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Chapter 2 Worm and Dune For the last time, I checked the suit. It wasn't the first one I'd taken that would have been far too easy. Between the need for at least something close to my size and the many broken and unusable pieces of equipment, I had to mix and match things from several lockers. The resulting outfit fit me well enough, although it
wasn't as perfectly tailored to my frame as the mutilated and unserviceable silk costume I'd woken up in. Idly, I reflected on how I'd been spoiled by years of using fine and impeccably adjusted silk for my most important piece of clothing. By contrast, the suit I'd acquired from the storage room felt tight and slightly oppressive, because of its probably
impermeable fabric and dense web of tiny tubes.And the less said about what I suspected was a damn catheter, the better. In the end, the slightly stretchy outfit covered my entire body from the top of my neck to the soles of my feet, yet I still wasn't entirely certain of its exact purpose. The hooded ensemble wasn't pressurized, for starters, and
reminded me more of an elaborate wetsuit than of a piece of equipment used in space or on the surface of an alien planet. Well, except for the thick and surprisingly comfortable boots with their tiny studs. Those gave out a distinct hiker vibe, like something out of an extreme sports or mountaineering show. The old rifle slung over my shoulder
certainly didn't help in that regard I would have to test if it even worked, once I could do so safely. I glanced down at myself and snorted.Crazy prepper meets Madmax?Yeah, I felt ridiculous. Even after spending several years wearing a bona fide superhero costume, which was telling. Still, if this getup helped me survive out there, it was worth the
embarrassment. So I slipped the mask on and breathed in deeply. The filters on the mouth-part wheezed ever so slightly, but nothing blocked my respiration I had spent several minutes checking every part. The sturdy device worked, despite its age. I still hadn't discovered the point of the straw-like tube placed at the edge of my lips, but I had my
suspicions.Never mind that, I'm ready. Let's see what's out there. I examined the airlock's control panel. It had only three featureless switches and a small screen in the same incomprehensible language. Someone had already slotted a thin key with the same laurel-and-feather symbol in a slit underneath, leaving its black keychain dangling.
Cautiously, I pressed the left switch. Nothing happened. I tried the middle one and was recompensed by a loud groan, as, slowly, the inner door closed. Several words flashed on the screen, and, without any other input on my part, the outer gate ponderously opened, letting in a wave of icy air. I reflexively pocketed the key and took a few steps over
the threshold, holding my breath as I beheld the scenery. What did I see? Sand. Fine, pale sand spreading around the rocky cliff I'd emerged from, as far as the eye could see, shivering in the slight wind. It glittered softly under the moons' pale light. Not a trace of artificial light could beWait. moons!? Before I could even finish staring at the pristine
desert landscape, my gaze rose sharply, focusing on both luminaries. The bigger one, milky white, appeared slightly larger than the Moon back home, with a broad hand-shaped dark mark on its upper hemisphere. The other, covered in interesting gray patterns, seemed much smaller but remained clearly visible through a cloudless night sky full of
alien constellations. I gulped. A tiny part of me wanted to quip about not being in Kansas anymore, but I couldn't muster the words.The fight against him had taken me across dozens, perhaps even hundreds of parallel worlds. Wherever Clairvoyant could see available capes or resources to throw against our relentless adversary. All worlds had been
wildly different places, some technologically advanced, others primitive, some icy and savage, others stuck in the Cretaceous' warm and wet climate. But one thing remained constant: Earth. No matter the variant, the parallel universe, the subtle or blatant differences, it had always been Earth. This was not. I could not deny it any longer. My
shoulders fell as my chest constricted, and I belatedly noticed I'd fallen onto my knees on the rocky ground outside of the airlock. I didn't pay it any attention as I gazed forward, watching the inhospitable wastes I'd been banished to.It makes too much sense. Cauldron had made similar plans to deal with certain S-class threats too useful or dangerous
to dispose of directly, I'd learned. It essentially boiled down to finding an empty or abandoned reality, dumping the monster there, and leaving it be. Now I was that monster. Somehow, they cracked interplanetary portals or found a version of Earth so utterly unrecognizable that even the sky appeared different. It didn't matter. I would never see my
friends again.For a second, I believed I might never see anyone again. Here I was, alone, in the desert on an alien world, without any water except for the certainly stale and probably even undrinkable ancient liquid inside my purloined pack's thermos.This new challenge left me strangely empty. Part of me wanted to stop and finally slow down after
years spent preparing for the end of the world. After days locked in a struggle for life or death. But I couldn't afford it, not even now. I briefly toyed with the idea of returning to the underground base and trying my luck with the computer, only to rapidly dismiss that possibility. I might attempt it later, but, for now, finding a place with humans or
whatever else might pass for intelligent life on this planet seemed like my best bet. I'd memorized part of the map, so I hoped to spot a few landmarks and make my way to the closest settlement from there. Cautiously confident that I wasn't in the process of dying of asphyxiation in an alien atmosphere, I stood up and began moving toward the closest
rock formation. Several hours and probably miles later, I'd begun to regret my decision. The terrain was pretty horrid, extremely craggy, almost entirely devoid of vegetation, except for a few patches of mangy, yellowish grasses hidden in tight cracks. Lacking any form of illumination except the stars and moons, I was sometimes forced to rely on my
barely-present swarm to avoid literal pitfalls. I'd spent some mental time studying the handful of bugs under my control and came to a disturbing conclusion. Water. It was all everything was about. Their senses were perfectly honed to spot the slightest drop of it. Even from a long distance, some flying critters immediately noticed the tiny drops of
sweat pearling on my forehead as I climbed a difficult slope. Worms and various burrowing bugs made up the largest part of my paltry arsenal. Through them, I knew that there wasn't a single well or water source within my entire range. A reason for that became obvious when the sun rose.Eager for a break from the icy cold, I stopped to watch this
hauntingly beautiful spectacle, as a pink orb appeared on the faraway horizon, casting thousands of shadows across the dunes beyond the rocky area I was currently making my way through. Immediately, the instincts ingrained in all my flying insects told them to hide. I let them, only keeping a handful on my person as I slowly continued my trek,
barely taking the time to enjoy the beauty of dawn on an alien world. Less than half an hour later, the soft pink ball had been replaced by a harsh, pure white disk, its unforgiving rays bathing me in uncomfortably stifling heat, banishing any thoughts about the beauty of other planets. Streams of sweat now matted my brow and I shielded my eyes with
a hand to protect them from the sun's glare. I briefly considered removing at least part of the suit but discarded the idea almost immediately. Except for my underwear, I didn't have any other clothes under it and wasn't keen on a full-body sunburn. So, for now, I would trust the ancient piece of equipment to do its job. Even so, and despite the steady
northern wind, the heat soon became almost unbearable and I ended up descending into a crevasse. It was actually a deep ravine, meandering down from my current position on the top of a rocky plateau towards the dunes below. I had finally reached the edge of that rocky highland, without any civilization in sight, so I decided I might just as well
climb down in the ravine's shadow. By the time I'd reached the bottom, the heat had somehow worsened. I noticed how my fliers reflexively went into a sort of hibernation inside the folds of my suit, their tiny bodies shutting down as the temperature rose, all without any input on my part. I could wake them up, but they would be of little use if their
wings and muscles did not function correctly in the sun. But my disquiet at that particular detail vanished as something new entered my now expanding range. Something strange. A small swarm of creatures burrowing through the sand, their senses alien even by the standard I'd become used to. They appeared to be vaguely squarish or oval-shaped
slugs, moving using countless thin cilia or flagella, the surrounding sand sliding effortlessly over their leathery skin. Incredibly, they lacked any mouth, eye or other familiar organ, even though I could feel how their flesh stored some sort of liquid. I blinked, as I took control of the strange sand slugs. I walked closer to the edge of the actual desert and
brought the animals to me. With uneasy fascination, I noticed how even as they were still dozens of feet away, under the surface, they could sense my sweat.I crouched as the first creatures broke through the sand. They were of an ugly brownish, leathery color, their cilia moving in a seemingly aimless pattern, entangling and disentangling themselves
in a way I could imagine people without my experience of the more bizarre sorts of critters might find sickening. But I didn't care I'd never seen a creature like this before, and neither had my passenger. Our current link remained thankfully very far from what it had been after Amy's changes, but I'd shared my head with it long enough to make an
educated guess. The underlying tension I could almost feel at the tip of my fingers attested to its interest. The ever-increasing range might have also clued me in, as new swarms of those slugs rapidly came under my control.I took one in my hand, examining it. It reflexively began wrapping itself around it, but I stopped it, not wanting to potentially
damage the ancient suit. Instead, it just sat there, motionless. I had no idea what these things did. But, as another, larger swarm came under my control, I realized how many of them the desert sand seemed to hide. They were everywhere, some right under the surface, others deep in the ground. Moving around, apparently aimlessly, following
indecipherable instincts.A chill went over my spine, as I could trace the way my radius kept expanding in real-time. A fresh memory from my fight against Zion surfaced how every new portal increased my human swarm. "Are you here, passenger?" I quietly asked through dried lips, already knowing the answer. "What is it you're telling me?" It didn't
respond, but the rate at which my area of control expanded remained steady. Soon it it reached a range that was at least twice my old one, without showing any sign of slowing down. I glanced down at the quiescent slug in my hand. After a brief hesitation, I put it back on the ground and told it to burrow away. It did with surprising grace for what was
essentially a limbless, giant amoeba. With one last glance at the disturbed sand, I began moving as well, trying to remain in the cliff's shade as long as feasible. Soon, it became impossible, however, as I left the rocky plateau behind me. To say I was reluctant to do so would have been an understatement, but the many bugs and slugs in my now utterly
massive range helpfully informed me that said plateau actually formed a rocky island in the middle of this sandy desolation, apparently bereft of any sign of human life. I decided to at least try and move towards one of the highest dunes in the distance, to observe things from there. If I managed to spot another rocky island, I might try and reach it. If
not, I'd turn back, and try my luck with the unknown tinkertech at the derelict base. That was the plan at least. But I quickly discovered that even years of physical conditioning as a hero didn't change a New England girl into a desert walker. Even after realizing the straw in my mask somehow provided me with a bit of lukewarm water, crossing any
distance on the fine sand was pure torture, despite the help provided by my new hiking boots' crampons. All the while, the heat of the day kept increasing, beyond anything I'd ever experienced, until it forced me to stop for another break. I took advantage of the slim shadow provided by a particularly steep dune and sagged to the ground with a groan.
By now unbelievably sweaty and thirsty, my feet aching, I sat there for a long time, staring listlessly at the shimmering immensity. Wondering if, after all those close calls with death, something as stupid as dehydration in the desert would be it. Another shudder suddenly went through me, making me blink in surprise. Before I could process this
feeling, however, my range expanded once again, and a new creature immediately fell within my area of influence. Some kind of worm. I effortlessly seized control of the animal, tracing its body, its proportions, and My sweaty, reddened face slackened, all my previous doubts and fears temporarily forgotten. "No way," I flatly muttered.That thing was
utterly massive. Humongous. Larger than fucking Behemoth, by a wide margin. It had to be hundreds of feet in length and moved with the speed of a runaway truck. From what I could feel using my power, it possessed a body made of many dozens of large segments, like some worm species, all of which kept contracting and expanding to propel it
forward through the thick sand with remarkable ease. The creature used its cavernous maw, filled with arm-sized razor-sharp teeth to destroy any rock in its way, its strength so prodigious that this action barely hampered its overall speed and other motions. "No fucking way." As I called the giant sand worm to me, a goofy grin inexorably grew behind
my mask. I whooped loudly as the hot desert wind filled with the scent of cinnamon buffeted the upper part of my face. All around me, dunes flew by with breathtaking speed as my monstrous mount rocketed through the sands with a thunderous rumble. The rocky island I'd set out from had long vanished over the horizon, but right now I didn't care. I
was crouching on top of a forty-foot-tall giant sandworm, using asperities on its rugged outer skin to stabilize myself. The first few minutes had been somewhat rocky until I found the right speed and gait to make for a smoother, almost comfortable ride. Certainly better than Rachel's dogs. For all its mind-boggling size, the sandworm wasn't
particularly smart. It relied mostly on instinct, and its senses were very limited, beyond a keen ability to sense vibrations on the sand. Ordering it around was just as effortless as any other bug. Its instinct told it to hide in the ground, to mark its territory and to chase prey. What that prey could be, in this endless emptiness, I did not know. My power
overrode those impulses, leaving me in full control of the largest living being I'd ever seen, except perhaps for the colossal Endbringer, Bohu. Climbing on top of the worm had been as easy as telling it to carefully emerge from under me.The feeling of power, of speed, of freedom that came with this was intoxicating. How long I spent like this, I didn't
know. I passed several other worms, most of them smaller, a few larger. Nothing else came to break up the monotony of this dreadfully beautiful landscape. The harsh, white sun had finally gone past its zenith when I finally slowed my mount down and beheld the first landmark to cross my path since the morning. A great, dusty mountain chain barred
the entire horizon, its craggy peaks entirely devoid of vegetation or even the slightest sign of ice at their tips.I brought my mount closer, mouth gaping as the mountains kept growing. I vaguely remembered seeing a large, brownish patch on the map back at the base, but I'd assumed it to be a single, large mountain.But this? This had to be the size
and height of the Rockies! By the time I reached the foothills, the entire chain had transformed into a hauntingly beautiful wall of arid, gray and reddish stone, its irregular boundary sometimes extending into the desert like stony tendrils. Honestly, it vaguely reminded me of that rocky stretch of coast between Brockton's namesake Bay and Portland.
If you replaced water with sand, and trees with rocks. After sensing its instinctive reluctance to move this close to sheer bedrock, I directed my worm to slowly travel on a parallel course to the "shore". Squinting in the still unforgiving sun, I surveyed the area. Rocks. Rocks. More rocks and sand. In a handful of shaded areas, I spotted what might have
been yellowish herbs and very unimpressive shrubs. The few bugs I felt within my expanded range confirmed this to me.So, plant life did exist here as well. It was mostly confined to moss and tiny desert herbs. Not an ideal diet to survive on, unfortunately. In the ride's excitement, I'd almost forgotten my precarious situation on that front. I pointedly
ignored my stomach's groan at the thought of food and my thoroughly dry lips, choosing to suck some lukewarm water from my mask's straw instead. Water would likely be an issue long before food became one. I continued my survey for a while, unfortunately without sensing anything new, and was about to tell my mount to accelerate once again
when my bugs reported some motion. Footsteps. I lacked sufficient amounts of fliers or even crawling bugs to get a better impression, but this place's worms and burrowing insects could feel the characteristic vibrations associated with people walking easily enough. Stealth wasn't an option given my mount, so I simply halted its motions and focused
my gaze on that area. I could see a small cliff, overlooking the broad sandy bay I'd been surveying. Its irregular summit provided excellent concealment from anyone below to whoever hid there, but that hardly prevented me from registering their presence. As the footsteps slowed down and stopped, I coaxed a few insects to the surface, overriding
their instinctive fear of the daylight's heat, and quickly confirmed it. At least six people wearing form-fitting, padded suits of their own were watching me. More concerning, what little bugs I had on them confirmed they were armed with short blades and what I identified as guns. My first contact with the locals, and they were armed and hiding.
Which, admittedly, wasn't entirely illogical, given I'd shown up on their presumed doorstep riding a worm the size of a small oil tanker. Still, they might be hostile to strangers no matter their means of transportation. Their entire attitude reminded me uncomfortably of a bandit ambush.Climbing to meet them in the mountains was out of the question,
obviously. But what if I could invite them down? I wanted to meet them. Learn where I was. Find some water, food and shelter. Who knew how long I might still have to wander around in the desert, alone and lost, if I ignored this opportunity? I must have traveled dozens, if not hundreds of miles without encountering even the slightest sign of human
occupation. I absently bit a lip, before coming to a decision. I slid down the side of my worm, and climbed to the top of the nearest dune, from where I could face my hidden watchers. In the meantime, I coiled my former mount behind the sandy eminence, with its head resting on its ridge, slightly to my left. Keeping my possibly-useless rifle slung over
the shoulder, I used my free hands to give my new favorite pet a few quick pats. Meanwhile, I collected as many sand slugs as I could, and had them converge on my location. A much smaller sandworm barely the breadth of a car and length of a tennis court happened to be in my area of control, so I ordered the creature closer as well and kept it
hidden under the sand between me and the cliff. From what I could spy, my little display had caused a great deal of agitation to my observers. Some were gesticulating and arguing, as the slight vibration in the air told me. Unfortunately, my swarm was insufficient to effectively listen to anything they said.I left them be for now, and waited, idly
wondering if and how should name my worm. Jormungandr might be a bit on the nose, but at least it wasn't anything Egyptian-related, like Apep. I really didn't want a reminder of that. The memory remained too fresh. Meanwhile, Typhon had a clear link to Echidna, which was another no-noAh, it seemed like someone did want to talk after all. Four of
the six I'd tagged began moving down, using steep and hidden paths, while the others went for what might be a sniper perch. Interestingly, from where I stood, I never would have noticed them, as their path unerringly avoided any spot within my field of vision. As a former Undersider, I could appreciate people this adept at stealth. Still, I couldn't
help but wave the instant they appeared from behind a large boulder at the bottom of the cliff. My bugs revealed how two of them paused briefly, as a few terse words were exchanged. They nonetheless pushed on, carefully moving towards me. Soon, they became more than tiny, indistinct silhouettes in the distance. My stalkers were, mercifully,
humans. Three men and a woman, wearing rough, tight dark clothes under lighter cloaks outfits that were somewhat similar to the one I'd purloined. Their cut, while functional, appeared less like a military uniform than mine, however, with a greater variety of fabrics and styles that reminded me of work clothes. Something made to be worn
comfortably for many hours. Facial masks with their own sets of tubes completed the outfit, leaving only the area around the newcomers' eyes exposed. It revealed tanned and dusky skin, as well as Blue eyes. Blue irises within blue sclerae.Capes? Or aliens, after all? Just like I examined them, they looked at me no less carefully. The hand of the man
on the left kept twitching towards his weapon belt, only to stop every time his eyes fell on Jormungandr, still quiescent at my side. The others were no less wary but hid it well. They stopped at a reasonable distance, albeit within probable firing range right over the spot where I'd hidden my second worm. I breathed in deeply and waved again. "Hello!"
No response. "Hello? Can you understand me?"Again, the four remained silent, as they quietly exchanged perplexed glances. A sinking feeling nestled itself in my stomach. Of course, the aliens don't speak English.I was about to put my meager abilities in French to the test the tall and thin man in the center took a step forward and said something in a
guttural language that reminded of Arabic. This realization did not help me understand what exactly he was saying. My lack of understanding must have been written on my face, as he began talking again, in another accent. He did, however, repeat the words "shai hulud" several times in both speeches, as he reverently bowed his head toward
Jormungandr. I patted my new favorite pet's thick skin and repeated: "Shai hulud?" They tensed again for a second. As nothing came, their leader gave a shaky nod."That doesn't help me," I silently sighed. Oh well. Almost certainly useless, but worth a try, I guess. "Parlez-fous fransais? Habla espanol?"No reaction to my terrible attempts at speaking
foreign languages those hadn't been a priority for Winslow's faculty, or during what little classes I had after joining the Wards. Great-Grandpa Gaspard Hbert must be rolling in his grave. It seemed that if I wanted to get anything out of this, I'd have to find another way. Time for charades. What I wouldn't give to have Lisa with me for this.Ignoring the
brief pang of melancholy, I pointed a finger toward my torso and said: "Taylor." I didn't feel like using cape names. Not here. Not after what happened. I then pointed my finger toward their leader. I repeated it twice, until the man finally answered, in a curt, gruff way: "Stilgar." I nodded exaggeratedly. "Hello, Stilgar." He didn't respond to my
greeting. I gritted my teeth at his standoffishness, and chose to ignore it. Instead, I briefly spread my arms around and pointed a finger down, then looked at the leader, tilting my head and spreading my arms again in what [ hoped was obvious interrogation. "Where are we?" I mouthed. Stilgar scowled slightly at my motion. Twitchy-guy hissed
something, only to be shut up by the woman. "Kala? Dune?" She hesitantly said. Dune. Now that word I recognized. This place certainly didn't lack for them, after all. I enthusiastically nodded at this, but the gesture only gained me more perplexed gazes. I wanted to ask them more, but this was seriously frustrating. Instead, I was forced to watch as
they began talking among themselves in quick, terse sentences. The distinctly unhelpful words "sayyadina", "liet", as well as "shai hulud" came time and time again. "What's a "Sayyadina"? Or a "liet"? I finally snapped, bringing their attention back to me, once again making a broad, interrogative motion. The man on the left twitched once more. In
fact, my slugs could feel the slight vibrations coming from him as he minutely shifted his stance. I carefully moved my smaller worm so as to place it right under him. Just in case. Stilgar motioned sharply toward his subordinate and uttered something in a harsh tone. He then turned back to me: "Sayyadina amru e-shar ab ad tin. Sayyadina uwat al-
sietch. Sayyadina kitb ashu." He punctuated his statement with several exaggerated arm motions of his own, pointing toward the mountains, and then back to me. Inviting me to come.Part of me wanted to accept. I was already running on fumes, reeling from everything, in addition to being increasingly hungry and thirsty. But to place myself at their
mercy, somewhere within those mountains where my main and only assets couldn't follow them? No, I'm not that desperate. Yet. I shook my head and placed my left hand on Jormungandr's flank once more. I pointed the other one toward the ground. "I'll stay right here. Can't you eh bring Sayyadina here?" I mimed moving something from over there,
to here. He frowned, and briefly conferred with his subordinates, before nodding gruffly. "Sayyadina uwat iskhr." I nodded dumbly as well. They withdrew to nearby dune, but as they moved, I noticed how the fourth man reached into his bag, and brought out a small bat? He whispered a few words in its ear, and let it fly off. I chose not to question
this. Stilgar seemed convinced I could get help from this Sayyadina person? Thing? Well, either that, or they were preparing a trap. Jormungandr exhaled softly, blanketing the area with the soft smell of cinnamon and causing minor panic among Stilgar's entourage. I smiled. I was too tired to run. So they could try. Although each step sent out a fresh
pang of pain through Ramallo's old bones, she kept moving forward, unrelenting determination enabling her to easily keep pace with her much younger minders. Even this close to the Sietch, they wouldn't leave her alone. As soon as the Naib's message arrived, Umut and three other girls insisted on accompanying her. The withered crone reckoned
many more might have wished to, had they known what to expect.She crested the top of a dune and beheld the majestic silhouette of a Maker, lying quiescent and eerily obediently on the sand next to the outsider. Sandtrouts wiggled on the dune around her, their motions oddly synchronized to the trained eye. An unbelievable sight, entirely absent
from any of her many, many memories of lifetimes past. Not even legends spoke of circumstances such as these. Gasps came from her escort, prompting an annoyed hiss of a reprimand on her part mostly out of habit, in truth, for this was a wondrous spectacle indeed. Yet another detail immediately jumped to her mind. The foreigner's gaze followed
her without fault from the instant she came into view, entirely ignoring the sandtrout peacefully resting in her hands. She was tall, dark-haired and wearing an ill-fitting imitation of a stillsuit. Her flesh was pale and fat, obviously full of water, marking her as an off-worlder. Her slightly sunken eyes certainly lacked any sign of spice consumption and
instead revealed a deep exhaustion, as well as the onset of dehydration. In any other context, Stilgar likely would have had her killed and her water added to the tribe's before it could end up foolishly wasted when she died, lost in the sands. Instead, here the man stood. Waiting. Uncharacteristically uncertain. She met up with the Naib on a nearby
dune. "Honored One," he greeted her deferentially. "We have tried talking to this outsider. She arrived, riding Shai-Hulud with ease, without any Maker hooks or any other device. She knew where to find us and waited for us to reveal ourselves. Yet she doesn't speak our language, nor Galach or any other tongue I know of, and she refuses to come
with us. May I ask for your wisdom and counsel in this matter?" Ramallo harrumphed, silently peering at his face for several seconds. "I will talk to her. Come. The others stay." "But, Honored One, what if she" Jamis started, alternatively palming the maula pistol and crysknife at his belt. "Rash boy! This foreigner is obviously protected by the Old Man
of the Desert himself. Do you think your crys will stop Shai Hulud's wrath, especially if you go stand closer to its maw, fool?" She harshly rebuked him. The bearded warrior wilted under her tongue lashing and fell silent. What young Harah found in this young man, Ramallo knew not. So she ignored him and gestured for her escort to remain behind as
well. There was no use in risking their lives as well. As they drew closer to the outsider, she observed Ramallo carefully. Her expression appeared curious but calm. At ease, even. Her entire posture seemed oddly still. Her suit, however Ramallo suddenly recognized it. Her eyes widened as memories came rushing in. Certainly not her own. Rather,
memories from one of her ancestors, a soldier from Ecaz, whose descendants later settled on Arrakis. She had worn the same uniform: it was one of several distant precursors to the stillsuit Fremen still used today, designed and employed under various forms thousands of years ago by the Ranger and Survey Corps of the Old Empire. The Corps's
insignia and name actually appeared on her shoulder pads as well. Even the bulky lasgun slung over her shoulder matched the ones used during those faraway times, their use already waning in the days of the Butlerian Jihad and the subsequent fall of the Thinking Machines. A time before personal shields rendered these weapons worse than useless
in most combat situations.By the moons! What is the meaning of this!? Where did this girl come from? The Reverend Mother gave no outward sign of her inner turmoil, leaning on millennia of prana-bindu exercise inherited from her predecessors. Stilgar appeared calm as well, even this close to the terrifying presence of an unridden sandworm. Good.
As they drew closer, the outsider let go of the sandtrout and gestured with her arm. "Hello. Are you Sayyadina?" Ramallo blinked, processing those few words. She recognized the language, of course. Many of her distant ancestors spoke it. Yet, it couldn't be. English vanished thousands of years ago. Long before the Jihad, or even the Ranger Corps,
after the language gradually fused with many other tongues to become Galach, the lingua franca of the old and current empires. "I am," she spoke, her words strange and rough, her accent likely entirely inaccurate. She'd never spoken a word of English in her entire existence. To her knowledge, nobody had in over ten thousand years, except for
Reverend Mothers like herself, when they indulged in the use of their older genetic memories for the purpose of confidential conversation. Could this girl be one? Another "wild" Reverend Mother like herself, then, since she did not carry the obvious signs of those of Bene Gesserit stock and training? Oblivious to the crone's inner turmoil, the
outsider's shoulders sagged a bit in highly visible relief, this gesture further attesting to her lack of indoctrination by the sisterhood. "Oh, great!" She exclaimed. "I was beginning to lose hope there. The others didn't" She blinked and stopped her rambling. "I'm" She paused again, for a heartbeat, before she completed her sentence in a more clipped
tone: "Taylor." The Sayyadina discreetly bit her upper lip, preventing it from curling up. She ever so slightly inclined her head in acknowledgment. "My name is Ramallo, stranger. I am the Sayyadina of Sietch Tabr, of the Fremen."Before the older woman could ask the blatantly obvious question about Shai-Hulud's mysterious quiescence, the girl tilted
her head slightly to the side and spoke quickly: "So I don't suppose you could tell me where we are, exactly? I mean, I don't think I'm on Earth Bet right now. Or on Earth at all, really."For perhaps the first time in her long life, the old Reverend Mother wished she possessed a cane to lean against. Earth. Terra. Old Earth, the girl said. The land of
water, forests and the furthest ancestors, where Nilotic al-Ourouba lies. The first, ancient seat of power of an empire this "Taylor" wore the long-forgotten colors of. Silence stretched between them, as the crone contemplated this echo from the distant past.Duk'arnay, Ramallo suddenly realized, her eyes widening. When she finally answered, it was to
say: "This, outsider, is Arrakis, the world my people also call Dune." -- --A/N: Initial author notes and notes about canonicity are at the end of the previous post. Last edited: Jan 1, 2025 Author's Note: This latest idea occurred to me today, and I churned out this snippet. Do enjoy and let me have feedback, whatever it may be. Have a great time
reading!I: Spark I The metallic clang of the locker door echoes in my ears, a final, definitive sound that seals my fate. I'm locked inside, trapped in a space barely larger than my own body, and the darkness is suffocating. The stench hits me firstan unbearable blend of rotting filth, old blood, and decay. It clings to me, fills my lungs with its fetid
presence. I gag, the bitter bile rising in my throat, but there's nothing left to throw up. My stomach is empty, just like the hollow pit of despair growing inside me. The locker reeks. Rot and filth, putrid and festering, fill my nose and mouth. I gag again, my body convulsing as my lungs rebel, trying to purge the stench from my system. My hands
scrabble against the metal walls, fingers slipping in the slimy decay coating every inch of my prison. The contentsrotting food, congealed filth, used tampons and pads, clumps of hairpress against me, oozing into my clothes, into my skin. I try to scream, but my throat locks up the moment I inhale again. The scent is overwhelming, thick and alive in
the way something dead can be. My stomach heaves.I vomit. The bile splashes onto my shirt, mixing with everything else. I feel the acid burn at my lips, but I can't wipe it away. I can't move. I'm trapped. I beat against the door, hammering my fists so hard I feel my knuckles split. The pain is a distant thing, drowned out by the crushing panic that
rises in my chest, a suffocating wave of terror that chokes me more effectively than the putrid air.I can't breathe. I can't get out.I can't I slam my shoulder into the door, trying to force it open, but the metal doesn't budge. I scream for help, my voice raw and shaking, but the hallway outside is silent. My throat is hoarse, ragged. How long have I been
in here? This is it. This is how I die. Alone, abandoned, left to rot in this metal coffin. I know the teachers won't help. They never do. The adults in my life are little more than specters, indifferent to my suffering, lost in their own worlds of apathy. I'm just another invisible girlone they can ignore. Hours? Days? It feels like forever. I press my face
against the slats, desperate for a gulp of fresh air, but the effort is wasted. The stink clings to me, seeps into me. I breathe it in with every shuddering gasp, like I'm drowning in filth. I don't even know why I expected anyone to come. No one ever does. "Let me out!" No response. I thrash against the metal walls, my fingers clawing at the cold surface,
desperate to find a way out. My nails tear, splitting against the unforgiving steel. I can't stop. I can't give in. I scream again and again, but no one hears me. No one cares. The echoes of my voice fade into the gloom, swallowed by the shadows of this locker. Hours passor maybe just minutes. I've lost all sense of time. It's all the same, a relentless cycle
of despair and panic. The filth that clings to me becomes a second skin, a miasma of my own failures and fears. I feel it seeping into my very being, under my nails, into my soul. "Please" My voice catches, the words barely more than a hoarse sob. Still, nothing. How long have I been in here? I don't know. The dark warps my sense of time. I try to
breathe deep, try to keep myself calm, but the air is stale, thick with the miasma of everything that's been left to rot in here. It's getting harder to pull in a full breath. The walls are too close. Pressing in. Shrinking. No. No, they aren't moving. It just feels that way. I shake my head, trembling, trying to fight the rising panic, but my body doesn't listen.
My heartbeat is too fast. My skin is clammy with sweat. I push against the door, against the walls, trying to force more space into existence. My shoulder knocks into something wet and mushy, and I gag again, bile rising in my throat.I'm going to die in here. No one is coming. No one is going to help me. They left me. Emma. Madison. Sophia. I can
hear them laughing. I can see their faces in my mind, twisted with cruel delight, watching as I suffocate in a coffin of garbage.l shake, curling into myself, my body wracked with silent, hitching sobs. I pleaded with them. I begged them to stop. And this is what I got. This is how it ends. I don't know how long I've been in here, but the darkness creeps
into my mind, and I can't fight it anymore. The locker isn't just a boxit's a tomb. I close my eyes, trying to escape, but the memories flood in. I see my mother's funeral, the way the earth swallowed her, a finality I can't comprehend. My father's distant, broken gaze as he stood there, a shell of the man I once knew. Emma's mocking laughter ringing in
my ears like a funeral dirge, her cruel words slicing through me. Sophia's smirk as she slammed the door shut, sealing my fate with a finality that makes my skin crawl. I scream again, a raw, primal sound that claws its way up my throat. No one answers. The emptiness is profound, the silence deafening. I pound my fists against the walls, desperate to
make them feel me, to make them acknowledge my existence. But it's futile. I'm alone, just a ghost in this prison. The panic rises, clawing at my throat like a feral beast. I'm trapped in here, and I can't breathe. The walls seem to close in, their cold metal pressing against me, suffocating me. I'm going to die in this wretched place, forgotten and
unloved. I slam my hands against the door again, harder, ignoring the sharp sting in my palms. My nails scrape against metal, tearing, breaking, but the lock doesn't budge. I squeeze my eyes shut. My breathing slows. My heartbeat steadies. I accept it. I let go. And the world breaks. Sudden heat swells within me, a tide of molten agony. My body is
breaking, dissolving into something vast and unknowable. I try to scream, but there is no air, no voiceonly fire. And then the world is gone. I am no longer in the locker. No longer in Winslow. No longer Taylor Hebert. I am elsewhere. I am nowhere, weightless, floating in the space between everything. I see it. Not with my eyes. Not with sight. A vast,
eternal inferno, burning across the fabric of existence itself. It is not bound by time or space. It has no beginning, no end. It simply is. A fire beyond mortal comprehension, stretching beyond galaxies, beyond dimensions, beyond the very concept of limits. It is alive. It moves, roiling like a storm. Great waves of light twist and churn, a vast, endless tide
of gold and crimson and violet. It is beautiful. The void stretches infinite before meno sky, no ground, just an ocean of shifting color, deeper than anything human eyes were meant to perceive. Beyond the colors, I see starsdying, their brilliant light collapsing inward, pulled toward something vast, something too large for my mind to comprehend. A
shape. Not a thing. Not a being. A presence. It stretches beyond the limits of sight, beyond the boundaries of existence itself. A great, living fire, shifting, churning, folding in on itself in endless, fluid motion. It has no form, and yet it has every form, a thousand wings of burning gold, a thousand eyes of searing white, a thousand voices that whisper
and roar in the fabric of the universe. It does not think as humans do. It does not feel as we do. It is hunger, it is creation, it is annihilation. It has existed before the first stars were kindled in the abyss. It will remain long after the last embers of the universe flicker and die. It is both the spark that gives birth to existence and the flame that devours it. I
see eons pass in an instant. A star burns bright in the void, its light cradling fledgling worlds teeming with life. It reaches out, brushing against the star with a touch so slight, so indifferent, yet the star screams. Its core collapses, a supernova birthing nebulae that will form new worlds, new stars. In death, there is renewal. A galaxy spirals in the vast
darkness, countless civilizations rising and falling upon its worlds. It drifts through, unconcerned, unbound by the petty notions of fate or morality. A single pulse of its power, a flicker of its presence, and the spiral arms are unmade. Entire solar systems dissolve into cascading waves of radiation, their histories erased in an instant. The galaxy burns,
reduced to cinders floating in the cosmic void. Yet, elsewhere, a new one forms. It does not seek destruction, nor does it seek creation. These are mere consequences of its nature, incidental and meaningless to something so vast. I see its hosts. Throughout the eons, there have been others. Beings who have wielded a sliver of its power, who have
burned brighter than the stars, who have reshaped the very fabric of reality itself. Some have ruled entire galaxies as living gods, their wills made manifest through fire and force. Others have crumbled under the burden, their bodies and minds unable to withstand the raw infinity of its essence. Worlds have been saved. Worlds have been lost. It does
not care. It does not choose based on worth, nor on morality, nor on destiny. It chooses because it can. Because, in a moment that means nothing to it but means everything to those who are touched by its fire, it decides to burn. And now, it turns its gaze to me. Something else was meant to come to me first. I feel it, a fragment of something artificial,
something crafteda sliver of power sent through the dimensional void, meant to twist me into something else. It is small, pale, limited. A mere splinter of something greater, built for control, for a purpose I cannot understand. The flaming entity devours the shard. The lesser power is consumed in an instant, its feeble light swallowed and reforged into
something new. It was never meant to stand before this vast, eternal fire. It is dust before a supernova. I feel the entity turn its gaze upon me. A weight crushes down on my mind, my soul, my existence. It is not malice, not crueltyjust something vast, something infinite, something that has seen the birth and death of entire realities. It is not a god. It is
beyond gods. It does not simply existit is existence. And I am nothing before it. A speck. A grain of dust in the storm of creation. A dying ember. And then, from the vast, endless flame, a fractionjust the smallest sliverbreaks away. It enters me. The fire does not ask. It does not offer. It simply takes. It gives. I burn. I am falling, plummeting back
through the void, through the vision, through time, through reality. The heat is unbearable, but I do not scream. I rise. It sees this. And it does not speak; it does not have to. Its voice is fire and silence, a soundless roar that fills my being, reshaping me into something new. "Burn." Flames erupt from within me. No, not flamessomething greater. A force
that is not fire, not heat, but power itself. My body disintegrates into light. I see galaxies ignite in my veins. I see entire worlds perish in the wake of my breath. I am unravelingnot ending, not dying, but becoming. Becoming something more. Something vast. Something endless. The presence watches. Judging. Deciding. It reaches out again. Pain
ignites behind my eyes, sharp and shattering, like glass breaking inside my skull. A scream tears itself from my throat, raw and wretched, but I don't hear it. I don't hear anything. Everything is white. Blinding, searing, scorching white. A pressure builds in my chest, growing, swelling, filling me with something too big to contain. I claw at my ribs,
fingers scraping against my own flesh as if I can tear it out. I fall. No, I plummet, pulled through the void like a comet spiraling toward an unseen horizon. The remnants of the vision blaze inside my mind, too vast to comprehend, too infinite to forget. I have seen things no human was ever meant to witnesscosmic infernos swallowing entire galaxies,
civilizations vanishing in the breath of a dying star, the very fabric of reality bending beneath the weight of a force beyond time itself. And yet, through it all, it chose me. The fire does not leave. It does not fade like a dream or shatter like a memory. It is here, in my bones, in my marrow, in the deepest recesses of what I am. It coils, writhing through
my veins, compressing itself into something small, something mortal. It is a force that has existed since the dawn of creation, and now it is inside me. One moment, the filth clings to my skin, the stench of rot suffocating me. The next, there is only heat. The filththe disgusting, putrid filth that soaked into my clothes, my hair, my skindisintegrates. Not
burned. Not cleansed. It is simply erased, as though it was never there. The rotting, congealed stink is gone. The bile in my throat is gone. The weak, gasping breath that rattled in my chest is gone. I breathe in, and for the first time in what feels like forever, I am clean. The walls of Winslow High cannot endure what happens next. A shockwave
detonates outward. Metal screams as it liquefies, curling away in molten rivulets. The filth is incinerated in an instant, vaporized in the expanding sphere of searing white-hot plasma. The explosion erupts outward, beyond the locker, beyond the hall, beyond the school itself. The buildingbrick, steel, concreteall of it evaporates in a wave of fire. The
ceiling disintegrates, torn apart by the force of the blast. A hurricane of raw energy engulfs everything in its path. There is screamingbrief, fleeting. The students. The teachers. The ones who ignored me. The ones who hurt me. The ones who never cared. It does not matter. The fire consumes them all. The school collapses in upon itself in a roar of
destruction. Concrete fractures into dust before it can even hit the ground. Steel beams twist and curl like paper held to a flame. Classroom walls, desks, bookshistory itself is erased in an instant, swallowed whole by the force of my rebirth. The school is ruined. Smoke clogs the air, thick and acrid, stinging my throat. The walls that once loomed over
meonce boxed me in like a cageare reduced to rubble. The floor beneath me is warped, cracked, wrong, as if it can't decide what it's supposed to be. I breathe, and the air around me shudders. The rippling heat-haze distortion clings to me, warping everything in my presence, making the edges of reality itself flicker and stutter. The fire does not stop.
It hungers. The streets outside fracture, spiderweb cracks splitting through asphalt as another pulse of heat washes over the city. The shockwave ripples outward, shaking buildings, igniting the very air. Glass windows burst in their frames. Power lines snap and melt in midair. Cars parked along the curb crumple like paper, their fuel tanks detonating
one by one in secondary explosions that barely register against the inferno. The sky itself catches fire. Above me, the clouds ignite in a roiling storm of plasma and raw, unchecked power. The heat distorts the world, warping the very air with shimmering waves of superheated energy. Where once there was a school, there is now a crater, a smoldering
wound carved into the earth, still glowing from the sheer intensity of the blast. And at the center of it all I stand. The wind howls, carrying embers in spiraling arcs around me. The ground beneath my feet is scorched black, heat still radiating from the shattered remnants of what was once Winslow High. The air ripples around me, bending like light
distorted through a flame. I look down at myself. I am naked, but I feel no shame. The fire clings to me, wrapping around my limbs, dancing across my skin like living serpents of molten gold. It does not burn me. It is me. My hair, once tangled and filthy, now flows like strands of liquid flame, flickering and shifting in a rhythm I do not yet understand.
My hands tremble, fingers outstretched, wreathed in fire that coils and uncoils as though it, too, is alive. I flex my fingers, and the flames respond, shifting, shaping themselves with my thoughts. I exhale, and embers dance in the wind. Then, the screaming starts. Not from the ones who burned. Not from the ones who vanished in the first wave. From
the ones who survived. Distant, scattered voices, echoing across the ruined landscape. They are too far to see me clearly. They do not understand what happened yet. But they knowthey know something terrible has occurred. And then, the sirens. A distant wail, growing closer. Police? Firefighters? Paramedics? It does not matter. They are coming. To
stop me? To help me? I do not know. I do not care. A tremor runs through my body, exhaustion crashing into me like a tidal wave. My legs shake, my vision tilts, and for the first time since the fire chose me, I feel weak. The power is still thereinfinite, roiling just beneath my skinbut my body is human. Mortal. Fragile. The fire may not burn me, but I
am still too small to contain it fully. My knees buckle. I collapse. The world tilts, heat still rolling off me in waves, the scorched earth beneath me searing against my bare skin. But I barely feel it. I manage to turn my head, my vision blurring. The last thing I see before the darkness swallows me is the pillar of fire, stretching high into the sky, burning
with the fury of something that has existed since the beginning of time.A monument to my awakening. Last edited: Feb 20, 2025 Frost 1.2 It was cold, when Taylor woke up. For a moment, she was back on the bloodstained snow in the graveyard. But no, the house was just drafty and she had misplaced her blanket at some point during the night. Her
dreams had been strange. Was it like this for all capes? Did Alexandria packages dream of flying? The blood sang for her, even though she knew that it should horrify her. Especially after the-Nope, not thinking about it. Taylor pulled herself out of bed and stretched, enjoying the quiet vigor flowing through her veins. She grabbed fresh clothes for the
day and took another shower. It might have just been in her head, but even after her late night return the acid still prickled at her skin. The reflection in the mirror caught her attention. Emma's words about her appearance had always hurt, but it wasn't exactly anything she hadn't already known. It was obvious, every time she looked at herself. Thin,
gangly limbs and boney joints. Ill-proportioned, and somehow also soft in all the wrong places. Not pretty enough to be worth looking at, not striking enough to be unique, and not strong enough to make up for it. She didn't really know what was so different, now. Objectively, her body hadn't actually changed. But there was something Something
about her wiry, corded arms felt dangerous, now that she could feel the strength in her long fingers. Her legs didn't look out of place, when she remembered rocketing over the moonlit snow. Her eyes were hard and resolved, under her curtain of midnight curls. She had always thought that brown was such a boring color, but now her irises looked
close enough to black that it was hard to tell where the pupil ended, like piercing onyx. Maybe it was all in her head. What did any of it matter, when she had already died? She pulled the white button-down over her boney shoulders. The image solidified, as she slid the buttons into place and fixed the collar. Taylor didn't know why she grabbed this
outfit, in particular. Didn't even remember when she got it. It was a departure from her normal style, but Emma would never ruin her clothes again. Would never cut her with poisoned words. They wouldn't pull her strings, anymore. Black slacks, and suspenders. Shirt cuffs rolled up to expose sinewy forearms and wrists, fingers longing to rest on the
trigger. She really needed to get some supplies. The urges were getting more persistent. Her new hat completed the ensemble. Mysterious notes aside, she liked the look. It was different, and it was new. She hadn't liked herself, before, but maybe she could find it in her to like this version. Taylor Hebert was dead. It was fitting that her vices should
die with her. She could already hear activity downstairs. At least it just sounded like her dad was making breakfast, rather than organizing an inquisition. Her feet were light on the stairs, the unconscious dexterity already bringing a smile to her face. "Morning, Dad," she said. The kitchen smelled strongly of bacon. Grease popped and crackled on the
stove. Danny looked over at her, and for a brief moment the starving stare was back before he smiled. "Morning, Taylor," he said. She started the water boiling for tea. "I took the day off," her father said, pushing the bacon around in the pan without looking at her. "I thought you might want some help getting things set up for your lab? Lair?" Maybe
her untimely demise and subsequent resurrection had been enough to shock him out of his stupor. He hadn't been this animated in years. She could only hope that it lasted. "I do have some ideas," she said. "I'm not sure how much of what I need can be bought at Walmart, though." Danny hummed in agreement as he moved the bacon onto a plate
lined with paper towels. He seemed to be caught somewhere between wanting to stare at her constantly and trying to avoid her gaze. "That's a new look," he said, eyes flicking over to her before jumping back to his coffee. "I thought it was time for a change. Besides, it matches my new hat," Taylor grinned. "I forgot about that, last night," Danny said,
moving over to the spindly table. "Where'd you get the hat? It's not a bad look, just different." "Would you believe that someone left it by my grave? It felt appropriate," Taylor said. Danny raised his eyebrows. "That's odd. I wonder who visited you. No one else," he looked away for a moment before forcing himself to continue, "...no one else came to the
funeral."Unsurprising. "I wondered where Emma was, but I guess it makes sense that she didn't show, after what she did," Danny said. Taylor thought that Emma would come just to spit on her grave. Maybe she had waited until later. "It had this note in it too. Fell out right as I was about to throw it away," Taylor said, handing over the cryptic
message. Her dad just stared at it for a while as he chewed. "This is weird, kiddo." "Weirder than coming back from the dead?" "I'll admit, that one's hard to top," he said with a small smile. "Brussels sprouts and chocolate, though." Her mom used to say that, that brussels sprouts tasting terrible had no effect on the taste of chocolate. According to
her, it was a logical fallacy to think that bad times are required to appreciate the good.Or, in this case, extreme death weirdness didn't make cryptic hat messages any less weird. It was good, that he remembered. He hadn't said anything like that in a long time. They ate in silence, for a while. Danny drank his coffee, and she sipped her tea. "I need a
lot of glass. Different sizes of beakers, and bottles. Vials. And tubing. And a hot plate," she said eventually. "I think we have a camp stove?" Danny said. "Do they sell needles at the drugstore?" "I think you probably need a prescription, but I can ask. Worst case scenario, they think I'm a Merchant," her father said dryly. "Not funny. I also need saws. A
lot of saws." "I'm not even going to ask." It was ironic that her cape career was being funded by insurance fraud. Her father had some kind of family life insurance plan through his job, and it turns out that teenagers don't actually die very often, so the payout was decent. Silver linings. Taylor stayed in the truck with her hat shading her eyes. It was
generally a good idea for dead people to avoid security cameras. Especially dead Tinkers who didn't want to draw the attention of the gangs or the PRT. The details were a bit fuzzy, but everyone who paid attention to cape culture knew that Tinkers were highly valued, and easy to snap up if they weren't careful. Even with her supernatural speed, she
didn't want to tip her hat too early.It isn't paranoia if they're actually out to get you. The truck door opened as Danny returned from yet another hardware store. Dirty, half-melted snow still lined the streets despite the sunshine. Her father had agreed with the necessity of going to multiple stores in different parts of town. He had shaken his head a bit
at the idea of wearing different coats into each store, but he had gone along with it. He was less enthusiastic about parking a few blocks away, in areas where there weren't any security cameras. Overall, though, he had been a pretty good sport about the whole thing. "Did I miss anything exciting?" He asked as they pulled back into traffic. "Yeah, I got
in a bar fight with Hookwolf. It was great, you should've been there." He didn't laugh, but he did the thing where people exhale a bit sharper than usual through their nose. Progress. "What's next on the agenda, hero?" She wasn't actually sure if she was a hero, really. Something to work out later. "Maybe a department store? I need a coat for my
costume. Something at least to my thighs, with a split up the back for when I need to run. And some boots. And gloves," Taylor said. They had managed to get pretty much everything else, except for the actual needles. It turns out, those do actually require a prescription, which was inconvenient. "Sure. Do you want to come in or should I guestimate
the sizes?" Danny asked. "I'm sure you'll do great on your own. Tell them it's a birthday present or something, and if it doesn't fit we'll return it. Oh, get me a scarf too," she said. "Please." He rolled his eyes but left to brave the wilds of Kohl's solo. Taylor surveyed their haul, arrayed on the solid wooden workbench in the basement. All in all, she was
pretty pleased with what they had managed to find. A surprising variety of glassware from different craft and home goods stores. All manner of hand tools and materials from home improvement stores. Metal and rubber piping, tubing, saws with different shaped handles, screws and nuts and bolts a plenty. They even sold Bunsen burners at Walmart.
What a time to be alive. And the best part was that nothing about any of this screamed 'Tinker'. It was old fashioned, gristly work. Not graceful and efficient electronics, but blood and oil and steel. She was so excited. And nervous. Without the needles, her options were limited. She needed blood for the majority of the designs in her head, in quantities
that she wasn't comfortable trying to gather by cutting herself. It was morbidly hilarious, that when she had been bullied and depressed she had never harmed herself, but now that she was free, she was debating the best way to spill her own blood. Of course she couldn't get a normal power, like flying or laser beams. No, of course she had to get the
power two steps to the left of fucking Bonesaw. Still, it beat being dead. Mostly. Her first order of business was the most practical, but it was also something she dreaded. She needed to be able to die. She couldn't risk anyone finding out her secret and neutralizing her before she could slip into the dark. Immortals weren't actually all that difficult to
deal with, once you knew what to look for. Bury them in concrete, chop off all their limbs and hook them up to a nutrient and sedative drip, etc, etc. It occurred to her that normal people probably didn't think about this stuff, but her enemies wouldn't be normal. Fortunately, (or unfortunately, depending on the perspective) her powers offered a fairly
easy answer to the death issue.It just wasn't pleasant. With a sigh, Taylor tied her hair back, grabbed a length of steel wire and some pliers, and began to work. The flame of the Bunsen burner cast an eerie light over the basement. The metal wire glowed brilliant orange in the fire, the tongs keeping her hands away from the heat. Taylor carefully
maneuvered the cool part of the wire into a vice, so it could continue to heat while she prepared the blood quench. It sounded more clinical than what it actually entailed.Maybe I should wait until I get some needles. No, it needed to happen now or she would lose her nerve. A bit of pain, for absolute security. She raised her scalpel. It was surprising,
what you could buy at craft stores. Clay sculpting tools worked just as well on flesh. The sterile blade parted the skin on the back of her forearm with ease, and she hissed at the burn as the crimson ichor flowed into the shallow dish she prepared. Just a little sting, in the grand scheme of things. She didn't actually need much. When the dish had a
decent layer on the bottom, she bandaged the wound tightly. No reason to waste any extra blood. Her eyes returned to the fiery wire. Several strands bent together to make the brand. A single long, vertical slash, with two branches angled back on themselves forming a diamond at the bottom. A dangling, upside-down rune.To awaken fresh, as if it
were all just a bad dream. Her breath came in sharp pants. She put a piece of leather between her teeth. There would be no going back, after this. She released the white hot brand from the vice. The metal was warm under her fingers, even through her gloves. Even so far from the fire. She quenched the brand in her blood, the crimson deep hissing
on contact with the burning metal.The symbol of a Hunter, etched into one's own mind. It was still more than hot enough, when she removed it. She held it up, eyes fixed on the black-red crusted steel.Taylor Hebert is dead. Her breath hitched.l am a Hunter. Her mind flashed unbidden to the bloody metal box that was her crucible.And I will never be
chained again. She pressed the bloody, burning metal into the skin of her forehead, just over her right eye. The sound of her flesh sizzling under the cleansing fire was both horrifying and beautiful in equal measure. She felt the ethereal rune carve itself into her mind, like an axe to the frontal lobe. Pain lanced through her, jumping from the brand
down her spine, tearing at the nerves down to her fingers and toes before bouncing back up and crashing into her brain like wildfire. She barely heard the clang of metal on concrete as she dropped the brand, falling to one knee as she tried to stay afloat amid the ocean of agony. Overhead, the moon hung full and bright, but blood-red instead of
peaceful silver. Hands gripped her shoulders and she just barely managed to resist the automatic urge to rip out her assailant's spine. It was only then that she realized that the horrible keening noise was coming from her own throat. "-lor! Taylor! What's going on? What happened? Can you hear me?" Her father's frantic voice dragged her out of the
bloody nightmares. The wailing cut off and she gasped for air, one hand braced on the basement floor beneath her. Her hair had come free from the tie at some point, falling around her face in a midnight curtain. "I'm okay. I'm okay," she rasped, her voice dry and torn from the screaming. She pushed her hair back from her face, careful to keep both
her hands and her hair from touching the raw, bloody mark on her forehead. She looked up at her father and his eyes widened dramatically. "You you" he stammered, reaching out halfway between them before stopping himself from touching her face. Probably a good idea. Everything hurt, right now. "It was necessary," she said, iron resolve curling



in her gut. "Why?" He whispered. "To make me free, forever," she said, rising to her feet in front of him. "As long as this mark is etched into my mind, I will always have the choice to die, and awake anew. I will never be held against my will, ever again." Her father took several deep breaths while she waited for him to calm himself. "It's a bit obvious"
he said eventually. "You couldn't have put it anywhere else?" "No." "Okay. Okay," he said, centering himself again. "Well, it's not ideal for a secret identity" "My hat will cover it," she said. "I guess" he still seemed unsure. It was quiet, for a while. "Can I go get an ice pack, now?" She asked with a crooked grin. "This really hurts." It did. Not the all-
consuming agony and bestial hunger that burned within her before, but the more mundane pain that came along with shoving hot metal against one's face. "Yeah, yeah, go," he said, backing up as she headed for the stairs. Hopefully this wouldn't dampen her dad's enthusiasm for helping her with her tinkering. It wasn't like she planned on mutilating
herself like this again. For now, at least. Brockton Bay looked less broken, from up here. Taylor crouched on top of the railing that ran around the roof of Brockton General Hospital. One of the underappreciated benefits of superpowers was definitely brooding on rooftops. Currently, Taylor was brooding over the moral conundrum of robbing a hospital
for the greater good. The greater good, in this case, being her ability to Tinker. It was, unquestionably, a bad thing to do. Even if she eventually used her equipment to help people.But she did really want some high quality equipment. Not just needles, but titration and distillation equipment, centrifuges, blood. She really needed the blood. Which also
begged the question: was it more morally dubious to steal donated blood from a hospital, or take it under duress from the source? It was probably fine, as long as her victims were Nazis. But she didn't want to provoke the Empire until after she had some gear. It was an irritating catch-22. Hence, the brooding. "That hat makes you look like a hipster,"
a sarcastic voice behind her said suddenly. Taylor almost fell off the roof. It turns out, her supernatural perception only worked if she was actually looking at something, or if it was an active threat to her. Good to know. She regained her balance and looked over at her unexpected company.Holy shit, that's Panacea. The red and white robed hero was
standing about fifteen feet behind her, in the process of lighting a cigarette.Huh. And she had insulted Taylor's hat. Rude. A year ago, an insult like that might have set her gut churning, but now After everything Emma did, after dying It just didn't matter, as much as it used to. Besides, it wasn't like Taylor had chosen the hat for herself. The hat chose
her. "Nice to meet you, too," Taylor said, not moving from her crouch on the railing. It was easy for her to keep her balance, now. "Sure," Panacea said. They stared at each other across the rooftop for a long moment. "So what'cha doin'?" Panacea finally asked. Her sarcasm hadn't decreased a bit. It might have been her default setting. "Casing the
joint," Taylor said, honestly. "Sounds pretty villainous," Panacea said. "I thought it was against the rules to rob hospitals." "I'm not a villain," Taylor said, although she was becoming less sure by the day. Blood Tinkering didn't exactly lend itself to heroics. She couldn't really see Panacea's face under her hood, but she got the feeling that she was
raising her eyebrows. "It doesn't get much more villainous than stealing from sick people," Panacea said. "I don't suppose you could just go grab me some needles, then? Oh, and some blood, too, while you're at it," Taylor said dryly. She didn't know where she was getting all this confidence. Maybe it was the mask. It was easier to be straightforward,
when she wasn't herself. "Wait, wait, needles, blood? What?" Panacea said, wandering closer despite herself. "Are you trying to get high or something?" "No," Taylor said. She debated how much to tell this stranger, this hero. It would probably get out soon, anyway, but she wanted to have her lab set up and established first. "Why, then?" "Hand over
some blood and I'll tell you," Taylor said, grinning behind her scarf. "Fucking vampire. I could give you cancer, you know," Panacea said. "Do it, coward." Panacea coughed out a grudging laugh at that."You could just rob Medhall. They probably have better security, but they're bloodsucking private-insurance-only types. You'll get along great. Or, you
could just, I don't know, not rob a fucking hospital," Panacea said. Taylor pursed her lips and hummed thoughtfully."Do you know anywhere else I could get some medical equipment? I don't really need the blood, I guess," Taylor said. "I could just call the PRT," Panacea said. "How do you know I'm even a cape?" Taylor asked, mainly just to keep her
talking. She had a nice voice, under all the acid. "You're hunkered dramatically on a rooftop. That is guaranteed cape behavior. No one in their right mind would do that." That was a good point. "Okay, you got me there. But what would you even tell them? That you talked to a weirdo with a cool hat on a roof and they said they were totally going to
steal from the hospital?" Taylor said."I take personal offense to the 'cool hat' part. It's not cool, and I would never say it was," Panacea said, but Taylor could see her lips curling up despite her best efforts. "It's pretty cool." "It's really not." "It's not my fault you have no taste," Taylor's grin widened behind her scarf. "Oh, fuck you," Panacea said, and
Taylor laughed. "I'm sorry, did you say 'you win'?" "That's it, I'm calling the cops." "Bring it on, hero," Taylor said. Neither of them moved, though. Panacea took another drag of her cigarette. Taylor's brand itched under the bandage, which was under her hat, so she couldn't scratch it. Annoying. "For real, do you know where I can get needles and
basic medical equipment, IV bags, and whatnot? It's not for villain stuff, I promise," Taylor said. She wasn't even lying mostly. Was stalking Emma and Sophia villainous? They deserved it. Panacea just looked at her for a while. "Fuck it," the hero finally said, flicking the remains of her cigarette onto the roof and walking away.Oh well. It was fun while
it lasted. Taylor leaned back and let her hair fall behind her, face turned up to the night sky. The moon wasn't full, anymore, but it was close. The silver light was soothing. A door slammed on the other side of the rooftop, and she reached up quickly to make sure that her scarf was still in place. Panacea was back? "You're lucky I'm in a shitty mood and
feel like doing some teenage rebellion. I figure this is better than robbing liquor stores," Panacea said, holding out a bulging plastic bag.Well shit. "Um thanks?" Taylor said, taking the care package. She wasn't sure what else to say. What exactly was the expected platitude when the world's foremost parahuman healer steals medical supplies on one's
behalf? "Fair warning, I might feel guilty tomorrow and tell the PRT," Panacea said. "I mean, I'd prefer if you didn't, but I can't exactly stop you," Taylor shrugged. Panacea lit another cigarette. Taylor couldn't help herself. "You know those give you cancer," she said. "Fuck you." Taylor laughed. "Shut up and take your ill-gotten gains before I change
my mind," Panacea snapped. "Sure thing, doc." She couldn't see under the hood, but Taylor hoped the healer was rolling her eyes. Taylor stood on the railing and turned to leave. "Wait," Panacea's voice was still sharp, but it sounded a bit forced. "What's your name, vampire girl?" Taylor hadn't really thought about it, but only one name sprung to
mind. "Hunter," she said. Panacea snorted."That has to be taken already. There's no way just plain Hunter is available." "Don't care." "The PRT will make up something stupid instead," Panacea warned. "It will be funny to see what they come up with. Let their PR department do the legwork," Taylor said. "Most capes care about that kind of thing,"
Panacea said. "I'm not most capes." "Whatever you say, drama queen." Taylor laughed again. "I thought you were leaving," Panacea said, gray smoke coiling around her red-trimmed hood. "I was, you're the one who-" "Shut up." "Fine, fine, I'm going," Taylor shook her head. "See you around, Panacea." "I hope not," the healer said, although Taylor was
reasonably sure that she didn't mean it.She was tempted to see how long Panacea would keep trying to have the last word, but the robed healer had just stolen medical supplies for her. She deserved the small amount of satisfaction. A soaring leap carried her to one of the hospital's lower roofs, and then she was running, under the stars. ... A/N: I
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skin, this may be easier to see on the palms of your hands or soles of your feet)you suddenly become very confused, drowsy or dizzysomeone faints and cannot be woken upa child is limp, floppy or not responding like they normally do (their head may fall to the side, backwards or forwards, or they may find it difficult to lift their head or focus on your
face)You or the person who's unwell may also have a rash that's swollen, raised or itchy.These can be signs of a serious allergic reaction and may need immediate treatment in hospital. Page last reviewed: 01 June 2023 Next review due: 01 June 2026 Can you answer a 5 minute survey about your visit today? DIRE WORM!:Wherein an armored
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Fan ArtDire - Zero Suit and "DO GO ON" by Priest Author's Note: Well, why the heck not. First time posting things here, though I've written fanfiction elsewhere. If I commit a faux pas or use unpopular formats or methods, I do apologize and ask for constructive criticism. This is more an exercise in creative writing, practice for things to come. It's not
meant at all to be serious.This is, of course, based on Wildbow's excellent story, Worm. No infringement is meant, no insult is intended. Parts of the story itself are copied and adjusted for the intro.Basic idea? You know how Taylor's always mourning that the Undersiders don't have tinker support? Well, be careful what you wish for... CHAPTER 1.1:
PROSPECTING Since before the dawn of man, the shardbearers had started their pilgrimage through the multiverse. They armed themselves with shards, shards which granted powers that made the laws of physics look more like gentle suggestions. The shardbearers seeded themselves through many worlds... Parasites massive in scale and beyond
the scope of human comprehension, their goals were cosmic in nature, their methods multidimensional, the end result of every journey was doom to the worlds that they seeded, then harvested when the time was right. Earth must have been a smorgasborg to them... Ripe with countless alternate dimensions already, filled with a native species prone
to conflict and given to imagination, it was the perfect gestation ground for their offspring. But they overlooked a few things, in the initial setup. The shards granted powers, true, but some worlds had developed superpowers already... In one world... A grim one, under siege by terrible and punctual monsters, a rough coastal city groaned under the
weight of ruthless gangs, and the amoral powers who led them. In that world, one who was called a tinker for her advanced science powers had just sprung her ambush upon the teenagers who had inconvenienced her leader. Cornering her prey after softening them up with an opening act of mercenary capes, she responded to a defensive buffer of
darkness by readying her bombs. In another world, about sixteen down, twelve over, and four in a direction that humanity isn't really ready to process, an individual with her own science powers was about to finally show them. Show. Them. All.-----EARTH MU-KAPPA-DELTADOCTOR DIRE The factory was in flames, but I didn't care. Sweeping an arm
through the falling rubble, I pointed a gauntlet at the charging bulk of Siegebreaker, and triggered my palm blaster. It made such a lovely sound, as countless subatomic particles streamed forth, focused into an area of kinetic energy the size of my fist. The cyborg was hurled back, a smoking hole clean through his armor. Ah, particle beams. They lift
AND separate. "TWO DOWN, QUANTUM," I boomed through my armor's speakers. "IF YOU DO NOT SURRENDER NOW, YOU MAY NOT GET THE CHANCE." Brushing embers through my cloak, I looked around- And nearly got clobbered as a falling girder's path deviated forty degrees, straight toward my face. Snarling, I triggered my jets, boosting
to the side as the five-hundred pound support beam swept past me like a scythe. That witch! I kicked up a heap of burning embers from the floor to create an impromptu cloud, and switched my sensors through various spectrums. The fires rendered infrared pointless, ultraviolet wasn't of much use... Ah. Sonar, there we go. I found Kinetica toward the
center of the room, guarding her husband as he worked. The bastard had managed to bypass my Dimensional Diffuser's security, and had removed one of the panels! His arms were guts deep in its workings, while Kinetica kept the rain of falling material safely away from him... Directing it instead toward me, whenever the flames and smoke parted
enough to give her a line of sight. I hesitated, and scanned, to no avail. No clear approach to Kinetica without giving her a shot at me. Meanwhile, at my back, one of my few remaining Doppelganger humanoid drones was carrying Schrodinger free of the fire, cradling his unconscious form and shielding it from further harm. I'd gotten lucky, rendered
him unconscious early in the fight before his power could seal my doom. Once unconscious, I'd used him as bait to draw in his husband, Siegebreaker, and our resulting fight had caused the fire that was consuming this building... And gotten me a scant few minutes from victory, victory at last! It would have been poor form to let Schrodinger burn to
death or suffocate. He was a brave soul, to go up against me, and I respected that. No, he would live to see the dawn of the new world order! To enjoy the fruits of the utopia he had fought so hard against! Mind you, like the rest of his team, he would have to spend some time in the prison I'd planned, first. Couldn't have do-gooders running around
trying to undo my hard work, after all. To my right, Siegebreaker was stirring where he'd fallen. His full-cybered form protected his brain from the flames, and his self-repair routines were fixing the components I'd blasted. I had to end this, fast.I couldn't take Kinetica head on, not without risking more punishment to my already damaged armor. And I
needed to stop her now, before her husband realized the truth about my device. Perhaps some misdirection was in order... I checked my connection to the drone net. Still good. Most of them were either slagged by the raging fire that our fight had generated, or crushed by Siegebreaker's massive hands, but one or two of them were merely disabled...
And two Disrupter-class drones had active speakers. Perfect! Pumping it up to full volume, I sent my words through the damaged proxy behind her, as I hunkered as far down as I could in my massive armor, and started forward. Even using the flames and smoke as cover, this would be tricky... "KINETICA. QUANTUM. THIS FIGHT IS FUTILE, YOUR
RESISTANCE RECKLESS AND RISKY. DO YOU KNOW WHAT YOU ARE DOING WITH THAT DEVICE YOU ARE SO DEVILISHLY DEFILING?" Doc Quantum didn't spare a glance up, his grey-streaked brown hair barely visible as he had his face shoved in the panels. He was dressed in the same blue-and-white jumpsuit as his team... Well, all save for
Siegebreaker, who was a ten-foot-tall mass of metal muscles in a vaguely humanoid form. He paid me no attention, but Kinetica spat, adjusting her goggles as she peered behind her... Away from my approach. I kept my sensors focused on her as I moved. "You're loonier then usual, Dire. How the hell does doing a taffy pull on the fabric of reality itself
create utopia?" "A CONTROLLED TEAR TO PROVE THE THEORY. A SOURCE OF ENDLESS POWER, RENEWABLE ENERGY, WITH THE PROPER DEVELOPMENT. AND ONCE THE FIFTH-DIMENSIONAL BOUNDARIES ARE IN PLACE? AN INESCAPABLE PRISON OUTSIDE OF TIME ITSELF! A MEANS OF MERCY FOR THOSE WHO HAVE NO
PART IN THE FUTURE THAT MUST BE!" "An eternity in some sort of nowhere dimension? If that's your mercy, you can shove it!" The smoke parted, and I caught a glimpse of her blonde hair flicking as she paced, looking for me, eyes passing right over the fallen form of the basketball-sized drone that I was using for my little ruse.l bounced the signal
to another fallen drone not far away, keeping the deception going. Forty feet away now. Thirty-five. Thirty. "YOU LACK PERCEPTION. IT IS NOT MEANT TO BE AN ETERNITY, MERELY A HOLDING CELL. NO ONE SHALL BE REMOVED PERMANENTLY, MERELY SHUFFLED OUT OF THE WAY UNTIL DIRE IS DONE WITH HER WORK. ONCE
UTOPIA IS IN PLACE, DISSENTERS WILL HAVE NO REASON TO CAUSE TROUBLE, AND CAN BE SAFELY RELEASED." My sonar showed Quantum pulling his head back, closing the panel and muttering something the lipreading subroutines didn't catch. Damned subvocalization! "You're mad!" "MAD? FOR WANTING TO BRING ORDER TO THIS
CHAOTIC WORLD? FOR WANTING TO ADVANCE HUMANITY TO ITS PROPER PLACE, TO BRING IT TO THE POINT OF A STABLE TECHNOLOGICAL UTOPIA? MAD? NO. PEEVED, AT MOST. IRRITATED, AT BEST. TECHNICALLY INSANE, TRUE, BUT HARDLY MAD!" Quantum smiled, dusting his hands off as behind him, my destabilizer popped,
and started smoking.Kinetica eyed a series of falling roof panels coming toward them, sent them spraying out into the smoke."I'd wager you're angry now, Dire. That's your precious Diffuser going up in smoke, with thirty seconds to spare." And I stopped, cold. My teeth pulled into a feral grin, one completely wasted beneath my armored mask, as I

triggered my jets, crashing out of the smoke like an eight-foot-tall titanium missile! She turned too late, tried to throw me aside, but I was too close, and my foot lashed out to take her in the solar plexus. I used about twenty percent of my full force, and let momentum do the rest.Her armored uniform took the bulk of the blow, but I still heard the
crackle of ribs as she flew backwards, disappearing into the embers. Quantum was reaching for his binary gun, and I blew it from his hand with a low-powered blast, striding forward to grab the front of his jumpsuit, and hoist him high. "QUANTUM..." I purred, using my mask's own speaker. "YOU JUST WRECKED THE DECOY CONSOLE."His eyes
snapped open as he struggled, and I counted down with my internal chronometer. Five. Four. Three. Two. One. And as the dark tear started to open in the fabric of reality itself, drawing the flames and loose debris into it, I let my laughter ring throughout the building...-----EARTH BETSKITTER "Ow. I'm burnt. Fuck! She was expecting us," Tattletale
groaned. However bad her burns were, they weren't severe enough to be seen through the smoke and dust. "Set traps, had her people waiting. Shit, we were only a half hour later than we planned. How?" "We have to move," Grue urged us, "This gets ten times harder if she finds us. Tattletale, watch for-" "I already found you," Bakuda called out in
what could have been a sing-song voice, if her mask didn't filter it down to a monotone, rythmless hiss. She emerged from the smoke that billowed from the explosion site; her hood was pulled back and her straight black hair was blowing in the wind. The lenses of her dark red goggles were almost the exact same color as the sky above her. There
were five or six thugs just a step or two behind her, a middle aged guy that didn't look like a gang member, and a skinny boy who was probably younger than me. I was glad to see none of them had guns, but they were all armed with weapons of some sort. "Not that you were hard to find," Bakuda continued, sweeping her arms out to gesture at the
devastation all around her. "And if you think this only gets ten times harde-" Grue blasted her, shutting her up, and his darkness billowed into a broad cloud as it struck her, enveloping her group. We took advantage of their momentary blindness to scramble for the other end of the alley.We were only halfway down the length of the alley when there
was a sound behind us, like the crack of a whip. It struck me as deeply wrong, since we shouldn't have been able to hear anything through Grue's darkness. All at once, it was like we were running against a powerful headwind. Except it wasn't wind. As I looked for the source of the noise, I saw Grue's cloud of darkness shrinking. Debris began to slide
towards the epicenter of the darkness, and the wind the pull began to increase in intensity. "Grab something!" Grue bellowed. ----- EARTH MU-KAPPA-DELTADOCTOR DIRE As the debris whirled through the air, I triggered the anchoring spikes in my armor's heels, digging into the concrete below. Quantum dangled from my wrist, grabbing ahold of my
armor with both hands as his jumpsuit stretched around his throat, gasping for breath! I had him. I'd won! I'd finally won! A decade, a decade of foiled plans, a decade of delayed schemes, countless thwartings, and I'd finally won! My nemesis was helpless before me! My experiment was a success! The world itself was in my grasp... Well, once I
finished matters here. Priorities, after all. First comes gloating! "YOU KNOW, QUANTUM... THEORETICALLY, WE SHOULDN'T NEED THE FIFTH DIMENSIONAL BOUNDARIES FOR THIS SPACE. IT SHOULD BE SAFE FOR HUMAN INHABITATION RIGHT NOW, IN ITS UNDEVELOPED STATE." "MIND YOU, WITHOUT THE BOUNDARIES, THERE
SHOULD BE... SIDE EFFECTS. DIRE DOESN'T EXACTLY KNOW WHAT KIND." I drew him close, drew his domino-masked eyes to meet the eyesockets of my mask, let the red light within them spill over his face, and rejoiced as he flinched. "WHAT'S THAT YOU'RE THINKING? MY, HOW NOBLE OF YOU! VERY WELL, DIRE SHALL LET YOU
VOLUNTEER! FOR SCIENCE!" I drew my arm back to throw him into the tear...And half a ton of muscled cyborg slammed into my back. My spikes tore loose from their footing, and I hurtled into the tear without a chance to react! My last sight before leaving my reality was Quantum hurtling after me... Then slowing, as I recognized Kinetica's effect
changing his velocity. Slowing to the point that Siegebreaker's mechanical arms were reaching out, and gathering him in. Then darkness. How long? Impossible to say. And then... ----- EARTH BETSKITTER Breaking posture and lunging to one side was like forcing myself to leap over a hundred foot chasm. I don't know if I misjudged, or if the effect that
was pulling on me increased in strength as I leaped, but my hand fell short of the doorknob. I missed the one on the neighboring locker as well. I knew in an instant that even if I managed to get my hand on something, the force of the pull would yank me from it before I secured a grip. I grabbed my knife from its sheath at the small of my back and
swung it with all the strength I could spare for the next door I saw. It bit into the wood, stopping me from being dragged backwards, or falling sideways. The one-hundred and twenty pound body hanging off of it was too much, though, and almost immediately, the knife began to slip from the hole. It had slowed me down enough, though. As the force of
the drag increased to the point that my body was parallel to the ground, I waited with my heart in my throat, watching the area where the knife met the door, seeing it slide out millimeter by millimeter. The moment it slipped free of the wood, I grabbed the doorknob that had been just a few feet beside my toes. My arm jolted painfully, but I managed
to hold on and jam the knife into the gap between the door and the frame. Even with two things to hold onto, it didn't feel like enough. All at once, the effect stopped. My body collapsed to the ground at the base of the locker, and I pried stiff fingers from the knife handle and knob. All up and down the street, massive clouds of dust rolled towards the
point her device had gone off. The parts of the lockers that had been set on fire had been extinguished, but were still smouldering enough to send columns of dark smoke into the air. "What the fuck was that?" I panted, "A miniature black hole?" Tattletale chuckled, "Guess so. That was brac-" "WELL, THAT DIDN'T GO AS EXPECTED." A harsh,
metallic voice echoed through the alley. It was genderless, filled with electronic reverberation, booming without being deafening. I risked a glance back down the alley. There was a figure standing there, at about where ground zero must have been. Squat, short, gleaming metal and some sort of fabric I couldn't see clearly in the light. How the hell
had anyone survived that? And then the figure straightened up, and up, and up, and spread its arms... No. It hadn't been a short, squat figure. It had been an towering form, folded down into a crouch. Dull grey armor, scarred with dents and charred ash straightened itself up, and flicked a blood-red cowled cape back around its shoulders. The mask
was white, almost porcelain, with hollow black eyesockets. It looked like a drama/comedy mask, save for the expression. A slight smile? It wasn't far off from Regent's mask, to tell the truth. It stopped standing up... I judged it to be about eight feet tall, and proportional. Far on the other side of it, I could see Bakuda frozen in the act of drawing another
bomb, herself staring in shock at the stranger. Stranger, with a capital S? Might explain how they'd avoided detection up until now.Regent peered past me. "What the hell? Who's the guy with the extreme good taste in masks over there? I miss the memo or something?" The figure glanced over at us, glanced to Bakuda, and looked upward. Movement
beneath its cape, as something unfolded from its back, and stretched toward the sky. A thin rod... No, an antenna. "A MINUTE. IF YOU SEEK CONFLICT, DIRE SHALL BE WITH YOU SHORTLY." Bakuda's men flinched back. Bakuda herself was glaring, hands on her hips. "Oh. Oh this is rich..." Tattletale was grinning. Why was Tattletale grinning?
"IMPOSSIBLE..." "Hey!" Bakuda had finally overcome her shock. "Don't you ignore me when I'm bombing at you!" "THESE READINGS... YOU, WITH THE GOGGLES. WHAT YEAR IS THIS?" Year? A cold finger ran down my back. No way... Tattletale grabbed the back of my costume. "We need to go. Now." Grue and Regent were already moving,
climbing over the lockers. We helped Grue up, before scrambling after, as Bakuda replied in a sing-song voice. "Year? Sure, I'll tell you the year." Her voice dropped, became a menacing snarl. "It's your last!" Clink, clatter. "SERIOUSLY?" Even with brick and concrete in the way, the blast knocked us off our feet. That wasn't the scary part. As the
initial blast passed, the remainder of the explosion seemed to happen in slow motion. Shattered chunks of the brick shack drifted through the air so slowly you could barely tell they were moving. As I watched, I could see them actually slowing down. But by then we were over the lockers, and running onward. Tattletale glanced back, at some of the
hanging brick. "Damn. Temporal effect. Sorry mysterious Tinker, this wasn't your fight. Ah well, have a good eternity-" A hissing burst of static. Squealing, feedback, reverberation. My brain tried to leap out of my skull, and as I doubled over and fell to my knees, I saw that I wasn't the only one, as we all dropped. Then, darkness. Blessed darkness as
Grue fired up his power, and the sound was muted. And distantly, I heard... "YOU IMBECILE. YOU IDIOT! YOU ARROGANT AGGRESSIVE AWKWARD ANIMAL! YOU THINK TO THWART DIRE WITH TEMPORAL STASIS? DO YOU KNOW HOW MANY TIMES SHE'S GONE TOE TO TOE WITH THE TIMETRIPPER? DID YOU THINK SHE HADN'T
DEVISED COUNTERMEASURES?" The Timetripper? Capes with time powers were rare as hell to begin with, I was pretty sure I'd never heard of one with THAT name before. "Open fire you idiots!" Bakuda's voice, warped by the darkness... Grue dropped it. I rose, cautiously, gathering what bugs I could. We'd been forgotten, for the moment at least.
"YOU ARE IN NEED OF A LESSON! FORTUNATELY, DIRE IS AN EXCELLENT INSTRUCTOR!" Someone was laughing. I glanced to my side, found Tattletale doubled over, hand clamped over her mouth, shaking as she leaned on a nearby lightpost. Sporadic gunshots, a heavy WHUMP as another bomb went off. The stranger with the loudspeaker
voice continued without missing a beat. "TUITION PAYMENT IS HEREBY WAIVED, YOUR APPLICATION IS ACCEPTED, AND YOU ARE NOW OFFICIALLY ENROLLED IN PAIN UNIVERSITY, ON TRACK TO GRADUATE MAGNA CUM LAUDE WITH A MAJOR IN GETTING YOUR ASS KICKED! AND NOW YOU SHALL BE WELCOMED TO YOUR
DORMITORY OF SHAME WITH MANDATORY BEATINGS!" I looked to the others. This would make a perfect distraction, we could easily slip away in the fray- "Nope," Tattletale grinned, as she straightened up and grabbed my arm. "We're going back." "What?" Grue shook his head, helmet moving from side to side. "Look, I'm still the leader, and this
is-""We need to find Bitch, and we can't do that until the ABB's taken out," Lisa's grin faded a bit. "She's probably still alive. But more than that..." Her grin grew until she started to resemble a purple jack-o-lantern. "You'll really, really want to watch this. If things go down like I expect, this is gonna be awesome." Last edited: Jan 4, 2016 Find out how
mebendazole treats threadworms, roundworms and other worm infections, and how to take it. The Endbringers were more than the monsters most thought they were; natural disasters were a more apt term, and surviving one took far more luck than most had. Taylor didn't consider herself lucky. Her mom was dead; she was relentlessly bullied by her
former friend; her relationship with her dad was strained; and even the culmination of her trauma and pain, her powers, were useless in the face of the danger Leviathan posed. So she didn't try to fight him head-onor even at all, instead focusing her attention on search and rescue. Her powers could at least point her to those who needed her help, and
if she could save as many people as she could, maybe that would ease the gnawing guilt that threatened to engulf her. Her plan had not gone accordingly, and for the first time in months, she felt so lonely. But maybe this was how it felt to be a hero. Maybe she simply deluded herself, hoping it would make her decision feel righthoping that she had not
made the wrong choice. She sighed, running her gloved hand through her wet hair, the rain a constant annoyance ever since the endbringer's appearance. There was no time to dwell on her thoughts; any misstep could easily be her last, and hero or not, she had a job to do. Brockton Bay stood a shell of its former self, its once-towering skyline
reduced to a jagged silhouette against the stormy sky. The buildings buckled under the pressure of the surging water, their foundations weakened by Leviathan's brutal assault. Some had collapsed entirely, their frames twisted and broken, leaving gaping holes where windows once gleamed. Others, half-submerged, were barely recognizable. Taylor
took it all in with a stoicness she didn't really feel, moving through the ruined city with purpose, her every step trailed by a thick, seething cloud of insects. The distant roar of the waves and the monster's guttural bellows rattled the airthe sounds of surviving parahumans giving it a haunting echobut she pressed on. The insectsbees, ants, spiders,
flies, and many other simple-minded creaturesscoured the wreckage, their tiny forms navigating cracks and crevices that no human could reach with unerring precision, to scout, or to carry out small, but important tasks. Taylor's mind buzzed with their feedbackvibrations, heat, and motion relayed to her in an endless stream of data. Every survivor
her insects uncovered spurred her into action, even as the relentless tide of water and debris made her efforts feel impossibly small. She did her best to warn civilians or guide them to shelter. Her ants dug through collapsed buildings, freeing those trapped beneath rubble, while wasps and flies scouted ahead to locate others in need. Spiders wove
webs across gaps in the wreckage, creating makeshift lifelines for people to climb to safety. Her swarm were her hands, her eyes, her voice in places where her human form couldn't go. Even as the city drowned, her insects moved with an almost mechanical efficiency, responding to her silent command like extensions of her body. But it was hard to
ignore Leviathan's presencea looming, gargantuan figure in the distance, his every movement sending tidal waves crashing through the city. Taylor's swarm scattered when the monster lashed his massive tail, the resulting shockwave ripping apart what little was left standing. She had to reassert control over her insects again and again, each effort
taking a toll on her already strained mind. The destruction was unrelenting. Streets flooded faster than she could adapt, and every rescue felt like a drop in an ocean of despair. Cars floated aimlessly in the rising water, smashed into buildings or each other by the force of the waves. Power lines sparked and hissed, and fires burned in defiance of the
encroaching floods. The air reeked of salt, smoke, and the metallic tang of blood and death. Countless death. Despite the futility of it allafter all, for every life she saved, she felt the crushing weight of ten more she couldn't reachTaylor didn't stop. She couldn't. She remained determined to do whatever she could to protect her home and its people.
Taylor's bugs infiltrated pockets of the ruined city, their tiny bodies gathering any information on the scale of the destruction. A faint vibration in the back of her mind drew her attention to a collapsed building. Her swarm converged on the source, the mass of insects picking through the wreckage until they revealed a figurea man, trapped beneath a
mountain of rubble. She approached cautiously, the rising water sloshing around her boots, her swarm pulling back slightly to give her a clear view. He was conscious, his chest heaving with shallow, labored breaths. Dust and blood smeared his face, and his legs were pinned under slabs of concrete and twisted metal. Taylor's stomach tightened. She
knew immediately that it was hopeless. The weight bearing down on him was insurmountable, far beyond anything she could move with her swarm or her own strength.Her first instinct was to leave. Every second spent here was another second wasted, another chance lost to save someone she could help. It was the cold, ruthless logic she had
adopted since the attack beganthe only way to survive, the only way to make her efforts mean something. She turned to leave, the decision already made. But she stopped. Something in her wouldn't let her take another step. The man's eyes, half-lidded and filled with pain, found hers. There was no accusation in his gaze, no plea for helponly a quiet
acceptance of his fate. That look froze her in place. The cold calculation that had guided her so far wavered, and for the first time, her resolve cracked.She clenched her fists, her swarm buzzing anxiously around her. It was impossible. She knew it was impossible. The rubble couldn't be moved, not with her power, not with the resources she had. Logic
screamed at her to leave, to let him go and focus on the ones she could save. But she didn't move. She couldn't. Taking a shaky breath, Taylor forced herself to step closer. She crouched beside the man, the swarm shifting restlessly around her. "I'll try," she said softly, her voice barely audible over the distant roar of the waves. She wasn't even sure if
he heard her, but she needed to say it. She needed to try. Directing her swarm with newfound determination, she sent them scuttling and crawling into every crack, every crevice, every gap they could find. Ants swarmed the edges of the concrete, spiders spun their silken threads in futile attempts to create leverage, and her flies darted around,
searching for weak points in the debris. Taylor gritted her teeth and pressed her hands against the nearest slab, pushing with all her strength even as she knew it wouldn't budge. Minutes passed. The water continued to rise, lapping at her knees now, and exhaustion clawed at her mind and body. Her swarm worked tirelessly, but the rubble barely
shifted. Still, she didn't stop. For once, her ruthlessness had deserted her. And in its place, stubborn, desperate hope burned brighter than the hopelessness that surrounded her. However, reality was damning. No matter how hard she tried, no matter how fiercely her swarm worked to find leverage, the rubble wouldn't move. Taylor's arms trembled
from the effort, the thick fabric of her gloves slick with grime and seawater, had done little to dampen the raw ache in her arms and shoulders from her efforts. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps, the water soaking her legs as if it, too, sought to drown her efforts. Futile. Her swarm buzzed uselessly around her, their numbers dwindling as some
were crushed or swept away by the encroaching tide. Her vision blurrednot from tears, but from exhaustion and frustration. She wanted to scream, to cry out in defiance, but what would it change? The truth was undeniable: she couldn't do it. The man beneath the rubble groaned softly, his voice weak and faint. Taylor froze, her hands still pressed
against the unyielding rubble, and she stared at it, her mind running in frantic circles, searching for any solution, any angle she hadn't considered. There was nothing. The weight of the reality she'd been trying to change came crashing down on her, heavier than the rubble itself. She couldn't save him. No matter how hard she tried, no matter how
much she wanted to, it was impossible. "I'm sorry," she whispered, her voice trembling beneath the sound of the battle, now a few blocks away. Her swarm hovered, almost uncertain, her control faltering as doubt and guilt crept in. The man's eyes fluttered open, dull and unfocused. His lips moved, but she couldn't hear his words. Still, the expression
on his face said enough: he understood. He didn't blame her. But that made it worse. Taylor clenched her fists, the fabric of her gloves creaking under the strain. Was this how heroes felt when they failed? This crushing guilt? This overwhelming sense of helplessness? Taylor's knees hit the waterlogged ground, her strength finally giving out. The tide
lapped around her legs, cold and uncaring, but it was nothing compared to the hollowness settling in her chest. She stared at the rubble, at the man whose life was slipping away before her eyes, and felt the weight of her failure settle deep within her heart. This wasn't how it was supposed to go. Heroes were supposed to save people. They were
supposed to overcome impossible odds, to turn hopeless situations around. But here she was, powerless, forced to make the choice between abandoning someone to their fate or staying and failing both him and countless others she could still help. The bitter feelings gnawed at her, sharp and unrelenting. What kind of hero was she, leaving someone
behind like this? And yet, what kind of hero wasted precious time on a battle she couldn't win, knowing there were others who might survive if she just let go? She wanted to believe she was differentthat she wasn't like the others who might have walked away without a second thought. But she wasn't sure anymore. The world felt so big, so merciless,
and she was so small. The man's labored breathing grew fainter, a sound that sliced through her like a blade. This was the burden, wasn't it? The cost of trying to save people. No one ever talked about the ones you couldn't save. Her chest ached with every shallow breath she took, but she forced herself to stand, water cascading from her soaked
clothes. The city needed her, and she hated that the truth of it demanded she leave him here. But before she turned away, she crouched beside him, her voice quiet but steady. "I'm sorry," she whispered, the words barely audible over the crashing waves. "I'm so sorry." But as she rose to leave, a voice stopped her, powerful yet tinged with the
unmistakable undertone of warmth. "Need a hand?" Taylor froze, her head snapping toward the source. He stood there amidst the swirling water and ruin, his red cape billowing in the harsh wind, somehow untouched by the devastation around him. The golden "S" on his chest gleamed even in the dim, smoke-filled light. Another hero, one she didn't
recognize at first glance. For a moment, all she could do was stare. He didn't belong here, in this nightmare of destruction and despair, yet his presence seemed to push back the weight of the chaos, as if the world itself couldn't bear to crumble in his shadow. "You" she stammered, her voice catching. She glanced back at the man trapped beneath the
rubble, and for the first time since she found him, a flicker of hope ignited in her chest. "He's pinned. I I tried, but" The hero raised a hand, cutting her off gently but firmly. "You've done enough," he said, his voice steady and reassuring. "I'll take it from here." Without another word, he stepped forward, water parting slightly around his boots. Taylor
moved aside, her swarm pulling back instinctively as if they, too, understood they were no longer needed. The hero crouched beside the trapped man, assessing the situation with a practiced eye. "Hang in there," he said softly to the man, his tone kind and unyielding, as though failure wasn't even an option. Then, with effortless strength, he gripped
the edge of the largest concrete slab. Taylor watched in awe as the impossible unfolded before her eyes. Muscles coiled like steel cables as the hero lifted the massive debris, the weight that had defeated her now seeming as light as paper in his hands. The metal groaned and the rubble shifted, freeing the man without causing further harm. Once the
man was clear, the hero gently cradled him in his arms, his movements careful and deliberate. He glanced at Taylor, offering her a small, reassuring smile. "You did well finding him. You saved his life." Her throat tightened. She wanted to protest, to tell him how close she'd come to walking away, how she didn't deserve any credit. But the way he
looked at hercalm, encouraging, unwaveringmade the words catch in her throat. The hero rose, the man secured in his arms and gaze lifting toward the stormy sky, but before he could leave, Taylor stepped forward. "Wait," she called, her words hesitant but firm enough to reach him. He paused, turning to look at her. The warmth in his eyes,
unshaken by the destruction, made it easier for her to speak. "What's your name?" she asked, the question spilling out before she could second-guess herself. The corner of his mouth twitched into a small smile. "I'm Superman," he said simply, as though it was the most natural thing in the world. Superman. The name hit her with a wave of disbelief,
awe, and something she couldn't quite name. She'd never heard of him beforenot in the news, not among the endless lists of capes that filled Brockton Bay's records. He wasn't a native, that much was obvious. Probably one of the many heroes who had answered the call for help. But the name, as childish and basic as it seemed, oddly enough fit him.
It felt like a name from another time, another placesimple, earnest, and unpretentious. Yet, as she looked at him, standing amidst the devastation with that steady calmness, his red cape billowing behind him, she couldn't deny it. The name made him seem larger than life, on par with legends like Alexandria, Eidolon, and Legend themselves.And yet,
there was something different about him. He didn't carry himself with the polished grandeur of the Triumvirate, nor did he exude the same overwhelming intensity she'd seen in other powerful capes. His presence was human. Warm and reassuring, despite the impossible feats he'd just performed. Taylor studied him for a moment longer, her thoughts
racing. She wanted to ask who he really was, where he'd come from, but the words caught in her throat. It didn't matter, she realized. What mattered was that he was here, helping when they needed it most. "Superman," she echoed, almost to herself. She swallowed, unsure of what to say, but the gratitude and awe in her voice were unmistakable.
"Thank you. For for saving him." He nodded, his smile never wavering. "You did the hard part. You didn't give up on him." His words carried a weight that struck deeper than she expected, the quiet assurance in his tone making her chest tighten. Before she could say anything else, Superman shifted his grip on the injured man and glanced toward the
horizon. "There are more people who need help," he said, his voice resolute but still carrying that warmth. "You keep doing what you can, Taylor. It matters." Her eyes widened slightly at the sound of her name, but before she could ask how he knew, he was gone, taking to the sky in a blur of red and blue. The wind from his departure rippled the
surface of the water around her, and then he was just a speck against the storm clouds. Taylor stood there for a moment, her swarm buzzing quietly around her, the weight of her earlier despair slowly giving way to something else. Determination. The crushing guilt was still there, but now it felt lighter, tempered by the knowledge that, even in the
darkest moments, there were peopleheroeswho could carry the impossible weight when she couldn't. Superman had done something more than saving the manhe'd reminded her why she was still fighting, even when the odds seemed impossible. She took a deep breath, her eyes narrowing as she turned back toward the chaos of Brockton Bay.There
were still people who needed her. Last edited: Dec 7, 2024 You are using an out of date browser. It may not display this or other websites correctly.You should upgrade or use an alternative browser. For all fan fiction related to the webnovel Worm and the Parahumans series by Wildbow. find a large worm, a piece of worm or worm eggs in your
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