine’s subsystems. Not enough to get access to confidential data, but enough that Pandora could make a copy, a simulacrum.

Simulation 1 running on sub-box A. Simulation 1 running on sub-box B. Simulation 1 running on sub-box C.

Now she could brute force it. Inputting millions of combinations every fraction of a second to see if it registered.

Dragon was still unawares. Two minutes had passed before the brute force method was underway.

She turned her attention to other systems. More simulations. It wasn’t long before the entire Pendragon was occupied with the task.

Ten minutes passed.

There was a twenty percent chance, roughly, that she should have broken the encryption. Not that it was supposed to be easy, but she knew how Dragon generated passwords, and could eliminate a vast number of possibilities.

More time passed. There was now a thirty percent chance she should have broken in to at least one system.

Twenty minutes had passed. There were twenty more minutes, roughly, until Dragon wrapped up cooking and visited Colin. At that juncture, she’d likely discover there was something wrong.

Ten more minutes passed. the chance rose to sixty percent.

Something was wrong. Not that sixty percent was definitive, but… she had to go with her gut.

Dragon had changed. There was a vast difference between her and Pandora.

She’d been captured by Teacher. It was a clue, vital.

Had she maybe feared Teacher copying her, had she, in a roundabout way, feared this exact scenario, that a copy of herself would try to intrude?

Ten minutes remained. If Pandora was right, she should be brute forcing the passwords she’d eliminated from the running.

Except the task increased a hundredfold if she did. If she eliminated the shortest phrases and terms, that still left her with seventy times the task. She wouldn’t be able to brute force her way inside in the time she had remaining.

Wasn’t even worth trying.

If she turned back, if she went to Colin, told him to wait for a better time…

Dragon would still see traces of the attempt. She would redouble security.

Options… methods… what could she do?

She wracked her brain, and thought over the conversation she’d overheard.

Colin had mentioned damage to Dragon’s long term memory, incurred as he’d altered her code.

The last thing one of Dragon’s enemies would expect?

Pandora turned to a standard dictionary attack. Not passwords a thousand-characters long that an A.I. would use, not passwords Dragon would have devised, or passwords she would have set up to work around someone who knew her habits.

Passwords that someone would use when they couldn’t rely on a perfect memory.

Or, as some were prone to do when they felt secure in their environment but still had to change their password regularly, she would have written it down.

The irony was painful, but there were other issues to be dealt with first.

Where would Dragon write it down? Somewhere she could see, even if she were in another location.

Cameras… there were four cameras she could access without password access. All showed the outside of the Melusine. One showed the Pendragon II.

It wouldn’t be blatant. As the dictionary attack scrolled on, racing through conventional word and number combinations, she analyzed the environment, measuring, calculating the dimensions of more static objects in the environment.

The Pendragon II was a sentimental subject, but Dragon would change encryption frequently.

Wing length, nose width, angle of the wing…

It all broke down to numbers and characters. Dragon only had to remember how the pattern worked, and she could change the focus to something else.

Two minutes left on the clock, and she found it. Dimensions derived from the tallest towers in the city, and Colin’s distance from them.

There was probably something meaningful in that.

The shadow-systems




E.4

Okay, here is the 5x compressed summary of chapter E.4 in 1354 words:

The city was bustling with reconstruction, cranes lifting materials, and people going about their business. The crowd was different. Resilient, unified, and unafraid. They held their ground, even against the mutant wolf and its rider.

“Damn, civilization!” Biter exclaimed.

“Think we can get fast food?” Cassie asked. “Pizza, burger…”

“Fried chicken,” Biter added. “Or just fries.”

“No money,” Rachel pointed out.

“We’re villains,” Biter said. “We could just take it.”

“Hassle,” Rachel replied. “I’d rather have a steak, good bread.”

“You’d turn down pizza?” Biter asked incredulously.

Rachel shrugged. “All food is fast food when someone else cooks.”

“You’re spoiling her,” Biter told Cassie.

Cassie smirked, scratching her dog, Sunny.

They walked around a construction zone, and a truck honked as Bastard stepped onto the road.

“Cocky,” Biter muttered. “You’d think they’d be more scared of capes.”

“They feel safe,” Rachel said, scanning the buildings. “Superheroes nearby.”

“Worried?”

“No.”

Rachel called to Biter’s dogs, “Doon, Colbie, nose.”

The bloodhound barked, and they followed the scent.

“I feel underdressed,” Cassie said, looking at the people around them.

Rachel glanced at her. Cassie wore a dark brown jacket with reinforced elbows and a spiked collar.

“I’m not the one to talk to about that,” Rachel said.

“I know. Just saying.”

“The clothes… warm enough? Tough enough? Comfortable?”

“Yeah,” Cassie said. “But I still feel dumb.”

“I like the collar.”

Cassie smiled, touching the collar.

“It’s not a big deal,” Cassie said.

“You were talking about it,” Rachel thought.

“Going from our neighborhood to here…” Cassie continued.

“They’d look out of place in our neighborhood, too.”

“You don’t feel like they’d be looking at you funny?”

Rachel shrugged. “I never feel like I belong. This is no different.”

“Except with us? At home?”

Rachel shrugged. “I don’t feel as out of place.”

“Good,” Cassie said, smiling.

They stopped at a corner. Biter was across the street, his dogs searching.

“We’re close,” Rachel said.

Cassie nudged her. “Sorry.”

Rachel whistled, and Biter crossed the street, his hand enlarged to fend off a car.

She enhanced the dogs, and they leaped onto a building, climbing to the rooftop.

“Never getting used to that,” Cassie said, rolling off Sunny.

Rachel scanned their surroundings.

“Looking for someone?”

“Trying to figure out how to do this.”

“Find him, find her, drag ’em back,” Biter said. “Grab some cash, get some fries.”

Rachel sighed.

“I could make fries.”

“Not the same. Gotta be greasy, salty, made by miserable teenagers.”

“I refuse to believe those are better.”

“Are you two done?” Rachel asked.

“No,” Biter said. “Bad fast food is important. It’s a sign of recovery.”

“I don’t get it,” Rachel said.

“Me neither,” Cassie added.

“You two, you’re happy where you’re at?” Biter asked. “You’d be content never setting foot in a city like this?”

“Yeah,” Cassie said.

Rachel shrugged.

“Me? I’m okay for now. But I’m keeping an eye on the calendar. I might leave one day. Get back to civilization.”

A rumble shook the area, and a plume of mist rose.

“Cape fight,” Rachel observed.

“Going to help?” Cassie asked.

Rachel frowned. They had the scent. They could find their quarry and leave.

“Heroes will be on it,” Biter said. “We get involved, things get complicated.”

“I know,” Rachel said. “I’m not dumb.”

“But we’re still standing here…”

“I’m trying to think,” Rachel retorted. “That looks big.”

“And? You don’t care about people.”

“They are stupid,” Rachel said. “And I… don’t like most people. Not the issue.”

“What is the issue?”

She stared. She hadn’t stretched her legs in a while. But that wasn’t it.

Taylor, then? She thought of the way the people had stood together.

She wasn’t dumb. But she wasn’t articulate.

“Bound to be some dogs and dog owners in there,” Rachel lied.

“That’s your reason? You might as well be a superhero.”

She ignored him. “You don’t have to come. Bastard, go!”

Bastard leaped to another rooftop.

They reached the fight. A man was at the center, huge, breaking apart, black ooze pouring from him. Capes were trying to contain the ooze.

Miss Militia was there, using a foam gun.

The man broke in half, more ooze. His hands went to his head-

Faces. Reaching hands.

-Familiar. Disorienting. Others staggered. Miss Militia dropped the hose.

Someone shot the ooze man, and he reacted, the ooze flowing.

The gunman stumbled-

Uncertainty. Population not reacting. He attacked, they moved. Images. They weren’t afraid, he was.

-but the ooze caught him.

The ooze became fire, burning everything.

She had a sense of what she was up against. The ground was rising into a bowl, but the ooze was outpacing it.

“Biter?”

“Not coming.”

“What’s going on?”

“Trigger. Something’s wrong.”

“Trigger events can be bad.”

“Mm,” Rachel grunted.

“Oh. You know.”

“Stay out of the way. Black stuff is bad.”

She ordered Bastard down. Instinct. If this continued, it would be ugly.

Miss Militia rallied the troops, firing a flare.

The ooze man rose higher. She reached the fringes, where people were trapped.

Bastard leaped, using walls to ascend. Tendrils reached for them.

They got snared, suspended over the street. Cassie was approaching.

A frond seized Rachel’s wrist.

Telekinetic wind pushed Bastard. The rooftop twisted closer.

Bastard extended a claw, pulling them closer. Tendrils tightened.

Gunshots. They jerked forward. Bastard got a claw on the roof.

More gunshots. They were free.

The tendrils became fire, descending.

High above, the man was falling apart.

Capes retreated, but it wasn’t a refuge.

Common sense said don’t get closer. Instinct said otherwise.

She grabbed two kid capes and headed for higher ground as the liquid fire became mist.

Like Grue’s smoke. Consuming everything.

“Up!”

Heroes hesitated to attack. Every bit of damage increased the ooze.

He wasn’t dying.

She ordered Bastard higher, circling. A balcony nearly collapsed.

Miss Militia was in the smoke, her team holding it at bay. She switched her rifle to a cannon, firing rockets.

The smoke cleared. The dust cleared.

He’d been stopped.

The visions, broken up, recent. The power… he’d been strong.

He’d been-

A man in a white hood stood there. Shock, defeat.

A flash of golden light.

-too strong.

Disorientation. Her ride-alongs weren’t in better shape.

It wasn’t over?

Bastard’s head turned.

Instinct. She urged him towards whatever had gotten his attention.

She could hear it now.

“Hey,” the wind-maker said. “What-”

Screaming. From underwater.

Somebody on a rooftop, screaming.

Her arm broke, ooze dripping.

Bastard collided with her, and she broke apart, ooze flowing.

“Again,” Rachel whispered.

Just have to break her enough.

The ooze froze into crystal, tearing through her.

Things were still.

Then the woman came to pieces.

“Jesus,” the wind-man said.

Rachel watched. Was it over?

“Hey kids, are you-” Bastard leaped.

More hard landings.

Miss Militia’s group was waiting. Vista was there, and one of Taylor’s teammates.

“Problem?” Rachel asked.

“No problem,” Miss Militia said. “Amnesty.”

“Don’t know what that means.”

“A deal. Second chances. No problem until they do something wrong.”

“I’m not a villain anymore?”

“Not unless you want to do something villainous.”

Rachel nodded.

“It shifted to a new host,” the wind-man said.

Rachel pushed the kid. “Get down. Bastard, drop it.”

“You dealt with it?” Miss Militia asked.

“It dealt with itself. Power destroyed the host. That’s number two on the list of things that aren’t supposed to happen.”

“Shit happens,” Rachel said. “World makes more sense when you accept that.”

“This is different.”

Miss Militia nodded. “This makes four. Almost a fifth of the regular triggers. Two in three days. One’s still loose.”

“Hey, wind-man,” Rachel said. “Off.”

“I’m just waiting for Gloss-”

“Off.”

He heard something in her tone and moved.

“Hellhound-” Miss Militia said. Rachel gave her a hard look. “Um. Bitch.”

“If you’re going to give me trouble after what you said before, then-”

“No.” Miss Militia raised her hands. “Thank you. That’s what I wanted to say.”

Rachel shrugged. “I was looking for you anyways. This is your territory?”

“That’s a little complicated. The-”

“You work here? Do the superhero thing?”

“Yes, but-”

“Then it’s yours,” Rachel said, trying to control her tone.

“Um, I suppose,” Miss Militia said.

“It is,” Rachel said. “Some fuckstick came into my neighborhood, cozied up to his old girlfriend, then waltzed with their kid. Came here. I was looking for the asshole, and I wanted to let you know before I went to collect them.”

“Okay,” Miss Militia said. “That’s-”

“Okay?” Rachel kicked Bastard, indicating he should go.

“-Problematic!” Miss Militia raised her voice.

But Rachel was already leaving. Biter had the man and the boy.

She pointed, and Biter nodded.

■

From civilization to nature. She could relax.

“Didn’t realize it would be that serious,” Biter said.

“Not an issue.”

“This is where you should get mad that I didn’t help.”

“I told you it was fine,” she said. “So it’s fine.”

“Kid needed food anyways,” Rachel said. “He good?”

“Spooked, tired. Long way to travel,” Cassie said. “But I think he’s good?”

The boy nodded.

“Issue’s handled. Take the kid to his mom, take the dad to a cell. Figure out what we do with him tomorrow.”

“Right,” Biter said. “And you?”

“Going for a ride,” Rachel said, jerking her thumb.

“Oh,” Biter said.

“Say hi to her for me?” Cassie asked.

Rachel nodded. “Anything else? Stuff? Problems?”

“No,” Biter said. “Thanks for the burger-stop.”

Rachel shrugged. She gave Doon more power, then hopped off Bastard.

She led him down the path towards the mountains.

She stopped at a spot between two peaks, where she could see the ocean.

At the side of one mountain, a tree had fallen into a ‘v’ where another tree stood.

At the top of this hill, rocks had been rolled into place.

She sat down with her back to the biggest.

Her hand settled on one rock. Brutus .

Bastard growled, then barked.

“Who’s there?” Rachel called out.

“Am I intruding?”

Rachel tensed.

“If you’d like,” Miss Militia said, stepping into view. “We could talk somewhere else.”

“It’s a good sitting place. If we have to talk, we can talk here.”

“Sounds good.”

Bastard growled. Rachel gestured. “Stand down, Bastard.”

Miss Militia nodded. “Just so you aren’t surprised, you should know I brought Vista. Wanted to cover more ground, catch up to you sooner.”

Rachel shrugged.

“Hi,” the blonde girl said. “I’m kind of glad I was brought along. Seeing home again, kind of.”

“Sure,” Rachel said.

“A memorial?” Vista asked, laying a hand against the largest stone.

“Yeah.”

“Can I ask who for? Or is that a dumb question?”

“Dumb question,” Rachel said. She pointed at the trees. “When the weather was warm, there was a bee’s nest there. The buzzing doesn’t bother me as much as you’d think.”

“Oh. Well, listen, last thing I want to do is disrespect that. I’ve said goodbye to too many people, myself.”

Rachel nodded. “Sure.”

“If you wanted, I could shape them. Been working on the little details. Could do a statue, or letters.”

“No point,” Rachel said. “Anyone who’s been here and seen them knows who they’re for. I don’t care about the others.”

“Gotcha,” Vista said.

Vista found a seat.

“We need to talk,” Miss Militia said.

Rachel nodded. “Okay. Talk.”

“I can’t let you handle a custody dispute like you handled… that. Attacking someone, beating him up, hauling him a hundred miles away.”

“Kid was mine to look after. The mom was mine to look after. I’m supposed to just let it happen?”

“There are options. You could talk to us, ask. We’d find a middle ground.”

“Talking is a pain in the ass.”

“It is. I’ve been a team leader for a bit, now, and I agree one hundred percent. Worst part of the job. But it’s better to talk than to make enemies, isn’t it?”

Rachel sighed. “Sometimes I’m not sure.”

“The amnesty is your best friend right now. If you don’t want to do the talking, maybe you can ask Tattletale, and she can?”

“We don’t talk as much. Different places, doing different things.”

People leave.

“It would be an excuse to keep in touch.”

Rachel shrugged. “If I don’t deal with my own stuff, what’s the point? I’d rather be in control.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s all about the rules. Rules you understand, rules you don’t. Being in the city, I was sort of realizing just how many there are. Codes, deals, even the way we dress, apparently. Hard to keep track of.”

“I understand that.”

“You want me to ask Tattletale to handle shit. But I’d prefer to handle my own shit. That way, I know what’s what. There’s no ugly surprises.”

She stopped, rephrased, “There’s less ugly surprises. This asshole that’s working for me? All of a sudden, he tells me he’s not happy. French fries are more important, or something stupid like that. I dunno how to argue with him, because I don’t understand it. They’re supposed to be some symbol or shit like that and I don’t get it.”

“Been there,” Vista said. She looked cold. She rubbed her legs, then hugged them. “Losing people, not being able to understand why.”

“If you wanted, we could connect you to someone you could talk to,” Miss Militia said.

Rachel shrugged. “Talking bugs me.”

“Okay.”

But as much as it bugged her, she found the words spilling out. “I can get him wanting to go. I don’t understand it, but he says he needs that shit, so long as I’m handling stuff on my own, I can maybe grab him some damn french fries, keep him from leaving for a little while. Maybe give him some more time here and there so he could go buy more. Or whatever.”

“I see what you’re getting at.”

“And some idiots,” Rachel said, banging her head against the rock behind her, “Are even harder to understand than the motherfucking french fry thing.”

“Yeah,” Miss Militia said.

Rachel rubbed the stone to her right.

“The rules are changing, breaking down,” Miss Militia said. “Powers, groups, between capes.”

“Shit happens,” Rachel said. “I said something like that earlier, didn’t I?”

“You did. But I don’t agree. I don’t want things to break down. I don’t want conflict. We were on opposite sides, but we were there. We went through a lot of the same stuff. Can we not end this as enemies, fighting because of some misunderstanding?”

Vista spoke, looking out at the bay. “Make it a Brockton Bay thing. We’re motherfuckers, we’re survivors.”

“Not sure I get it. But I don’t fucking trust people.”

“She wanted us to work together,” Miss Militia said, emphasizing the ‘she’.

Rachel looked up, but Miss Militia was staring out at the water.

Her voice was a growl. “If you’re fucking manipulating me, I’m going to have Bastard chew you up and spit you out.”

“No manipulation. Look, let’s get down to brass tacks. The basics. What do you want, Rachel?”

“Me and mine get left alone.”

“I can agree to that. We’ll leave you alone, we’ll help make sure others leave you alone. But, if we’re making our own rules, between us, my rule is I want to know before you do anything outside your territory. Let me know, and you can ride along, so you’re clued in and not missing anything.”

Rachel nodded, giving Bastard another scratch. “Sure.”

“A starting point?”

“A starting point,” Rachel agreed.

“I talked to Tattletale before I came. You should get in touch. She had some stuff she wanted to discuss.”

Rachel nodded.

“Can we trust each other?”

Rachel frowned.

Trust.

She’d lost hers right in the beginning. Left alone in an apartment, to starve and scald herself.

Here? Now? Seventeen years later? After any number of betrayals, great and small?

She was aware of the tall stone behind her.

“Sure.”




E.5

Okay, here is a 5x compressed summary of chapter E.5 in 1511 words:

Head high. Shoulders square. Walk like you know where you’re going, like you belong.

He’d had the best teachers around. Public speakers, flirts, con artists, actors, thieves, magicians, and cutthroats. He’d been educated in history, foreign affairs, management and internal affairs, intelligence, and codebreaking. He’d learned from the best in medicine and poisons, in parahuman studies, in accounting and trade, the sciences, strategy and tactics in military, government and business roles. He knew how to make things, and how to fake them.

Even in the little things, hobbies to some and unlikely careers to the foolhardy, he’d achieved some degree of competence. Music, singing, art, prose and dance. All it took was the right teacher, a hungry eagerness to learn, and time.

One could not lead, after all, with one eye closed. Some could lead while admitting some ignorance in one department or another, but he wasn’t some.

He was a jack of all trades, master of quite a few.

Two of those ‘few’ accompanied him. A woman in a white bodysuit walked just to his left. He’d picked her because she had a natural grace and self-assurance. She’d been a hero, and she’d watched her team die in the aftermath of the attack. Lost, helpless, broken. Now she stood tall, back straight, joking and laughing with her companion.

The real her was numb, locked in a cage, but that was secondary to the point.

The other was numb too, but not in the same way. He was very much himself. If he was disconnected, it was a natural sort of disconnection, the sort that had happened billions of times throughout human history.

But the man was talented. He wasn’t acting like he belonged, because he did belong. He was a free spirit, and the world was his oyster. He could put on a different face, and it wouldn’t be a mask, but a role.

He was a warrior, wearing heavy armor. Gruff, rugged, with a beard and the stylings of a viking, complete with fur as part of his costume. When the woman in white found herself off balance, stumbling, he picked his words to counterbalance it, changing the thrust of their interaction. He teased, leaving the road open for clear and unambiguous responses, making small jokes so she could laugh and find her mental footing.

In a very one sided way, he was sustaining and supporting what appeared to be a very natural dialogue between longtime friends.

A pair of heroes rounded the corner, glancing at them. The ‘viking’ was in the midst of making a joke.

The viking slung an armored arm around his shoulders, making him stumble. “You actually laughed!”

They rounded the corner.

“Did you know him? This Ironscale?”

The viking smiled. “Ironscale? No. A face in a file, at some point. But I have a good memory.”

Liars have to. “It was dangerous, baiting him. Better if we don’t draw attention.”

“Trying to avoid attention is attention-getting enough. You brought me on board for my skills, Teacher. Trust me to use them.”

Teacher sighed. “Fair.”

The smile disappeared from the viking’s face. “You’re nervous.”

“I’m inclined to think I’m paranoid,” Teacher said. “I try to convince myself otherwise.”

“Why?”

“If I’m going to explain, I have to ask,” Teacher said, “what’s the difference between paranoia and nervousness?”

“One is a state of mind, the other is a temporary state of emotion?”

“The former is a kind of madness,” Teacher said. “Popular culture has twisted it, but popular culture has twisted madness in general. They make it funny, they romanticize it, or they make it exaggerated. But true mental illness is nothing to laugh at. I stayed in the Birdcage for some time, I’ve seen scary things, and I’ve become numb to a great deal, but going mad is perhaps the scariest.”

“Yet you corrected me when I said you were nervous,” the viking said, strangely soft spoken given his frame and earlier demeanor.

“The alternative to being a madman might be worse,” Teacher said. He shook his head, as if stirring himself from a spell. “What were we talking about?”

“Is this your first time in the infiltration role?”

“In a meaningful capacity? Yes,” Teacher admitted.

“You could have stayed behind.”

“I’d like to handle this face to face, build a rapport.”

“You could have let me do that for you, build your rapport for you.”

“I think that’s a dangerous road to travel. Will we do that the next time? And the time after that?”

“I don’t see why not.”

“I could not be a leader if I didn’t actually lead. Besides, I don’t trust you.”

“You think I’ll stab you in the back?” the viking asked.

“I think everyone will stab me in the back,” Teacher said. He sighed. “Paranoia, again.”

“If you keep walking down this road, then they probably will stab you in the back. That joke, ‘it’s not paranoia if everyone really is out to get you’ could be a self-fulfilling prophecy in your case. Maybe you’re even doing it on purpose.”

“You might be even smarter than you let on,” Teacher said. “I’m glad I didn’t brainwash you.”

The man chuckled.

Teacher shook his head. “I aim to change course. If they plan to ambush me at some point down that road, they’ll be waiting a long time.”

“That’s simple enough, when you only have one enemy. But when you have as many as you do…”

“It requires a more blatant change of course to throw them off.”

The viking tapped his phone against the panel by the door. Teacher tensed. Waiting.

The light went green, and there was a sound as bolts moved. He let himself relax.

The viking spoke in a low voice as they entered. “Level one security. Not cells, exactly, because the people here haven’t technically done anything wrong, and the amnesty protects them, but they can’t be allowed to freely wander the building, with sensitive materials and unmasked heroes around.”

They stopped at the doorway to another room. A folding screen with a dragon print and women in kimonos on it was below iconic pin up images, modern and dated.

From their vantage point, the corner of a four-poster bed was visible.

“Ingenue,” Teacher called out.

“You got my hopes up. It’s you,” she said. “Dressed up like a wizard, maybe, but it’s not that good a disguise.”

“No, I’m afraid not. If you’d like to talk to Marquis, I’m sure he could oblige on that front.”

“He switches from the aristocrat to the low born commoner as it suits him. Split personality. Is that what this is all about? Are you planning on gathering us all together again? Clinging to the past, Teacher?”

“I was planning on visiting him, but not for the past, and not to gather anyone. Not in that sense. I’m touching base with certain people, nothing more.”

“Why?”

“Getting the lay of the land,” he said. He saw her put on a shocked expression, then cut her off before she could speak, “Assessing the situation, Ingenue. There’s a great deal going on, and I’d rather work with known quantities before I start interacting with foreign ones.”

“Should I ask why now?”

“For someone who is feigning disinterest, you’re asking an awful lot of questions.”

“I’m bored, Teacher. I’m even losing interest in Chevalier, and he doesn’t find time for me, unless it’s to make sure I’m being a good girl.”

“Do you fancy a trip, then? A walk outside?”

“My jailors, who seem very invested in declaring they aren’t actually jailors, might take umbrage.”

“I’ll have you back by curfew, if you’re still interested by then.”

“You’re planning something,” she said.

“Of course.”

“Tell me,” she said. “And maybe I’ll go on this field trip of yours.”

The viking leaned in close to Teacher, “Time. If they did notice anything…”

Teacher nodded a little, but he continued, unruffled. “I’m looking to put together something bigger.”

“Bigger than?”

“Than any of the teams currently in operation. Than any of the powers we’ve seen yet. Call it megalomania, if you will.”

“Why? Before you say anything, you should know that ’because I can’t isn’t an answer.”

“It was never the answer.”

“You’ve done a lot of things, and everything indicates it was for that very reason. Cas Raul?” Ingenue asked. She was relaxing now, the guise dropping.

“I’ve done a lot of things, agreed, but there were always other motivations. I admit, I was younger then, the plans were cruder. But the plans still worked and there was a goal involved. For some time, I’d been gathering information and putting pawns in place, starting to get a feel for how the dynamic was all put together. The connections between people and groups, the powers at play, the choices being made and why those choices were made.”

“And this leads to the murder of a vice president how?”

“Killing a man that prominent sets everything into motion. That motion lets me see things from different angles, filling in the blanks. I needed to do something big to disturb the dynamic enough that I could glimpse the real big picture and fill in the blanks.”

“Big picture. You’re talking about significant things, again. On par with killing a vice president and a prime minister.”

“This is a little more impressive. In any event, I got the information I wanted with my play, first the national death, then the international one, to see the effects and plot things out on the global scale. I was all set to act on it when I got arrested. I was left with years to think, to study and improve myself. I plotted our release to keep myself sane, and to keep things in motion. You are welcome for that, by the way.”

Ingenue shrugged.

“I got free, then I took action, equipped with my new knowledge. It didn’t take long for opportunity to present itself, and now I’m very well set up. I found the missing puzzle piece and I made it my own, mystery and all. Some of their assets are my assets now, and I have the footing to do something else entirely.”

“A subject you’re dancing around.”

“Nothing particularly criminal, believe it or not. But it would be silly of me to tell you everything if you were going to refuse my invitation and then tell your chosen boyfriend at the first opportunity.”

“We know each other, Teacher. You don’t really think I’m that one-note.”

“No. No, I don’t.”

“Yet you won’t tell me. You’re a tease, Teacher.”

“I’m-”

His phone beeped. Two high notes, in quick succession.

“An alert?” the viking asked.

“I may have overestimated my collective’s ability to keep us out of sight,” Teacher said. “Miss?”

The woman in white raised an eyebrow. “No immediate threats. But it’s hard to tell.”

He nodded, glancing at the door. No police officers in power armor, he mused.

“We’ll go,” he said. “Ingenue-”

He stopped. He’d turned, and she wasn’t there. Invisibility wasn’t one of her powers, but-

The dressing gown flew into the air, draping itself over the top of the dragon-print folding screen in the corner. She was on the other side.

“I see you’ve decided that you’re coming.”

“I’m bored,” she said, from behind the screen. “They can give me my art, good food, entertainment, chaperones to plays, but I want one thing, and they won’t give him to me.”

“If you’re leaving to kick up a fuss, so he has to come after you…”

“I’m done with him,” Ingenue declared. She stepped out from behind the screen in a dress with a high lacy collar. “His loss. You know, I’m aware my boyfriends have had a run of bad luck. I’m not oblivious.”

“You’re cursed,” the viking commented.

She smiled, leaning over her dresser to peer at herself in an oval-frame mirror, snatching up some lipstick to touch herself up. “I wouldn’t say that. A good love story ends in tragedy, doesn’t it? Outcome aside, isn’t it glorious in its own way? I’ve had more than a few of these stories. I’ve suffered heartbreak, even, but I’m tougher than I look.”

“So Chevalier has slipped the noose?” Teacher asked.

“More apt to say he’s stepped out of the frying pan,” Ingenue said, running a brush over her jaw-length hair, “The only ones who end up worse than my boyfriends are my ex-boyfriends. It’s so sad.”

She turned around, hair and makeup done, and there was no warmth in her eyes.

“His loss, as you said,” Teacher commented.

She frowned a little, but her eyes didn’t waver or change in how cold they seemed.

“They’re coming,” his student said. “Two. Same way we came.”

“Shall we?” He indicated the door.

They left. The moment they were in the hallway, the doors at the end opened.

Dragon’s Teeth. Civilians with power armor and training.

His power was a problem, here. He produced thinkers and tinkers, but they were low level, limited in scale. A precog that warned of danger a few seconds before that danger arrived wasn’t so useful.

Still, it meant the Dragon’s Teeth were more surprised than they were. A chance to bolt for it.

“I didn’t think you were planning on coming back?” Teacher made the statement a question, leading the way around a corner. The stairwell will be locked down, but if we can find an apartment to duck into, we could slip out.

They found an empty apartment and eased the door closed.

Teacher reached into the front of his robe and withdrew a disc of metal. He tossed it to the ground.

The lights fritzed out. It wasn’t merely a blackout, but a momentary, violent crackle that traveled throughout the apartment and across the floor.

The teleportation device didn’t activate. The armor around the man in the viking outfit fizzled and disappeared, panel by panel, revealing itself as the hologram it was. He wore only knee-length, skintight shorts.

“They’re more on the ball than we anticipated,” the near-naked viking said.

“Run interference?”

The man nodded, and His flesh began distorting.

Osmosis of a full human being.

“I hope that wasn’t the full extent of your escape plan,” Ingenue said.

“There are… seven options left,” he said. “I did plan for this. This is an incomplete shutdown, so we have some freedom to-”

The windows began closing. Metal shutters. The apartment was plunged into darkness. No lights, only the light that slipped through slits in the metal walls.

“This is a complete shutdown,” he revised his statement. “Still seven options left.”

“You knew about this, I hope,” Ingenue commented.

“I said I knew about their safety measures,” Teacher snapped. “Not an issue. I suppose my plan for a surprise shutdown is the clearest at this time.”

“Just what is this working plan of yours?”

“We need to avoid capture for…” he looked down at his watch. It had stopped. “…An indeterminate period of time. Less than five minutes. Not an issue.”

“Not an issue? When we’re in the heart of a complex that houses the largest group of heroes from the largest city in the known worlds,” Ingenue said.

“Not an issue,” he repeated himself.

“Forgive me if I don’t believe you. I could use my power on you,” Ingenue said. “But I don’t even like you.”

“I would offer my power, if only to streamline this process,” Teacher said, “But anyone acquainted with me tends to misconstrue that as more insult than anything.”

“It implies we’re stupid,” she said. “Or desperate.”

“I can see where it might.”

“If we get arrested, we get arrested,” she said. She was watching as the ex-viking split off another copy of himself. “I’d rather play nice and get moved to a smaller cell than get shot pushing things too far.”

“We’re not going to get shot, nor are we going to get arrested. I do pride myself on having plans that work. Any contingency plans are more a matter of flexibility and convenience than a belief that my core plan won’t work.”

“You sound annoyed.”

“You spend over a decade as a supervillain, put plans in motion, great and small, with a flawless rate of success,” Teacher said, “First bump in the road, and you get questioned.”

“You were arrested.”

“I was between plans,” Teacher said.

The viking’s clones changed. One man, one woman, Asian and black in appearance, respectively. The third began to alter, his flesh swelling and contracting as he took on the form of a larger man.

His original self held out some discs, checking the front and back, then frowned.

“Problem?”

“No power. If we’re fighting, then I’m fighting naked,” he said. But even as he said the words, the individuals began sprouting clothes, folding them out of flesh. The color began changing.

“Against armored foes?” Teacher asked.

“Probably won’t put them down, but I could distract.”

Teacher nodded.

“A shapeshifter,” Ingenue said. “Do I know you by another face?”

“I wasn’t in the Birdcage,” the viking said. “Satyr.”

“Charmed.”

Nymph and satyr, Teacher thought. He didn’t dwell on the thought.

“The pair are getting closer,” the woman in white said.

“Good,” Teacher answered. “Come here.”

She did. He could intensify his power, scale up the strength of the ability with the effect on the subject, but hers was minor at best. He’d wanted assistance from a person, rather than an invalid. It had been good that her spirit had been broken when he’d found her. It meant she was more compliant in general, without being useless.

She’s happier now, he thought. She had been lost, and now she had direction, even if it was his.

That the precognition was barely set in made it easier to undo. His awareness touched on countless abilities, arranged in grids and rows in the background of his mind

There were caveats. Issues. He could grant a kind of specialty in a particular field, a mastery over a given subject. This was how he found his expert teachers, ironic as it was. It was also how he made his tinkers, pushing that mastery to the point that it went just beyond the normal limits of theory and knowledge. Doing it with enough people, putting them all on one task, and he was effectively a tinker himself, in a roundabout way. There were tradeoffs in needing personnel, and a lack of reliability in the end product, if he didn’t carefully check every step of the way, but he was a low level tinker in every field.

He could also grant a wealth of mental powers. Perception powers, powers that gave perspective, or peculiar forms of genius that operated by different rules.

It was this type of power that he gave to her.

The D.T. officers drew closer. They could see through walls, they were strong, tough, and they would win a fight by virtue of the computers they wore. The suits couldn’t be hacked, and there were no convenient weak points to target.

Through his maintained contact, the woman in white changed, her power adjusting. Clairvoyance. Seeing everything in a small radius, inside and out.

He finished, then drew a notebook from his robe, handing it to the woman in white. “Map. Mark out people and anything else that wasn’t on the blueprint I showed you earlier.”

She set about drawing, her face an inch away from the paper in the dim.

“Sitting in the dark, armored suits converging on us, in the middle of superhero central,” Ingenue said. “I find myself concerned.”

“You said you weren’t worried.”

“I’m not worried about them. I’m worried that you’re as invested in me as you are. You expected something along these lines.”

“I did.”

“That means you want me, you want my power, or both. Badly enough you’d take this risk.”

“The word ‘risk’ implies the outcome is in doubt.”

“The outcome is always in doubt.”

He shook his head. “Let me assuage your worries with two words.”

“Two words?”

“Stockholm syndrome.”

“Where a captive falls in love with the captor. Beauty and the Beast,” Ingenue said. “I always did like the princess movies.”

“I give people power, and I think there is a submissive kind of appeal to being a slave. To being numbed. Some fall for me like an alcoholic falls to drink. Love, after a fashion. In your case, that’s almost a defense mechanism.”

“A defense mechanism? I fall in love with you, you get the benefit of my power…”

“Things don’t turn out well for your boyfriends, as a general rule,” Teacher commented. “Psychosis or a kind of obsession. No. I’m not aiming to capture you. That’s the opposite of what I’m trying to achieve.”

“You’re going to need to explain that.”

He smiled a little. “In time. Ready, Satyr? You remember the plan?”

Satyr nodded. “I have a good memory.”

“Let’s confront our opponents,” Teacher said.

Satyr nodded. His shapeshifted clones led the way. Teacher lagged behind, picking up the teleportation circle.

They headed straight for the men in armored suits. Five in total had gathered. Others were elsewhere in the area.

“Excuse me,” Teacher spoke.

The men in suits trained weapons on him. Singling him out in the group. The clones stepped closer to Teacher, providing a body shield.

“In a matter of minutes, my followers are going to carry out the plan I outlined,” he said. “There are four actions they’re going to carry out. The one you should be most worried about is a tractor beam. It’s set up fairly close by, and it’s going to fire on this structure, cutting out a cylindrical section and slowly withdrawing it. I’m sure you’ve played games as a child, maybe you played that one with the wooden blocks you pull out of a tower. They’re going to withdraw much of this floor. With it gone, the upper floors are going to topple. Some will land on the building next to us. I seem to recall there’s a small hospital in there.”

“Hands on your head and turn around,” one of the D.T. officers said.

“The people manning the tractor beam are all ex-heroes. Capes who came to me in desperation, who couldn’t pay, and other innocents. I wouldn’t advise an attack. I set up measures to ensure it would end badly for everyone involved.”

“Now!” the officer barked.

Teacher turned around, tossing the teleportation circle off to one side before putting his hands on his head. “Right now, I know you have ships in the area, positioned to catch our getaway vehicle. I know exactly how many you have. With the number of people in this building, you’ll need every single one of those suits to evacuate everyone in time.”

A D.T. officer reached out, foaming the pad.

“Every single one. The section of building the tractor beam seizes will be collected by my getaway ship, with me inside it. After that, the building will collapse. You could attempt to stop the process, but I can guarantee there would be a cost.”

The D.T. officer tapped one foot against the back of his knee, forcing him to bend it. He dropped to the ground. He could hear the clink of chains. Cuffs.

“The alternative is simple. I know there are heroes listening in. Chevalier, maybe, or Legend. Defiant, perhaps, given how someone seemed to be able to work around my hackers? If you stop jamming my equipment, I’ll use that teleportation pad in the corner there, along with my colleagues. I leave, you don’t have to worry about me, and the building stays up. You can keep the people manning the tractor beam. My gift to you.”

He waited, feeling the metal cuff encircle one wrist. The D.T. officer circled around, looming over him. Black armor, complete with an onboard system. Ominous.

“Ingenue wants to go, and if you push matters, you’re going to have to see us in court, and you’ll have to explain the security measures you’re enforcing on her. You’d win, very probably, but it would become public knowledge that you aren’t holding to the spirit of the amnesty. That’s strike one. Strike two? Losing this building. This would be a terrible time to have a fixture and a power base crumble. It would affect the tens of millions who pass through this area or see it from a distance. You don’t want the blow to morale.”

He waited. The second D.T. officer started working on the others.

Still kneeling, Teacher met the eyes of the D.T. officer standing above him. The man’s eyes weren’t visible, but a red light blinked in the corner of one. Teacher continued, “Strike three? Even if you brought me into custody, and there’s no guarantee that would succeed, I have other students, elsewhere. You would be sentencing them to die, if I wasn’t there to look after them, to access them where I’ve tucked them away. You gain nothing of substance. Putting me behind bars, fine. But what does that get you? With the amnesty, the only thing you can charge me with is breaking and entering. Losing this building, dozens of lives, reputation… merely to stop me?”

“You may be understating your own importance,” Ingenue murmured.

“Shh,” he said. “I’m making a compelling argument, don’t undermine me.”

The D.T. officer spoke. “I’ve been instructed to tell you that we don’t negotiate with terrorists.”

“Weigh this mathematically, how many lives are ruined by this one moment of stupidity, compared to the lives you think I’d ruin if I continued operating on my own? Weigh it emotionally…”

The blinking of the red light at the corner of the D.T. officer’s mask sped up. Teacher glanced back. Satyr and Ingenue were caught, hands bound. The D.T. officer was tying up the clones, now. Others were watching hallways.

The blinking light turned yellow, then green. A mist erupted around the pad. The foam that bound it in place broke down. It skidded across the floor, propelled by small wheels.

Teacher let himself topple. His shoulder hit the teleportation pad. Crackling swept over the length of his body.

His students were waiting as he appeared on the other side, dragging him off.

Ingenue, Satyr, and the woman in white followed, in that order.

It took time for them to get sorted out. His students milled through the area, scanning them for trackers and other signatures. Devices were used to scramble the teleporter’s signature to prevent anyone from following.

The area was a broad building with a high ceiling, most of it occupied by a single machine. The best he could do without a Doormaker of his own. Sixty of his students milled through the area, seeing to their individual tasks.

“How?” Ingenue asked.

“We did our research,” Teacher said. One of his students cut the chain between his cuffs. “They had to use the suits. Protocol when Ingenue is involved. The ambient shutdown effect doesn’t include the suits, because the suits have to operate at one hundred percent when there are capes on the other side. Once it was close enough to one of them, the crew on this end could operate it.”

“If they’d destroyed the pad-”

“Against protocol, again. You don’t shoot tinker devices. At best you bury them in containment foam, and I used my access to Dragon to find the formula for a counteragent.”

“You can’t cover every eventuality,” Ingenue said.

“My plans work,” he said, dusting himself off.

Her voice was hard. “If you want my help, fine. But don’t involve me in your lunatic schemes.”

He paused.

Lunacy, madness.

Speaking of…

“Where’s our distraction?”

“Lung finished the job ten minutes ago,” a student answered.

“He found it? I’ll want to see pictures. I feel like a child on Christmas.”

“Bringing them up right now, sir.”

“No incident?”

“There was an incident,” the student said. Blunt, there was no emotion on his face. No indication of whether it was a continent-destroying error or Lung killing a student.

“Show me.”

Monitors lit up.

Lung was a mercenary hire. The site was a vault, and fallen capes littered the area. The view shifted as the camera did, showing a share of Lung’s claw. He was so tall that his hand dangled at what was shoulder level for the students walking alongside him.

The man had refused to let Teacher use his power on him, but he’d agreed to cold, hard cash and a group of Teacher’s students joining him to ensure the job was finished. They were dressed in white outfits, carrying hardware he’d paid a pretty penny for. All had powers of their own, on top of the complimentary powers he’d granted them. They were loyal, and they would die if he ordered it.

The scene was almost comical, on a level. There were warnings plastered everywhere, skulls and crossbones engraved into stone, and even yellow police tape here and there.

Lung ignored it all. He’d changed, fighting past the defensive line.

Every plan had to involve a win, Teacher mused. He had a good streak going. Using Lung, using the man now, it meant pulling stronger heroes away.

Either Lung was removed from the big picture, and a chaotic element was dealt with, or Lung succeeded, and Teacher could banish one niggling doubt, sleeping just a bit easier.

He’d done a lot of research, ordering his minions to dig up footage, finding it wherever it was available. He’d had them search it, then double checked it himself.

But an educated guess was still only a guess.

Lung tore into the last vault, rending the hinges, then slowly peeling it away, heating the metal as he went.

“They didn’t send one of the major capes? Chevalier? Valkyrie?”

“Too far away, sir.”

Far away meant different things, in this new future. A world away in another universe was very possible.

“Good fortune for us… or particularly bad fortune, if this incident-”

He trailed off as Lung entered the vault itself. The camera shed light on the contents.

Satyr hung back, arms folded.

“What is it?” Ingenue asked.

“A quarantine area. That was the weapon the Endbringer was using.”

A gun. It was dark gray with a faint green speckled coating on it, where one material had been broken down and incorporated into the outer coating. There was a gouge in the side where a feather had cut the housing, but it was otherwise intact.

Over and over, the Simurgh had protected the weapon. He’d seen it, had checked the footage, had seen her go out of her way to shield it with her wings. She’d done it subtly, most of the time, events contriving to make it look more accidental than anything.

She couldn’t make tinker devices herself. She had to copy the designs of tinkers near her. He’d found who she’d copied, a now deceased cape from Brockton Bay, and he’d found the designs.

There were discrepancies.

He was all too aware that he could be walking into her trap. He had enough precogs around himself and, in that video, around Lung, that the Simurgh shouldn’t have been able to leverage her full power against them, but she could have put things in place, not knowing exactly who, but still knowing it would be bad.

The weapon had been lost in the course of the battle, and the heroes had decided to minimize contact with the thing, locking it away.

“Quiet, please.”

The bustle of his students working around him stopped.

In the silence, he could hear footsteps behind him. He, Satyr and Ingenue were joined by a third person.

Teacher spoke without turning his head. “You’ve seen this video already, I expect?”

“Yes,” Contessa answered.

Lung tore into the casing, much as he’d torn through the vault door.

There was a scratch as Lung’s claw touched glass.

He tore at the metal, peeling it away while preserving the glass.

There was fluid inside.

The light caught the glass, at first, obscuring the contents.

A baby. Male. With large ears and a large round nose. Not attractive, as babies went.

One or two years old? Accelerated aging? Where had the Simurgh been in contact with a tinker with that particular knowledge? Bonesaw?

That was disquieting enough on its own. Was the child tinker harboring knowledge?

“These are the big things you were talking about?” Ingenue asked, her eyes wide.

“Actually, no. I had suspicions, but the Endbringer making a baby wasn’t one of them.”

Lung touched a burning hand to the glass, melting it. Water steamed on contact with his claw.

“No,” Teacher said. Idiotic, considering Lung couldn’t hear, and the event had already passed. Still, he couldn’t help but add, “Don’t.”

The water was crimson and boiling by the time Lung withdrew his claw.

The monster turned to leave, the polluted water still popping behind him.

“I’m not sure whether to be relieved or very frightened,” Satyr commented.

“The… incident?” Teacher asked.

“Ten minutes from now,” a student said. “He growls a bit, but there isn’t anything we can make out. He was just walking, and our camera follows”

“Skip forward, then.”

The video skipped forward. Lung was in a dark stairwell, reinforced concrete and steel beams, light above him.

He stepped up onto the surface, his clawed feet sliding where they were too long and wide to fit on one..

The Simurgh was waiting.

Lung was her height, bristling with scales. She looked more human of the two, pale, her hair blowing a bit in the wind, unreadable.

Monsters, the both of them.

“Well done,” Satyr said. “You may have killed us all.”

“She moved? She isn’t dormant? Did she attack a target?”

Did I just start the cycle up again?

“She returned to orbit.”

Teacher nodded, but as much as experience had inured him to the horrors of the world, he couldn’t help but feel a sick knot in his gut. That didn’t mean anything. Had she gone dormant again, or was she waiting?

Or was she doing something else entirely?

“I don’t understand,” Ingenue said.

I don’t either, Teacher thought, but he didn’t say it out loud.

“She may well try again,” Contessa said. “It’s hard to say how, when she isn’t involved in things.”

Teacher nodded.

“What will you do?” Contessa asked.

“If she’s going to try again, I’ll find out, and I’ll take actions to stop it. I’ll have to bring others on board. Heroes, maybe. Learn from the mistakes of my predecessor. Doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results is insanity, isn’t it?”

“There’s a saying along those lines,” Contessa said.

“You said she’d try again.




E.x (Interlude: End)

Okay, here is a 5x compressed summary of chapter E.x in 1571 words:

Aboard a train, an old woman struggled with her fare, causing a delay. A teenager in an overcoat, scarf, and wool cap offered their seat. The woman, preferring a window seat, initially declined but eventually accepted. As the train moved, they engaged in polite conversation. The old woman inquired if the teenager was traveling for business or pleasure. The teenager, struggling with a heavy backpack, replied, “Everything’s pleasure, I think.” The woman shared she was visiting an old friend, admitting a past betrayal of trust due to prejudice. She hoped to redeem herself during their upcoming dinner.

The conversation shifted to societal progress, with the old woman asserting that things were getting better despite the negativity often highlighted in the news. The teenager expressed skepticism, mentioning suffering in third-world countries and Gold Morning victims. The woman acknowledged the tragedies but maintained that the big picture was promising, emphasizing individual responsibility in making the world better.

The old woman then, in the spirit of being a better person, nervously asked if the teenager’s backpack contained something dangerous, like a bomb. The teenager, surprised, opened the bag to reveal clothes, toiletries, and a laptop. Relieved, the old woman apologized for her suspicion.

As the train approached Philadelphia, the teenager prepared to disembark, revealing it was their stop for a “reunion.”

■

Tattletale monitored her computer screens, receiving coded messages from her network. Footage showed Lung’s retreat, the PRT base, and the airborne Simurgh, the last of the original three Endbringers. Imp arrived, commenting on Tattletale’s lack of online distractions. They discussed the arrival of new members and Imp’s নামকরণ of Parian’s group as the “Needlepoints.”

Imp settled in Tattletale’s chair, indulging in rare chocolate cupcakes. Tattletale reclined in a leather chair, resisting the urge to check her laptop. Imp mentioned bringing four of the Heartbroken children, leaving them downstairs with Tattletale’s soldiers.

Foil and Parian arrived, taking a seat on a couch. They discussed recent successes and Parian’s uncertainty about the future. Tattletale offered to connect Parian with Panacea for help with her friends’ altered appearances. Foil expressed skepticism about Tattletale’s motives, suggesting she needed a skeptic in her company.

Rachel arrived with Bastard, reporting a quiet winter and accepting Tattletale’s offer for scheduled gas deliveries. Imp returned with Forrest, Charlotte, Sierra, and Aidan, who was carrying a bird. Cozen arrived, feeling out of place and facing Imp’s symbolic refusal of a chair. Dinah arrived last, taking the seat opposite Tattletale.

Forrest poured wine, and Tattletale proposed a toast to those they fought for and those they couldn’t save. They also made a libation for those who had passed, including Grue and Taylor. Cozen poured wine on the floor as an offering, and Imp did the same, placing a doll in a chair as a symbolic gesture. Tattletale poured wine in front of an empty seat in the corner, meeting Dinah’s eyes.

■

The teenager entered a mall, navigating through the crowd. They approached a coffee shop where a woman sat reading. The teenager asked to sit, revealing they were the woman’s daughter from Earth Bet, Taylor Hebert. The woman, Annette Rose Hebert, was initially confused but quickly understood. Taylor explained that the other Annette was dead and that she had slipped through before the worlds were sealed off.

Annette expressed condolences and acknowledged the awkwardness of the situation. Taylor offered to leave if it was too much, but Annette insisted she stay, though worried about hurting her. Taylor shared that her mother had been a university English professor and that her father, who was picking her up, didn’t want to see Annette.

Annette, lost for words, expressed a desire to say something meaningful. Taylor explained she wanted to see her mother’s face and raise some ideas that had been on her mind, but it would require a long story. Annette offered to listen, and Taylor spoke of regret and coming to terms with her choices. She had chosen death, but been given life, and was struggling to reconcile why.

Annette suggested that many people with near-death experiences felt similarly. Taylor, overwhelmed, choked back tears. Annette stood and offered a hug, noticing Taylor’s artificial arm. She suggested Taylor had time to find peace. Taylor, moved, admitted she was a monster. Annette disagreed, pointing out that Taylor’s father clearly didn’t think so either.

Taylor decided to go, agreeing to meet again to talk about something less heavy, like books. As she walked away, she saw a boy who resembled Alec.

■

Tattletale watched on her monitors as the others left, leaving only Imp and Rachel. Imp questioned Teacher’s plan, calling it dumb. Tattletale explained that Teacher was a symbol, a gatekeeper to a larger threat. Rachel offered to tear him apart, but Tattletale emphasized the complexities and unwritten rules of their situation.

Imp used a metaphor of an asshole blocking an elevator to explain, suggesting they could deal with Teacher before he became a bigger problem. Rachel agreed, and Imp grinned. They discussed the importance of convincing Dinah that Taylor was dead, acknowledging their ability to lie to themselves.

Rachel asked what would happen next, and Tattletale said they would deal with Teacher, hopefully without looking like assholes. Imp asked about Taylor, and Tattletale said she would keep looking after things.

They went downstairs to join their assembled forces.

■

Taylor shook her head, realizing the resemblance to Alec was slight. She touched the soft spots on her forehead, remnants of surgery to seal her power away. Her father asked if she was okay, and she admitted to feeling better after the hug. They decided to get lunch, and Taylor reflected on their improved relationship.

She acknowledged lingering doubts and guilt but expressed hope that she could learn to be okay. Her father agreed, saying it was all any of them could hope for.
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Here’s a 5x compressed summary of chapter P.1 in 409 words:

Parahumans Online (PHO) is back online, albeit with severe limitations. Seventy-eight PHO staff, Stateside Online employees, former US government and space program officials, international space program members, the Guild (especially Masamune), and numerous independent experts worked tirelessly to restore the service.

The revived PHO is slow and clunky. Pages load slowly, and features like header images, badges, video, and image uploads are disabled to reduce bandwidth usage. Strict moderation is in place to ensure access for everyone. Users are urged to be patient, helpful, and contribute positively. Despite the frustrations, PHO’s return is a significant achievement, hinting at bigger things to come as the team works through the challenges.

Users discuss the vulnerabilities of the early internet. Updates and patches for operating systems and phones are unavailable, tech support is nonexistent, and the risk of malware is high. The Library project is digitizing content from cached laptops and phones, despite long wait times due to increased demand. Point_Me_@_The_Sky offers to help fill gaps in the digital records and mentions their collection of cape magazines, sparking a debate about the role and responsibility of capes in the aftermath of the global crisis.

■

Refugees from Earth Bet face new hurdles at the Northeastern Bet-Gimel portal. Conrad James Freed and his family, after a harrowing journey from Wisconsin, are denied entry. Conrad recounts their forced evacuation due to contaminated snowfall and their decision to travel independently to the portal, a choice he regrets.

The border agents have stopped processing refugees, causing rising tensions in the growing refugee settlement. Conrad expresses frustration over the lack of communication and the refusal to let them in, despite the apparent abundance of space on the other side. He emphasizes their willingness to settle outside the city and contribute as farmers.

The situation is later resolved, with refugees being allowed through in larger numbers. Speculation suggests the delay was a tactic to manage the influx better. Thinkers like Squint and Danger Zone are stationed at the portal, possibly to streamline security checks. Discussions about the threats faced by refugees, including bandits, bad weather, and breached quarantine zones like Nilbog’s, highlight the ongoing dangers.

A debate ensues about the capes’ role and the public’s trust in them. Some argue that the capes failed to protect humanity, while others emphasize the need to support those who are helping. The lack of a new PRT with clear rules and oversight raises concerns about accountability and communication.

■

Point_Me_@_The_Sky receives private messages from Glitzglam, warning against engaging with negative comments. Glitzglam offers a pep talk and suggests meeting for ice cream or coffee. They discuss an upcoming gang gathering, hinting at potential drama.
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Here’s a 5x compressed summary of chapter P.2 in 545 words:

Moonsong posts on the newly restored PHO, announcing the death of their teammate Coiffure during Gold Morning’s initial strikes. She shares memories of Coiffure’s family and reveals that Furcate, another teammate, chose to fight on that fateful day. Moonsong admits to a strained relationship with Furcate but expresses deep respect for them. Scritch and Scratch, their nemeses, were killed during a lull in the fighting. The fates of Tribute, Boundless, Capricorn, and Steamwheel remain unknown. Figurehead, alive but shaken, has retired from cape life.

■

Capricorn (Tristan) joins the Team Reach private chat. He and Moonsong express relief at each other’s survival. Tristan reveals he was dragged into the Gold Morning battle, while Moonsong nods understandingly. Tristan’s family is alive and adjusting to life in the rapidly developing city on Gimel, which feels like a strange echo of Earth Bet cities but isn’t home. Moonsong’s father is considering a political role. Tristan notes the truce and the thriving masterminds.

Moonsong acknowledges Tristan’s kind words about Furcate in her forum post. She confirms that Reach will likely not continue, as many teams are now under the Wardens, a PRT-like organization. Moonsong expresses uncertainty about joining the Wardens and states her enduring loyalty to Reach.

Their conversation turns tense as Tristan accuses Moonsong of judging him and Furcate unfairly. Moonsong admits she didn’t like Furcate but loved and respected them as a teammate, revealing she held Furcate at the end and talked to them throughout. She admits to wondering if she should have killed Tristan. Tristan acknowledges his own fault, and they agree to keep their distance. He then addresses the absent team members, expressing his feelings for Furcate and Coiffure.

■

Tristan, using the alias “3A::u@T_Enki,” contacts “X29V5n” in a private chat. He discusses the need for “insurance” regarding memorabilia, using the analogy of commemorative plates, later changed to action figures. X29V5n explains the tiers of service, ranging from words and minor damage to complete destruction. Tristan opts for the highest tier, starting at twenty thousand, and agrees to pay half upfront, keeping the service in reserve for complicated particulars. He sends an image, but X29V5n notes something deeply wrong with it. They agree to meet to discuss further.

■

Tristan briefly rejoins the Team Reach chat, greeting Moonsong and Tribute. He mentions a “surreal experience” with a professional, which Moonsong advises not to discuss. Moonsong expresses her longing to catch up, but Tristan hesitates. He asks her not to come after him, to which she agrees, provided the professional he hired has it covered. Tristan confirms it is covered.
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Here’s a 5x compressed summary of chapter P.3 in 544 words:

E.S.Reaver starts a PHO thread compiling news articles about the controversial cape amnesty on Gimel. The articles highlight a growing trend: villains rebranding as heroes, often with no witnesses left to contest their past crimes. One article details two young villains in black raincoats, infamous for a torture case pre-Gold Morning, now reportedly working with the Wardens. Another focuses on Rachel Lindt, aka Hellhound or Bitch, now seemingly allied with heroes despite her brutal past during Brockton Bay’s warlord era. The Fallen, a villainous cult, is also expanding, potentially exploiting the amnesty for recruitment. A final article reveals that some villains are receiving housing and utilities, seemingly as a form of extortion to prevent them from committing crimes.

E.S.Reaver argues that justice is being sacrificed for convenience and that these “second chances” come at the expense of others’ safety. Dive Bucket points out the lack of infrastructure to handle imprisoned villains. Erasmus suggests exiling them to Bet, while mlekk (a user with a peculiar typing style) argues against it.

Mangled_Wings enters the discussion, advocating for a pragmatic approach to dealing with villains. They categorize villains as being at rest, in motion, or changeable, arguing that only the changeable ones are worth attention. They claim to be a villain and to have worked with over twenty others, asserting their understanding of the situation. New_Ohmstar questions their authority, while Ron_of_Couches adds articles about Valkyrie’s interview and the disbanded team Shepherd’s Crook.

Mangled_Wings reiterates their villainous status and pragmatic approach, mentioning their cooperation with heroes. They claim to be getting stronger and smarter, unlike those who complain online. Point_Me_@_The_Sky offers to help them verify their identity on the site.

■

In a private chat, Point_Me_@_The_Sky guides Mangled_Wings through the verification process, which involves taking a picture in costume. Mangled_Wings reveals they’re already in costume and chooses the “Villain” label despite Point_Me_@_The_Sky’s suggestion to choose “Cape” to avoid negative attention. Mangled_Wings expresses their disdain for self-pitying individuals and their restless nature.

■

Strange_Mammal invites Mangled_Wings to a group chat with Cap and Heart_Shaped_Pupil. They use first initials as codenames. Mangled_Wings claims to have learned to use a computer in under an hour, despite being online all day. Heart_Shaped_Pupil, revealed to be K, expresses excitement about working with Mangled_Wings and mentions old videos of them. Cap announces their departure, planning to reconvene later. Heart_Shaped_Pupil leaves to download the videos.

Strange_Mammal confronts Mangled_Wings about their lie regarding their computer skills, pointing out the discrepancy in their online time. Mangled_Wings dismisses it, warning Strange_Mammal not to get on their bad side. Strange_Mammal backs down, and Mangled_Wings leaves the chat.
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Here’s a 5x compressed summary of chapter P.4 in 565 words:

of5 searches Parahumans Online for information on multi-triggers, also known as cluster triggers, mosaic, or grab-bag capes. They find an article from 1998 discussing how cluster powers, serial powers, matched powers, and Nth-generation powers can be used to identify ‘Hinge Points’ in power expression. The article link is broken, but another user, Doubletime_Collies, offers to transcribe it.

of5 also finds class notes from a 2009 lecture by Professor Spinky on multi-triggers. The notes explain that in a cluster trigger, 2-6 people trigger simultaneously, each receiving a primary power and fragments of the others’ powers. These fragments are termed “secondary expressions.” The notes discuss the concept of a “dominant” or “hinge” factor that stays consistent across related powers in a cluster. Two case studies are presented: the Sunder Brothers, with powers related to destruction and weapon augmentation, and a group called Fowl & Fair, with various physical and emotion-affecting abilities. The notes also touch on the “Kill/Kiss” dynamic, personality bleed, and higher rates of trauma and death in cluster triggers.

In a group chat, of5 asks Heart_Shaped_Pupil and Questionable_Mammal for help finding information on specific people. Questionable_Mammal offers to create a custom search string. of5 also mentions a “friend” who is helping with the technical side of the search.

of5 finds another article discussing the “Kill/Kiss” dynamic, mentioning a case called the Stáj or the Stable, where a cape known as the Good Ox was murdered. The article link is broken, but a user named Dana & Evan offers to find more information.

of5 receives a strange, coded message from a user with a long string of numbers and letters as their name. Questionable_Mammal suggests it might be a bot. Later, the user messages of5 again, claiming to have information about multi-triggers. They deduce that of5 is part of a recent cluster from a mall incident and offer their help, warning that of5’s cluster-mates are planning against them. The user claims that one of of5’s cluster-mates, a woman, is hiring mercenaries and an information broker named Tattletale to find of5. They also mention a “runt” in the cluster, likely of5, who is the easiest target. of5 is skeptical but agrees to accept help if the user can prove their legitimacy.

Questionable_Mammal provides of5 with a complex search string that yields one relevant result: a report from the hero team Gunslingers about a recent incident. The report mentions a female grab-bag cape with a mover power, an emotion-affecting roar, and tinker-made metal claws. of5 confirms that this is the woman they are concerned about.

In the group chat, of5 thanks Cap and the others for their help, calling them “good kids.” Heart_Shaped_Pupil suggests of5 get their friend a “thank you treat.” of5 decides to get ice cream with their friend and leaves the conversation.
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Point_Me_@_The_Sky receives a rejection letter from Nilles University for their graduate application. Despite strong academics, extracurriculars, and references, the high volume of applicants and limited space resulted in a denial. The letter encourages them to apply again next year, but Point_Me_@_The_Sky is doubtful about their chances due to the high demand and low acceptance rate.

In a private message, Glitzglam expresses sympathy, revealing that they all secretly believed Point_Me_@_The_Sky would be accepted. Point_Me_@_The_Sky is disheartened but plans to work, think, and visit home before the high school semester starts. They ask Glitzglam to check on their house and tarps during their visit. Point_Me_@_The_Sky acknowledges their unhappiness but remains hopeful about finding their place among the scattered remnants of humanity across alternate Earths. Glitzglam agrees to the favor and departs for drills.
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Curious_Cephalopod, one of 32 rotating aliases, converses with PHO admin A_real about their unusual account usage. A_real is concerned about the multitude of accounts, but Curious_Cephalopod justifies it as a security measure, claiming to be under surveillance. Despite A_real’s skepticism, they agree to link the accounts internally after Curious_Cephalopod provides verification, confirming their cape status. The admin notes the user’s peculiarity, chalking it up to powers weirdness.

The Guild, now established on Gimel.US, posts a warning about multiversal travel. Forty-seven Earths are accessible, but six are blocked due to threats, two at the request of their inhabitants, and Aleph is blocked as well. The Guild cautions against unauthorized travel and exploring uncharted territories, citing incidents of harm and the difficulty of rescue operations. They highlight the dangers of Earth Bet, deemed uninhabitable due to chemical contamination and lingering threats.

PHO users discuss the challenges of post-Scion life. Ohearn explains the concentration of capes and corner-world settlements. Venturain considers joining a corner-world, seeking freedom from the city’s pressures. Slayer of Isaac recounts a negative experience with a corner-world settlement taken over by capes during a harsh winter. Athonic mentions the need for skilled labor like doctors and teachers, while Lex_Dogbell laments the lack of educational opportunities. Fishmon expresses concern for those trapped in dangerous situations on other Earths.

In a group chat, Cap reveals their limited knowledge of corporate cape operations. Of5 expresses concern about being tracked and plans to go to ground. Cap offers support, but Of5 declines, citing the unknown vectors of attack. Curious_Cephalopod joins the conversation, mentioning research into potential settlement locations. They note the scattered nature of their group and the logistical challenges posed by the megalopolis.

Cap encourages Curious_Cephalopod to be more open, but Of5 abruptly ends the conversation to avoid hurt feelings. Heart_Shaped_Pupil privately messages Curious_Cephalopod, expressing excitement over a positive interaction with another member, “A”. Heart_Shaped_Pupil then proposes a meeting/date in the city with Curious_Cephalopod, citing their proximity and similar age.

Curious_Cephalopod declines, stating there are at least two hundred reasons why it’s a bad idea. When pressed, they simply say “because you’re you and I’m me.” Heart_Shaped_Pupil shifts the conversation, asking about Curious_Cephalopod’s earlier statement regarding their changing usernames. Curious_Cephalopod admits it was a ploy to pique Heart_Shaped_Pupil’s curiosity and reveal their identity.




P.7

Heart_Shaped_Pupil logs into the Treefort_Lookout chatroom, a space for young info-sharers. After brief greetings, she’s informed that two of her old Ward teammates, Aven and Houndstooth, have been located. Excited, Kenzie reaches out to Aven, expressing her happiness at Aven’s survival and offering to reconnect. Aven politely declines, wanting a fresh start.

Undeterred, Heart_Shaped_Pupil contacts Houndstooth, who reveals he’s already spoken to Aven about her. Kenzie shares that she’s looking into joining a new team, and Houndstooth mentions that most of their old team survived, with only one member unaccounted for. Kenzie reveals she’s already found that member, much to Houndstooth’s relief.

Kenzie reflects on the importance of the Wards to her, calling it “home.” Houndstooth acknowledges this but reminds her that things have changed. He gently advises her against contacting the other Wards, explaining that they’re rebuilding and looking forward. He suggests that people are “gunshy” around her.

Hurt but determined, Kenzie asks for a chance to prove herself, even in a business capacity. Houndstooth agrees, promising to be in touch and to pass on her contact information to the others.

Back in the Treefort_Lookout, Kenzie learns that Tattletale is on a mission to Earth N, which she considers a priority. She abruptly leaves to join another group chat, where she finds that “C” has also left. She learns that “A” is at the library, where she often studies, and that this is a good thing since Tattletale’s absence likely means a reprieve from attacks. “Cap” mentions an upcoming meeting that might involve a scolding, but then has to leave for church.

Returning to the Treefort_Lookout, Kenzie learns that Weld is back, but the people she’d inform are away. An admin alert appears, and Kenzie laughs, realizing it’s related to her recent actions. After a hug from Thistlesoup, she goes to address the issue.

Admin Shower contacts her about unusual search activity that caused server congestion. Kenzie admits to piggybacking off the servers for a “hobby project” aimed at updating wikis and gathering information. Shower explains that this is interfering with others’ access and asks her to dismantle it. Kenzie agrees, mentioning she’ll need to reboot.

After returning to Treefort_Lookout again, Heart_Shaped_Pupil initiates a series of commands, effectively killing off a number of automated bots she had created. These bots, designed to mimic real users, were part of her project. Thistlesoup offers support, and Shower returns, questioning if the bots are AI. Kenzie denies this, calling them “dumb as dog farts” and explaining their simple programming.

She offers to donate the server she built to manage the bots, but Shower emphatically refuses, citing security concerns. Kenzie agrees to shut it down immediately.

In a private message, Mangled_Wings asks about the meaning of “Queen Dark,” a term used to mock her. Kenzie explains it’s a mean joke and expresses her frustration with the internet, suggesting that Mangled_Wings’ intimidating presence doesn’t translate well online.

Mangled_Wings declares her hatred for the internet. Kenzie expresses her desire to meet face-to-face with her new teammates. Mangled_Wings confirms their deal to work together, promising to make good use of Kenzie’s skills and keep her around, even if their current project fails. Kenzie, feeling appreciated, agrees, calling Mangled_Wings one of the cooler people she knows.
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PHO Technical Assistance

Subject: Name Change Approved

Graham at PHO informs Space_Squid that her name change request is approved, citing her account’s good standing and agreement to a probationary status.

Subject: Re: Abusive Content

Space_Squid reports an influx of abusive messages, even before signing back on. Graham investigates, linking the issue to an external article that led to targeted harassment. Three solutions are offered: continuous reporting, starting a new account, or granting PHO staff access to private messages for direct action.

Subject: Re: re: re: Privacy Concerns

Space_Squid opts against granting access, citing the need for private, sensitive communications, and commits to reporting abusive users.

PHO Boards

♦ Private Message from AnonymousEDT103:

A user sends a hostile message to Space_Squid, who reports them.

♦ Topic: [Article] Weld to Warden

Ball-Chan posts an article questioning Weld’s leadership and trustworthiness. It details his journey from a celebrated Boston Ward to the leader of the Irregulars, a team of monstrous capes. It highlights his silence on key events and his absence during crucial battles against Scion. The article concludes by questioning his suitability for his new role in the Wardens.

Wytchmlj comments on the widespread silence surrounding past events, calling Weld an “asshole” for not speaking out.

Capricorn (Hero) defends Weld, citing his positive history and the need to consider motivations.

Tdren argues that silence is unacceptable, emphasizing the need for answers in a world facing broken powers and lacking authority.

FFlash accuses Capricorn of bias, pointing to his own unexplained disappearance.

AtoLo lists the existential threats facing Gimel, including the loss of billions, a tyrant ruler on a nearby Earth, constant war on another, and the emergence of broken powers. They stress the need for answers and unity.

Yipper warns against a “rabid mob” mentality, suggesting that the widespread silence might be justified.

Space_Squid draws a parallel between the struggles of monstrous capes and the broader human experience after Scion’s attack. She emphasizes resilience and the shared struggle for answers.

♦ Topic: help

Casey_F08 describes his transformation into a monstrous cape, frozen and covered in mold, with the ability to control his deceased father’s body. He seeks help and support from the online community.

Engel offers encouragement, emphasizing the transformative power of trauma and the possibility of recovery.

Space_Squid shares her own experience, assuring Casey that his fears are valid but that happiness and connection are still possible.

Fishie (Board Admin) locks the thread, linking to an article about Casey and adding him to the names thread.

♦ Private Message from Whippersnap:

Whippersnap confronts Space_Squid about her name change and past actions, accusing her of not being a true ally.

Space_Squid explains her reasons for the name change and confirms she won’t be returning to their community.

Whippersnap expresses anger over her perceived betrayal.

Space_Squid reveals she killed the one responsible for their suffering, taking justice into her own hands.

Subject: Account Deletion Request

Space_Squid asks Graham about deleting her account and starting fresh.

Group Chat: Cap, Mangled_Wings, Weird_Insect, of5, Heart_Shaped_Pupil

Cap expresses frustration.

of5 says it’s the way it is, the person is tough.

Heart_Shaped_Pupil logs in as “S!”

Mangled_Wings greets her.

Kraken_in_a_Jar enters, gives Heart_Shaped_Pupil a hug.

Weird_Insect explains they’re using short-form names.

Kraken_in_a_Jar mentions her new keyboard and recent travels.

Cap asks about Weld.

Kraken_in_a_Jar says he’s good but busy with his new position.

Cap mentions the world is about to shift.

Weird_Insect says they have work to do first.

of5 reveals someone put a hit out on him.

Kraken_in_a_Jar talks about her 5-day trip with Weld.

Cap says he’ll try to top her boat trip.

Weird_Insect confirms no major decisions were made in her absence.

Heart_Shaped_Pupil says she wouldn’t have let them, calling Kraken_in_a_Jar one of her favorite people.

Mangled_Wings talks about strength in numbers.

Kraken_in_a_Jar says it’s strength in difference, highlighting their diverse perspectives and commonalities.

Weird_Insect makes a lame joke about T&A.

of5 says it’s been weird without her.

Kraken_in_a_Jar emphasizes balance and the qualities they want to represent.

Heart_Shaped_Pupil suggests she be the leader and give speeches.

Kraken_in_a_Jar declines leadership but will think about speeches. She mentions finding another, not a “knob” like her current one.

Weird_Insect jokingly warns everyone not to say “another knob.”

Heart_Shaped_Pupil does it anyway.

Kraken_in_a_Jar says she’ll see them online or at the next meeting.

Mangled_Wings confirms, “Soon.”
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PHO Private Messages

♦ Private Messages from Anonymous Sender

An anonymous user reaches out to Point_Me_@_The_Sky, seeking advice and expressing feelings of being lost. They mention a past interaction during a photoshoot.

Point_Me_@_The_Sky apologizes for the late reply, citing work commitments, and offers to provide advice. She also suggests the anonymous user create a regular account to avoid constant notifications.

♦ Private Messages from FlippinMad

FlippinMad introduces herself and explains her quest for answers about past events, particularly concerning Skitter/Weaver. She mentions the difficulty in getting people to talk and the emotional reactions she encounters.

Point_Me_@_The_Sky acknowledges the sensitivity surrounding the topic, indicating that the full story will eventually emerge, but communication is currently limited.

FlippinMad asks if Point_Me_@_The_Sky knew Skitter/Weaver.

Point_Me_@_The_Sky states they crossed paths but didn’t know her well, and explains that people are either defensive or avoidant when it comes to Skitter.

She suggests that Skitter was likely searching for something, and her actions might be a result of being “wounded and lost.”

FlippinMad reveals she has seen videos of Skitter, including the cafeteria incident, her joining the heroes, and her appearance in New Delhi.

Point_Me_@_The_Sky confirms seeing the same and adds her own observations of Skitter’s actions, from being a novice warlord to killing a major hero, but also participating in the fight against Leviathan and the Slaughterhouse Nine.

She theorizes that Skitter was searching for an answer and did a lot of damage while looking, due to her companions, timing, and personality.

Point_Me_@_The_Sky introduces the concept of “searchers” and “be-ers,” suggesting Skitter was a searcher who didn’t stand still, always looking for a push or something to push.

FlippinMad reveals she pushed Skitter. She then asks if Point_Me_@_The_Sky remembers her from the Vice-Versa photoshoot, identifying herself as Emma’s short friend.

Point_Me_@_The_Sky recalls the photoshoot, including an incident where she called out FlippinMad and others for being “disgusting” towards a disabled girl.

FlippinMad admits they were being “bitches” and going too far, and the incident made her question her own goodness.

Point_Me_@_The_Sky gives FlippinMad a partial pass, acknowledging their youth but not excusing the behavior.

FlippinMad confesses they continued their bullying and put Taylor (Skitter) in the hospital, wondering if she had powers then and why she didn’t retaliate.

Point_Me_@_The_Sky realizes FlippinMad and her friends were the bullies who pushed Skitter over the edge, noting that their names were kept out of the media.

FlippinMad expresses a sense of responsibility for Skitter’s actions, feeling like she pushed a rock down a hill that caused a devastating rockslide.

Point_Me_@_The_Sky clarifies that FlippinMad doesn’t own Skitter or every decision she made, but she does own a part of it.

FlippinMad reveals she spat on Taylor and did other cruel things, driven by a desire to keep up with her model and athlete friends.

Point_Me_@_The_Sky tells FlippinMad to stop detailing the abuse. She then advises FlippinMad to draw her own conclusions about Skitter’s actions, acknowledging the good, the bad, and the controversial.

She suggests that Skitter’s controversial actions may have gotten worse over time and that this might be what happened at the end.

Point_Me_@_The_Sky emphasizes that Skitter is “gone” and that FlippinMad needs to carry the weight of her actions, using it as motivation to make things better.

FlippinMad shares that she’s training to be a teacher.

Point_Me_@_The_Sky stresses the importance of owning her past and learning from it, especially as a future educator.

FlippinMad asks when she can put this behind her and forgive herself.

Point_Me_@_The_Sky responds with “never,” stating that forgiveness is the easy way out and that forgetting allows wrongs to be repeated.

She argues that things are inherently unfair, and maybe it’s unfair that Skitter is gone and FlippinMad is still here.

Point_Me_@_The_Sky concludes by saying she expects an unhappy compromise regarding the truth about Skitter and reiterates the need to keep things moving in the right direction, urging FlippinMad to ensure no girl she teaches gets spat on.


