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Chapter one
 
There was an explosion behind her, a good ways off. It was expected, so she only jumped about six inches into the air in surprise. The town had been pretty quiet before that moment, the birds chirping a bit in the trees giving the only sign of life. That, and a man delivering the local papers to the boxes that ran around the central square. Why they needed more than one or two she didn't understand, since the thing was as dry as dust, as far as reading material went. It was just past dawn, Bridget knew. That had been done on purpose, to keep the casualty rate for civilians down.
The orders were for zero, but she had a problem doing things that way, all the time.
The first blast was followed by four others, three of them happening almost at once. It was nearly musical, but showed the weaknesses in the technology they were using. There should have been only one explosion sounding, if in five different places. A simultaneous boom that woke everyone in the town and got their blood pumping. The idea was to use biology to keep everyone off guard for the real deal, thirty miles away. This showed that even synchronized clocks and timers could be slightly off. It was human error, of course, but something that had to be planned for in the future. People screwed up, all the time, if in little ways. Not that it made a big difference in the moment. All of them had gone off, and that was her cue to get inside the police station and start making some noise.
This part of the plan had been her idea. A chance to take a little bit back from the people that had been making problems for her and her friends for the last few years.
Taking a deep breath, she walked into the place, met, a bit unexpectedly, at the door as three of the men in blue that worked there tried to storm out. One knocked her to the side a bit absently, but had good enough reflexes to reach out and steady her as he jogged past. It was done by reflex, but showed more concern for her well being than she would have expected. The cops there hadn't been known for their love and concern for the town's citizens.
"What the fuck was that?" He pointed at the smoke behind the scant tree line of the central park, ignoring the other blast areas so far. As if the smoke he could see was all that mattered. There had been a loud noise, so that had to be where the danger lie. Not with the tiny girl that stood almost at his elbow, barely being noticed.
Bridgie grinned, knowing that she looked a lot different with her disguise on. Fat for one thing. At least compared to what she usually seemed like. She actually was lumpy around the middle, which had nothing to do with her abs showing as much as they normally did. She'd used putty to build a fake nose, like Clari, the IPB make-up lady, had shown her, and had given herself a honker to impress even the most jaded of people. Normally. Explosions trumped that, it seemed. They didn't even notice her curly black wig, she bet. Or that she was nearly five-six. A whole foot taller than her real height. She felt like a giant.
That part was down to the wonderful shoes she had on under the long purple and blue dress. It was a thing that might have looked right in the sixties, she thought. Or the seventies. She wasn't that great with the actual timing of when certain fashions had been popular. Not even the modern ones. She'd lived on a quasi-secret government base her entire life, so that could probably be forgiven. Not that she hadn't seen fashion magazines and things like that, they just hadn't been important to her.
Clari, however, knew about that sort of thing. It was driven into the woman so strongly that she breathed it, day to day. So too, as odd as it was to realize it, did her mom.
They were why she was there that day. Both of them had powers, like all Infected did, naturally. That wasn't the problem, since they managed them pretty well. Charlot Chambers was only a class three, and while she could handle regular muggers with her force blasts, or even some low level threats, like an armed military man or two, or the cops, she wasn't ready to take on an army alone. Clari was even worse off that way. She was a class one, her power not even addressing combat. The ability to do perfect make-up was neat, and useful at times, but didn't stop trained super soldiers from slitting a person's throat. Not if their orders were to not take pretty and well coifed prisoners.
It had come to the IPB's attention that that kind of thing might be in the works. Soldiers coming for them, to lock them up. Killing them all had been mentioned too. They were a threat that wasn't easily managed. That they were the ones responsible for protecting all the regular people from other Infected only mattered to about two thirds of the government. The rest thought that the Nazi's had a great idea, with their camps and magic death showers.
Like she could be taken down with Malathion gas?
That was why she was doing this however. She was safe from pretty much everything, but her mom? Clari? Even the people that worked in the restaurant at the base or the cleaning staff... Those people could be hurt. Killed or worse. Meaning she had to do something.
So Bridget had come to town to help distract the locals, while everyone back at the base made their escape. To be technical about it, they mostly had already. Over the last three days, very carefully, and without anyone noticing, the place had been emptied of people. She was really there to make it seem like they were still there. Her job was to shoot the three men that had pushed past her. Like a terrorist. That was how she'd decided to do it. Before she saw how haplessly they all stood there, ignoring the danger right beside them. Unaware of what was about to happen.
It was a lot easier to consider hurting people when you didn't know them. Sometimes things had to be done though, even if you didn't like it. Everyone had told her that, her entire life. It was practically a mantra with some of them too. Eat your vegetables. Study your boring lessons. Don't have sex with strangers in public. Bridget Chambers was well used to making herself do things she didn't want to.
Smiling she started to dig in her back pack. It was green and slightly military in appearance, but had a cross, a fish symbol, and a TCC logo on it in black ink. Totally Clean Christian. That was all hand drawn, but part of her cover. She was going to be playing an anti-Infected bigot, to throw everyone off the scent for as long as that lasted. It was her real job for the day. Everyone had hinted that killing wasn't the best option. Still, they let her come, thinking that was exactly what she'd do, hadn't they? Like she couldn't come up with a different plan if she wanted to?
It was like they didn't even know her.
"That, gentlemen, is the start of the war against the dirty Infected scum that you failed to handle." She pitched her voice as low as it would go, which still made her sound like a young girl, even if it nearly matched her new apparent size a bit better than her normal tone would have. Normally she sounded a lot like one of the munchkins from that movie that her friend Denis had made her watch.
Thinking about it nearly had her singing about the yellow brick road, but she held that one in, with a bit of effort.
One of the cops nodded, but didn't turn to look at her.
"You think? Those freaks have pretty much torn our force here down over the last nine months. Most of the people here are new, anymore. The rest are out of a job. It wouldn't shock me if it was Proxy coming for us. That killer... I don't know why no one can see him for what he really is. Not in the government. I hear he has the President on speed dial, so maybe that's it? Get the right connections and no one cares if you go around scaring everyone, and threatening their lives? I just can't see how anyone can ignore the body count."
That sounded about right to Bridget, but she didn't mention that part. After all, Brian was friends with the President. So was she, as far as that went. Not close, let's have sex in the oval office, kind of buddies maybe, but she'd stayed with him and his daughter as part of a protective detail, for several months. It was close enough that she probably needed to send the man a Christmas card, at least. A present wouldn't be out of line, either. A tie, or something useful and boring like that.
That thought was interrupted, even as she dug for the first of the weapons that she planned to use that day. None of the police noticed anything. That probably wasn't too shocking, since sudden explosions at just past sunrise could throw a person off. If, of course, they hadn't set them off. Like she had.
It was nearly funny, how they just didn't see her with the guns though. It was almost fun for a bit, until a new batch of people ran out to see what was going on. One of them noticed her. There was no drawing of weapons in response however, since standing right next to the others made her seem official, she bet. Like some kind of chubby, gun toting, police groupie.
They did look all cute in their little outfits, she had to allow.
"Hey... Um..." This one was a female, and even with her fantastic stilt shoes on, was a few inches taller than Impulse was. "What's the deal?"
That got a few other people to finally look at her, instead of listening for more booming sounds in the distance. It had taken them long enough.
Bridget looked at her hands, filled with black metal. They were both nine millimeter weapons, because her hands just weren't big enough for anything really impressive that way. She had the strength and even the skill, to use them, but being tiny had its drawbacks in life. That was one of them.
"These? Oh, I'm here to shoot this place up. It's a protest of sorts, since you all kept failing to do your duty and get rid of the Filthy Infected, out at the base. The rest of my people are going to nuke it, so you might want to start evacuation plans. I..." She tried to make it seem real, keeping her voice under control. It was acting, which wasn't a thing that anyone had taught her really. She was just a natural at it. It was just an impulse on her part, hamming things up and spinning the story like she was. The plan had been for her to just shoot at the walls, until the men and women there used up all their ammo, trying to shoot her.
None of them had even drawn a weapon yet. Not even after claiming she was there as a terrorist. It was almost too easy. Like dealing with helpless little puppies.
The lady cop, who was a bit square through the face, and had nice brown hair, that she kept up, rather than cutting off, made a sound that distinctly seemed to indicate she didn't believe Bridget.
"Nukes? The last time the government tried that, the old man out there, Moore, made them all vanish. Even the ones that had gone off. I know that Chief Ryan wanted to get one, and even had some men lined up for a suicide run at the base, but no one would give us anything like that." She looked over at the Bridget, and instead of doing the right thing, and shooting her, the lady shrugged, a bit slowly.
It was a defeated thing. One that spoke of long frustrated goals and dreams. The dream of killing Bridget and her family, no doubt. All of the dirty Infected that sat out there on their secret base... Protecting people, and otherwise leaving them alone. Damn their eyes.
The man that had bumped her waved at the hardware in her hands.
"You probably don't need those. Making holes in our uniforms won't fix things. We're... Sorry that we haven't been able to stop them yet. We tried, but no one will back us up. Even our new people basically won't hear a word against them now. If that isn't a sign of just how powerful those people have gotten-" There was a blast of white light then, that probably would have left someone blind, if they'd been staring in that direction. The low buildings and trees shielded the ones standing near her, however. Then, about thirty seconds later, the sound hit. It was enough to rock their world. Even she jumped, and she'd known it was going to happen. Loud sounds did that to her, so she rolled with it.
Going with her new plan, that she'd just made up, not wanting to kill tiny kittens as a rule, she put the weapons away. After all, if these cops were her terrorist buddies, and she'd just nuked the IPB, killing them all... That had to be better than everyone finally figuring out who she was when they couldn't kill her after hours of fighting. The man, officer pushy, turned to stare at her. For her part, she spoke rapidly, using focused meditation to keep her voice low, and in the right pitch zone. It always amazed her when it worked.
"Get ready for the blast wave! Then, like I said, get people out of here. Evacuate everyone. I can't believe that actually worked. They told me... But you get it. You never really think..." She waved at the base, getting a few nods from the cops that were standing around. They bought it, of course, since producing a giant explosion on that level pretty much took a nuclear device.
For most people.
This one had been made by Lancaster and Doug Tibs. Two infected IPB Operatives. Hopefully from far enough away that they'd both lived. That wasn't really certain, but Mary, who ran the good donut shop in town, had been with them, to get them away. She could teleport, so it was likely that they'd be fine. Not that Bridget wasn't worried about it anyway. Lancaster was a person that she'd known her entire life, and Doug was a teammate of hers. Mary...
Mary looked like a slightly glassy eyed hippy, most of the time, and seemed not too much older than she did. Perhaps twenty-five, to Bridget's sixteen. She was also her grandmother. Worse, the young looking guy that she used to have a crush on, Brian, had turned out to be her biological grandfather. Because that wasn't going to require therapy later. It was, as everyone liked to point out, a time travel thing. Not a game that had been played to mess with her head. It still pissed her off. Not that Brian would have ever been hers, since he wasn't half as into women as he should have been, but she'd made a lot of passes at him, over the first year that they'd known each other.
Complete with some groping, grinding, and a bit of kissing that he'd been more than a little reluctant to receive. The Director, Kevin, had known about the time part too, if not the part where they were related. Her Grandma had the whole story. Her real one. Rachel Chambers. The one that had raised her when she was little. She'd known the whole time, watched Bridget make a fool of herself and let it go on, without even suggesting that Brian might be wrong for her. There hadn't even been a hint.
The police had frozen in place, even as she ducked down, not really knowing if a blast wave would follow along or not. It wasn't really a nuke, after all. So far it had seemed pretty close to that, however. The roar that was approaching seemed like a good indication that there was, whatever it was, something huge coming.
"Down! As soon as you can get to your feet, start clearing the town! We have to protect the civilians!" She wasn't just screaming for effect, her voice going high again. She had to do it in order to be heard as a wall of air slapped the little city, making windows blow out. She was able to track it all as it came at them.
It was enough that most of the cops standing there ducked like she was, their eyes wide. At least one of them wet themselves a little. Bridget caught the scent on the fast moving air. She ignored it, since anyone could have that happen to them, if caught off guard. It was a reflex that let people lighten themselves for running, she thought. People didn't control things like that really, they just avoided situations where it came up, and then figured themselves brave.
The force of the whole thing was impressive. It made a thump against her body that was audible, at least to her. The others covered their heads, which she did too, belatedly. Her entire life had taught her that almost nothing in the world would really hurt her. That meant she had some odd reactions at times, compared to most un-Infected people. For Bridget, ducking was a game, not a response to danger.
Like standing back up, the instant the bowel loosening sound had passed. She knew that it was that, because her nose, which was a lot keener than most, detected that at least one of the people with her had lost control of that bodily function too. It stank, but she could forgive it. They'd need to be cleared out for quick action, after all.
"Go, go, go! Clear the town, we have about two hours before the radiation starts killing people. Move! Is the Chief in?" That was an important question. She had to ask it multiple times, because everyone was dumbfounded, but finally the lady cop shook her head. She had a nice braid in the back that was tucked inside her collar. A soft brown that shone a bit and smelled of being freshly washed. It contrasted nicely with the acrid odor coming off of everyone else there. Fear, mixed with panic and a sense of elation.
"He won't be in until later, about nine? On most days... Right, move. Everyone, get people heading out. Away from the blast area. We have a plan for this. Get on it. Get to your stations!" The rest of them started yelling similar things, which made it seem official, rather than like they didn't know what else to do, and just left the armed terrorist that had claimed to be responsible for the device that had gone off, standing there, alone.
Because it was okay to be a killer, as long as you only hurt Infected? That seemed to be the actual message. For a brief time she considered killing them all for that. It was hard to fight the feeling, but she'd been in training to do just that for a long time. It took focus, that, and time, but if she didn't respond to the feeling for a long enough period, she'd be good. Her first mode made good ideas seem irresistible to her, but she could weather it, if she worked hard enough. Most of the time.
Everyone was leaving her there, and she heard talk of busses being gotten. Ones meant to help move the people of the town away from the base when something like this inevitably happened. It... She felt insulted, overhearing the police yelling about it, left half deaf from the noise and pressure, but could she blame them on that score? They were probably right. Either the base would eventually be nuked, which had been attempted before, or something else would happen. A training accident, or an IPB Operative going off the rails. 
Things like that did happen. Almost never on a level that required an evacuation, but standing there, seeing the fear on the faces of the people that were trying to save everyone, she could see how they might think that way. Infected people were scary, at times. Now that the war had started, it was just going to get worse, too.
It was tempting to wait for the police Chief to get there, and kill him, personally. He'd been attacking her people for a long time. This was working better though, she thought, than her original idea would have. It was a bit by the seat of her pants, but the idea of letting a made-up Anti-Infected group take the credit for the blast seemed like it would work better than her, an IPB Operative, being seen in town fighting the police. That one screamed distraction. Going this new way was far more realistic seeming.
Somberly, she raised the bag in her right hand, the green thing showing the black symbols that Denis had put there for her.
"We are the Totally Clean Christians! We will not let our kind suffer the Infected, anymore! Do not suffer a witch to live!" She practically chanted that for a while, not giving a proper name for the organization. Almost all of the hate groups called themselves something like that, and used the TCC logo that she had on her bag. About half at least. It was enough that people, looking wide eyed and scared, just nodded when they heard her. It made sense, to almost everyone. Then, slowly, over the course of an hour or two, people started to repeat what she was saying.
If it had been a real nuclear device, everyone in the town would be dead, she figured. Or at least getting sick. There wouldn't be radiation from this, but a panicked group of people fleeing the area worked pretty well as cover for that lack. The funny thing there was that no one even tried to stop her, when she left. At first she planned to simply walk out of town, but one of the thugs in blue pointed at a white bus with black letters on the side, sitting about fifty feet from the front of the police station.
"That's the last one. If you don't have a car, get on it. Now!" The order was a bit too stern for someone that was supposed to be trying to help her. He was also fingering his gun, though it still sat in its holster. Ready to shoot, if she didn't comply with his demands? She nearly just started fighting then, because ultimately she was herself, but nodded stiffly and got on the bus, which was about half filled with people from the area. Including two people that she recognized.
It was a shock, since they should have been taken out already, along with all her people. Unless no one had let them in on the plan? That... Was possible. They were just kids. Strange ones too, that might let something slip without realizing it.
The Elcampayns, Deidre and Edmund, both sat next to each other, their brown eyes looking scared, and determined, at the same time. Both searched by looking out the windows, as did the five or so other kids that were with them.
Since it was a school day, and they'd probably been headed that way when the evacuation started.
That got Bridget to blink, and even if there was room elsewhere she slid in next to Deidre without asking if it was all right. The seat was a bit tight with the three of them pressed in, but the other two simply moved over, Ed not even complaining that he was being squished yet. In fact, they just used her being there as an excuse to whisper, almost directly into each other's ears.
It was incredibly obvious, to her at least, since she could hear them both pretty easily. Most people couldn't and really, what they were saying wasn't really all that out of bounds, being similar to what the other kids were going on about, in the seats behind them. The adults mainly just seemed worried and tense. A few were crying, which suddenly made her feel like a heel, for scaring them like she was.
Not that her people, her friends and family from the base, weren't more important to her than people she didn't know. These, in the main, were the very people that allowed her kind to be persecuted, day in and out. Oh, sure, they weren't all chanting for her to die, yet, but it had happened before. Probably with at least a few of these people being there to lead the chorus, she was willing to bet.
Holding signs and rushing the fence of her home.
What used to be her home. The base was gone now, along with all her worldly possessions, so that it would look right. From the look of that explosion, there would be nothing but a collapsed hole in the ground left to inform the world that anything had ever been there. Possibly a small crater too. It made her feel sad, losing it. She'd never really lived anywhere else. Not for long. It had been a constant in her life. A place that would always take her in, and give her shelter and friends. Now...
It was a prop, being used to save her people. Her mother, and Clari. Burt the cook for Team Three, who was a bit grumpy as his first mode, but had about the lamest power ever. He could hear sounds about ten seconds before they happened. It wasn't all that useful, since it didn't give him enough of a warning or information to do anything, most of the time. So he was just distracted a lot and liked to work alone.
There were hundreds of people like that at the base. Technically operatives, but not really, since they weren't powerful, like she was.
If she had to give up her home, or even her life, to protect them, then it was merely what had to be done, wasn't it?
Ed spoke then, glancing at her first, but not giving any indication that he recognized her. The two kids next to her were dressed casually, wearing jeans and t-shirts. Normal kid wear for the continent they were on. She was the one that stuck out, being in a dress like she was. She fit though, she thought. Normally she looked too young, being tiny and having a kid's face, but the makeup was hiding that, along with her identity.
"Sister, we need to stay ready and wait for Mary to come and find us, as is the plan in case of being separated. I curse the foul luck that had us leaving before the dawn today. I think that perhaps you will not receive that extra credit for your class of history, after all."
The girl, who was fifteen, looked at her younger brother, and nodded.
"Agreed. We shall await Lady Mary. If there is no word for three days, then we are to seek out her mate, Advocate Yi. I must but hope that all are still living. That explosion was truly massive. I'd thought for a moment that a Wester device had gone off." There was a quick nod at Ed, then blushing, since it was pretty clear that Bridget had heard them and they weren't exactly using modern American English. They had a strange accent, that floated around, based on who they were talking too. With her, since she was a stranger, it would have been very formal, with thees and thous, at the moment. She was about to ask what the project for extra credit had been, when there was movement behind them.
A dark skinned girl that wasn't a lot bigger than she really was propped a worried face over the black vinyl, and reached out to gently nudge Deidre on the shoulder.
"Do you two have a ride? I... My dad is out of town for a few days. It's normally fine, but..." She seemed about to be in tears, so Edmund nodded at her, his face going slightly hard. He wasn't a complete tool, but he was from a place where things were often done very differently. An alternate reality, she knew. A different dimension that was similar to their own, but different in a lot of ways at the same time. Mary was from the same place, and so was Hobbs, her friend that was teaching her how to meditate. He was the best at it, making sure it never got too boring for her to handle.
"We will not abandon you miss, rest assured. You are under our protection, as are all of our town. May I enquire as to your name?'
The girl, who was a bit older than the boy that had been speaking didn't react to the strange words too much. She just nodded herself, clinging to what he'd said as if it meant anything. The thing there was that, once Ed gave his word like that, it probably did. No matter how inconvenient it was. Worse his sister was clearly agreeing with him.
"Edmund, this is a classmate of mine, Charity Peetz. We have mathematics at the same time. Please don't worry, Charity, as Ed told you, we won't allow you, any of you, to come to harm."
It was a bold promise, given that they weren't actually fighters, or particularly important in the world they sat in. She however was.
"Right. For the moment it's best for us all to get out of town. That explosion... We need to get away from the radiation. I heard the Totally Clean Christians are taking credit for it? They blew up the IPB base. My cousins here, and I will look out for you, until things are settled a bit." That was going to be a pain, since she could probably get away with taking the Elcampayns away with her, but there was no way that stringing this girl and her friends behind them wouldn't be counted as kidnapping. Not once everything was found out.
Unless Charity was Infected too and just able to hide it. That made sense, given everything. After all, Brian Yi was involved in the situation and everyone knew that his power could make things like that happen. At least amongst his friends. Coincidences that otherwise wouldn't make any rational or logical sense happened all the time when he was involved and she was, as strange as it still seemed, related to him. That could make the whole thing more real for her, right?
The girl didn't move, but Ed glared at her for a long time, before she got why that was. She'd claimed they were her cousins. That, and announced that the IPB base, where their protector, Hobbs, lived had been utterly destroyed. Deidre looked almost panicked, though she did it quietly. It was just the kind of person she was. Weak, but nearly silent about it. Also able to produce masses of energy, which started to pour off of her, making Bridget's skin hum in response. It was becoming noticeable, and a few other people on the bus turned to stare at her just then, as Ed patted her back, trying to get her to calm down.
The boy was only thirteen, but where he came from that meant he was a man. One responsible for Deidre, and now Charity, who was cringing back.
A boy who was sitting behind them to the right, cursed, his voice low.
"Fuck... Are you... Infected?" There was less condemnation in the words than Bridget would have expected normally. Everyone turned to him however and a few others started making some noise about it. Because, in the main, people were sheep.
"Infected! Run!" This came from the front of the bus, a woman who needed to lay off the sweets and to take better care of her teeth turning to point, afraid of the slightly buzzing girl.
Which was fair enough.
"No, my sister and I aren't of that sort. We are merely from an alien world, and not this realm. Rest assured that-" A cell phone hit him above the hairline, making a solid thunk. No one else did anything for a moment, but several people stood, looking ready to die fighting the Infected menace in their midst.
Charity ducked down before a barrage of things came in at them, and Ed tried rather valiantly to cover his sister with his own body. Since, clearly, that was his job. Being the man and all that.
"Stop! This is stupid, she's a friend of mine from school." It was the boy that had started the problem, with his big mouth, who also got up and moved in front of Deidre, being pelted with several things for his trouble. He didn't back off however, which was pretty brave of him. Mobs had been known to kill Infected people, after all. Those that tried to help them, too. That wouldn't be happening here, but there was no way for the boy to know that. That meant he was pretty brave.
Bridget moved to her feet, doing it slowly and trying not to twitch too much, since it was part of her act. She was a high energy person by nature, and the desire to respond to the attack was so powerful it nearly overwhelmed her for a moment, but she held on to her goal, and pulled Deidre by the arm hard enough to get her to stand.
"Come on. This way. We need to get out of here." She was ready to fight, if she had too, but the boy with the loud mouth, his blond hair slightly askew, moved in front of her.
He was decent sized, once on his feet. About six-three and built like a linebacker. She thought that was the phrase. She'd never really gotten into sports, herself. It had seemed a bit boring, knowing that she could do better than anyone allowed to play, with just a bit of practice. He cleared the aisle for them, actually pushing a few men that tried to stop them. Because keeping the Infected people on the bus was clearly the smart thing to do? It was a hectic mess for a bit, since things like that always were, and she kept losing her balance, not being used to walking on stilts with people pushing on her. In the end it was Charity that had to hold her up, until they were out of the contraption. People called after them, using some pretty vile turns of phrase, so they ran. The boy did it first, being smarter than Ed it seemed, who wanted to turn and fight them. Now that he had a little room.
No one tried to follow them. Stop them, either. Even the police just hid themselves, not pointing any weapons their way.
She did better then, easily keeping up with the others, even hobbled by her footwear like she was. Of course in tennis shoes she could run at better than a hundred miles an hour for a long time. Really, that was a lie. It made it sound like she was slow, and couldn't outrun a race car, which she could do without too much trouble. Even thumping along awkwardly she could have left these people in her dust. That wasn't the point however, so she floated toward the back a bit, pretending to be having trouble. It was well enough that she did, since just as they were rounding the ice cream shop across the street from the park, one of the cops started shooting. A soft pat hit her on the back, making a hole in her clothing, she didn't doubt. Her body rocked forward, because... stilts. 
Charity screamed. It wasn't loud, but she got what the hole meant, or thought she did, and pulled Bridget to the side, using the building itself as cover. That was pretty close to what she should have done, if Bridget had been a regular person. It beat having her just stand there, making a target out of herself.
"God, she's hit. You're shot! I know first aid. I..." She was looking for blood, which was a good thing to do, once they were out of range. Not needed for her, personally, but for the others.
"I'm good. Don't worry about it. Let's go." The others had stopped and Ed tried to move to the back, to shield them himself.
Because that would work. He might be an alien, like he'd said, but he was basically a regular person, other than being a power generating plant. His power, the one that he shared with his sister, was barely noticeable to most people here. Unless they freaked out like Deidre had, they could pass for normal. In their reality, where people knew how to use that energy, the entire world worked off of it. These two could have powered continents for decades, all alone. In fact, avoiding that was why they were there. The way that was done wasn't very nice, currently. It basically involved chopping them up into little pieces. Ed first, while they put Deidre out to have baby after baby, to build the number of their kind back up. They'd been nearly wiped out, thanks to politics.
So, doing that kind of showed that Ed wasn't a physical coward, even if he was just made of flesh and bone.
It just didn't help them with flying bits of lead.
"Ed, take the lead. I'll hang back here, since..." She paused, not knowing how to explain things as they ran. Finally she just shrugged, which looked like a twitch or would have if anyone had been watching. "It's me, Bridget. I'm in disguise. You two weren't supposed to be out and about this morning."
They headed toward the tree line, the one that was between the downtown area and the main portion of housing for the town. She'd been in it before, having used it to sneak around a few times, for fun. It was fairly new growth and a little over planted, but great for getting from one place to another without being noticed. No one spoke until they were inside it, and as Bridget turned, she noticed that the bus they'd been on was driving away, taking all their potential attackers with them.
Finally, gasping for breath, Ed moved closer to her.
"I... Um, my Lady Bridget?" There was more than a little skepticism in the words. Deidre looked at her too, seeming just as unbelieving.
"Right. In disguise. Oh, um, I guess I don't need it now. Here..."
She pulled her wig off, showing her short rust colored hair. Then she pulled the facial bits off, and struggled quickly out of her fat suit. It took about ten seconds, thanks to her natural speed, which had everyone staring at her, as she ended up in her underwear, pale, decently skinny, limbs showing. She had a bra on, which was more of a courtesy than anything else, since she didn't need it yet. Not mainly. She was starting to finally fill out that way a bit, so it wasn't a totally useless idea. At least if boys were going to be checking out her rack like the two with them suddenly were.
It was flattering, after a fashion, but really she didn't get it. Shouldn't they have been more worried about the bombs? The shooting and all that? She had a change of clothes with her, at the bottom of her bag, a t-shirt and jeans, with running shoes, so dressed, as Ed and Deidre at least, caught up mentally.
The girl went first, smiling.
"Lady Bridget! We didn't recognize you at all. Is all well? We were not told to expect, anything, if truth be told. I enlisted my brother to aid me in taking my project to the school, since it was over large to carry alone. Along the way we dropped it, choosing to flee the explosion, rather than worry over marks." It was hard to tell, but it seemed like the girl felt bad about that. Leaving her school project behind, merely to ensure her own survival.
Bridget had never gone to a real school, herself, but she kind of thought that no one would mind all that much. Would the teachers hold her responsible for things like attacks and possible mayhem? Well, now they might, since, true or not, she'd been publically outted as Infected. She was even shy enough that a lot of people could think that was her first mode, if they wanted to force the issue.
"You were supposed to..." She stopped, considering things, instead of just blurting them out, like she wanted to. It was really worse than that, and for a half minute, she felt like she had to do it. To take action, simply because the idea had come up. To make it harder for her, Ed started trying to ask questions.
"We were told of no plans. Were we to wait somewhere? Or merely be at our domicile? If the IPB base has been demolished, does that mean all within are lost? We should go there, and seek to give aid, if we can!"
He didn't try to move however, which was in part due to the fact that he wasn't a complete moron, even if he did seem like it at times. The other part was that the large boy with them started to disagree even before the statement was finished coming from his lips.
"No. Whatever happened, us going there to poke around won't help anything. The radiation alone would kill us. Me at least. I don't know about the rest of you, but I don't have any super powers. If I get hit with something like that, I'll just die."
Bridget felt a sense of relief, the topic having changed enough so that she didn't blurt out the whole plan in front of strangers. Charity and this boy... She needed a name for him.
Sticking out her tiny hand, she moved in a bit, which got him to shake back. It was part of her training in how to deal with the public. Don't hit them, and assume that they'll be polite if you follow normal social conventions. Like a good firm handshake. Even if she was so small that his hand nearly swallowed hers. That was normal for her, so she wasn't caught off guard.
"Bridget Chambers, I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name?" There, that was the right thing to say, wasn't it? She sounded like herself again, which meant high pitched, and speaking a little too fast, but the boy understood her, and took her warm hand in his much cooler one.
"Will. Will Dominic. Um, like I mentioned, I don't have any powers." He held her hand however, not letting go for a while. It wasn't flirtatious, however. He didn't let his face look pained, but did look down at his hand, which Bridget realized was turning a lovely shade of red.
With white around the edges from her squeezing it too hard.
"Oops. Sorry. Infected, as you might have guessed, Super strength, speed, good senses. First mode impulsiveness." She let go suddenly, and watched as the guy carefully didn't try to shake his hand to restore function. That meant he was pretty tough, she bet. Some kind of athlete, most likely.
She realized her mistake about five seconds after the words came out. Regular people, ones not in the IPB, didn't just admit to being Infected, most days. They hid it carefully and protected the secret with their lives. At the base, well, everyone was infected, for the most part. If you met someone new, you just told them what your mode was, so they'd have some idea as to how to deal with you. In her case that meant being ready for strange behavior, as the right kind of stray thought took her. It used to be that way, at any rate. Lately she'd been doing a lot better. It was hard, and took all the skill that she'd learned from Hobbs, but in the main she held together, even under stress.
She didn't take the information back, just moving to Charity, who shook hands like a girl. She looked down at Bridget's hand too, but the whole thing went better this time. No one nearly lost their fingers, for instance.
"Charity Peetz. Um... I..." She looked away and then out to where the base had been, the giant cloud still billowing up into the early morning sky. "Empathy. I can sort of read minds too. I... Guess that my first mode is compassion? Like Lady Glory. Only not that strong, I don't think. From what I've read it isn't even a quarter of what she has to put up with." She waited then, cringing before anyone even had a chance to react.
"Cool. So you manage to pass? No one here will tell on you. Right Will?" She managed to make it sound friendly, as if she knew for a fact that the boy simply wouldn't do that. To her surprise he nodded.
"Yeah. I was stupid, on the bus. I should have kept my trap shut. Sorry Deidre. I didn't know, and it took me by surprise when you started humming like that. I nearly got us all killed, and left behind here. We'll probably be dead from the radiation, soon. It's all my fault."
Bridget wanted to nod in agreement, but her mouth had other plans, blurting out the truth. It caught her unaware, which meant unfiltered, when the words came.
"It wasn't a nuke. I just told people in town that to buy us some time to escape. Everyone there is fine. Mary took them all out. Elizabeth helped with that, in case we needed her skills. Really, these two should have been with them. I don't know why you weren't. Probably to keep Ed from volunteering just yet. I had some things to do in town, to muddy the waters. So, no radiation." Then, by forcibly biting her lower lip, she held off on saying anything else.
That was good, since she was about to offer both the boys handjobs, and they really didn't have time for that. Plus, Ed was too young. Illegal, and everything. So was setting off bombs in town, but that had been toward a good cause. There was no way to justify things like that given the situation. Her parents would be a bit upset to find out about her giving away sexual favors like that, and it was pretty hard for her to keep a secret for too long. Even now, when things were better.
It wasn't a real issue, since everyone had their own reactions to things then. Ed and Deidre both looked happy, getting that everyone they knew hadn't just died. Will looked up at the cloud that was still rising from the no doubt smoking hole that had been her lifelong home, and sighed.
"Good. We don't need that kind of thing. I could do without any of it, to tell the truth." It sounded heartfelt and honest. There wasn't so much as a sidelong glance at Charity, either.
Bridget wondered about that, but didn't ask. It wasn't a huge town, and the two kids had to know each other, and probably had for years. That meant that Will was so certain of the other girl that he felt no particular fear of her. It was both brave and a good plan, given that overreacting was about the worst thing anyone could do when finding out that someone they knew was Infected. For some reason, this boy was playing it nearly perfectly.
Charity made a hard face, and then wiped at a tear.
"So, this is really bad, isn't it? Like... people are going to die, bad?"
There was time for a quick shrug, which she managed to hold long enough to let everyone else see it. Then she nodded.
"Really, yeah, it is. We need to get you two off to someplace safe, while the three of us wait for a pickup. I have a rendezvous point outside of town. There will be someone there in three hours. Less than that now. We need to keep the civilians clear of our mess however, if we can. If not... Well, then leave the fighting to me, and run. Right now we need a car or something. Unless you're all up to running across town? I have my tennies with me, here, just a sec."
She'd kept her tall shoes, since they were fun, but couldn't do her job in them very well. That meant she'd shrunk suddenly, and Charity was looking down slightly into her reddish brown eyes. If the girl was five-one, it would be a massive shock to find that out. Still, she was a lot bigger than Bridget now. Slipping her shoes on didn't take long, so half a minute later she was pushing everything into her bag, and realized something as her hand hit metal.
"Ooooh, right, guns. Anyone know how to shoot? Nine millimeter." She pulled three of the five she had, and tried to pass one off to Charity, who just shook her head.
"I couldn't shoot anyone." It was definitive, which made sense, with something like compassion as a first mode. There were probably times when she could do something like that, if pushed, but making her carry was just mean.
Grunting a bit, she changed to give that one to Will, half expecting him to turn it down as well. That didn't happen, and he popped the magazine, opened the chamber, and checked it pretty professionally. Not perfectly, but it was clear he got the basic idea, and kept the safety on after he put the thing back together. With a round chambered. Ready to fight, after taking the safety off.
Ed and Deidre took theirs, but didn't seem to get the idea, which meant they needed a little class on the topic. Otherwise they'd end up shooting each other and Mary would be upset with her for giving them dangerous things.
"These fire single lead projectiles from the hole in the front. This button on the side ejects the clip, which holds the bullets in place. The little lever on the other side here turns the safety off and on. Keep it on, unless you need to shoot. Thumb it forward, like this, if you need to. Then squeeze the trigger." She demonstrated several times, so that everyone would get the idea. She felt pretty official and like she knew what she was doing, suddenly. It was mainly that she was copying Lancaster's tone and cadence, since he'd showed her how to use them himself. He was her partner for the time being, so had gotten the job. He had been at least.
That was so she could show him all about the wonderful world of being an Infected Operative. He'd been an Agent for years, one of the un-Infected kind, until he'd gotten caught up in something that changed him. A woman that was going around and altering people every time she got scared. Carla Morris. Brian had ended that by killing her, while she sat in a cell, locked up and helpless. It should have made her feel bad, she knew, but the woman wasn't very nice, from all that she'd heard. She'd been Doug Tibs old girlfriend.
He deserved better than that.
For one thing he was really sweet. All the time. He didn't get mad or angry at all, and tried really hard to help everyone, which was a lot more than some people could claim. Plus, since he'd lost all that weight, he was starting to look sort of cute. Not hot, like Lancaster or her dad, but definitely good looking enough to be on Team One.
Not that they had that anymore, she didn't think. No, that kind of thing was gone now. There was only war left, and the need to survive. She knew that for a fact, since eight helicopters, the big troop carrying kind, started flying over the city about then. It was nearly as if they were looking for someone. That was silly of course, since everyone sane had left already, or at least were trying too.
Will, who was both normal and a bit braver than most, stepped out into the open and waved at the passing vehicles. She nearly jumped out to tell him not to be an idiot, but there was no gun fire from the dark green things. A soldier, clearly not much older than any of them himself, waved back, as the thing flew off toward the other side of town. Where, after a few minutes, it was clear they were landing.
She grinned.
"Right on top of our pick up location. Naturally. That so has Braid written all over it." She growled the last half of that, but before Charity could ask who she meant, Ed explained.
"Braid is the war name of the evil witch, Devorah Timberland. Her family came from the same world as Deidre and I. They all posses strange precognition, which is hard to demonstrate clearly to most. It's a level of knowledge as to what will happen that few can even comprehend. Right now there is a massive battle for the fate of this world, being played between her, and Advocate Yi, the protector of your people." He seemed pleased enough with his own explanation, but Will cleared his throat, which got Bridget to step in and go over it all again. It wasn't wrong after all, just a bit muddled, due to the lack of some information.
"Advocate Yi is Proxy. Braid is trying to start a war between the Infected and the government, or the hate groups, so that billions of people worldwide will die. Brian is trying to stop her. Right now though the government kind of works for her side, even if they don't know it, and has been set up to attack the Infected, which will start things going in the direction that she wants. She's hard to beat, since she's always so far ahead of our plans that we can never tell what we're supposed to do. She's insane, and kind of knows it, but can't help herself. We have to stop her."
Charity clenched her jaw and looked away then. It was hard to tell why, really, and could have been anything from nerves to the stress of the day or even that someone had just personally insulted her, without realizing it.
Bridget looked at her, and waited for an explanation. It beat trying to drag one out of her, after all. They did move out, toward an empty, and still locked, hardware store, and stood in the front of it, under the awning so that they wouldn't be noticed from the air as easily. It was a nice brick red thing that seemed new, or at least well cared for.
The other girl wiped at her cheek, seeming like she was testing the even brown surface of it for moisture. There were no tears, however. Just a mildly annoyed look. One directed at her, for some reason.
Finally, Charity spoke, her voice tense and low. For a girl.
"You're telling me that these two are actually aliens and that another alien is trying to take over the world? That has to be bull. It's too stupid to... I don't know. It makes more sense that this Braid person is Infected, doesn't it?"
Ed bowed a little, his face dark, but not mean.
"Aye, it does. That is not the case, mayhap. She is of the Timberland line, and as such, is truly mine own problem to take care of. That of Mary Wyrdcraft at the same passing. I am but an Elcampayn, however, and though she is of my world, I fear that I am unequal to the task of preventing her diabolical plans. So it has fallen by agency of the divine, that Advocate Yi must face her in my place. It is shameful that I cannot be of more use in this, but I must tip the hat to a man of greater skill and powers than mine own. But in answer to the question meant, while it may make greater sense, it is not the state of things. Devorah Timberland is from a far off realm, as are my sister and I. Our friends too." He paused, which seemed weighted, as if he were ready to be called a liar.
Charity looked up at the awning above them, her big brown eyes slightly moist seeming. Glinting gently in the morning haze. It wasn't going to be bright that day, thanks to all the smoke and ash in the air.
"Um, sorry? I'm pretty sure I don't know what you just said. Aliens are real?"
Bridget patted her shoulder.
"Close enough. Some aliens are the real enemy, but most of them here are our friends. The Infected are fighting them, but some of us are bad people too, since they can't help themselves. The government is... Well, pulling in more than one direction. Common sense and justice on one side, fear and the machinations of our enemies on the other. Which is a big problem right now. I need to get across town and make sure that my pickup isn't taken in by those soldiers that just flew past a bit ago. Can you all stay here? Or... I guess get out of town. We can meet up later."
She got ready for the arguments. For someone to tell her she shouldn't go, or to claim that they were armed, which meant the equal of those stupid soldiers and all their training. After all, video games. It almost made sense, and Ed, to his credit or detriment, started to speak, when the shooting distracted him.
The others all ducked, being clever people that didn't want to die, but nothing was coming for them at the moment. The noise was too far away for that. It wasn't even over on the other side of town, but rather on the base side of things. Mary's was out that way, but the fact was, if there had been shooing that far away she was the only one that would have noticed it.
"That's... About two blocks over. I can't tell how many weapons, but it sounds like the police mainly. Who'd they be shooting at, if it isn't us, I don't know. All I hear is gunfire." No cars being thrown around, or anything that could be an energy blast, at least. That didn't mean they weren't going after an Infected person, deciding that the war was taking too long to start, but it had the feeling of a gun fight. The sound had at least two points to it. "We probably want to get out of the area then. Let's see... We should head back into the woods, and go that way, away from the base as far as we can. Try to steal a car, or something. I don't suppose any of you know how to do that? I can drive, but hotwiring something is a bit out of what they taught me in school." She tried to look hopeful, but Charity and Will both shook their heads and Deidre actually snorted.
"I can't even start one with a key. I've ridden in such things here, but how they operate is still a mystery to me. They use dinosaurs? Advocate Hobbs tried to explain it to me, but I think that I must have misunderstood."
She was about to try and explain the concept, when Will did it for her. Better than she could, actually.
"Mainly old plants that have turned into oil, over the millennia. It burns pretty well, so we can use that to make the cars work. How do they do it where you come from? Or... don't they have cars?" He glanced at her, locking eyes for a bit, either failing at being smoky and bold, or succeeding in seeming a bit like he was just playing along with her tall tale.
"Tis the same, sir. I mean, it's pretty similar, except that everything is powered by Elcampayn energy. That... I think it's more like what you use to power the houses here, if I understand it correctly. It isn't that, but closer?" She winced as more gunfire came, sounding like it was a bit closer.
Bridget smiled, not wanting everyone to get too tense to run away.
"Let's chat about this later? Right now, everyone follow me. I'll go first, in case people want to try and kill us. If they do, then you four need to run for it. I can catch up, after I take care of things."
After some people died, most likely. They were rapidly getting into the part of things where people actually started to die, she didn't doubt. That it hadn't already happened... Well, it had been for a while, hadn't it? Both Braid and Brian had been killing people for over a year, jockeying for position, even if no one else could really tell what they were doing. She wasn't even certain that Proxy really knew, to be honest.
She didn't wait for anyone to confirm that they understood her. They did, and if they went all Scooby gang on her and insisted that they go and fight the armed and clearly insane people out there, then they were morons. The dead kind. The only one of them that she knew could fight for certain was Ed and he was kind of bad at it. She'd sparred with him a few times, when she went to visit, and even though he tried hard, he was maybe ready to take on one of the local cops. Possibly two at a time, but no more than that. That was if they weren't armed, too. Since they made sure that didn't happen too often, he really wouldn't have much of a chance.
If anything real happened, then the rest of them were probably best off not being there. She scouted the area, trying not to draw attention, in case there were snipers set up. There was no reason for that kind of thing yet, but that didn't mean someone wouldn't do it anyway. If it turned out they were dealing with people that had super powers, or thought they were, or who might be better armed than they were, then standing back and using skill was about the best thing they could do. That, or leave. She was too hot headed that way, most of the time, but it might be best to play it safe for the day.
Rushing in headlong could be her fall back plan.
The area over to the woods was clear enough. There was still occasional shooting going on, but it had stayed in place after the first move. Someone had taken a building, she bet, and the police were trying to surround it. That meant whoever was in there had a reason to be. Probably that they were Infected, and it was visible all the time. An ugly, or someone who was set off by all the explosions, who had started glowing or something. That could happen. Not that she'd thought about it before.
Most Infected were, when you got down to it, handicapped. They had crippling emotional disorders, and most of the time were gifted with abilities that didn't actually make it an even trade. Her impulsiveness was a constant trial for her, for instance. She got the good powers though. About eighty percent of infected people were class ones. That meant that their powers made them about as good in a fight as they would have been without them. Like Charity and her empathy. Unless she could get a good enough read on someone to know what they might do next. In that case she was probably a class two. Chances were that wasn't the case though.
So if some poor schmuck was stuck lightly glowing, and the police saw them, they'd have very little choice but to fight, if they could. It might explain the gunfire that was going on.
She found herself starting to move that way, to go and help the mythical person that she'd made up, but Bridget got herself to pause. It was harder than it should have been, guilt at causing part of the day's events wearing away her resolve. It was true that some old glowing man might die that day because of her, but if she abandoned her post, the four with her might die too. She had a job to do, and even if it was hard, she had to pick her people over the ones she didn't know. It was what you did.
So, she jogged into the woods, which were a little thin on the ground in this section, except for some undergrowth that might add enough cover for them to hide in, if they went carefully. She listened, and then sniffed the air, getting hit with a lot of things that shouldn't have been there. The scent of burning, mainly. From the base and the bombs that she'd set off. Some scared animals too. One of them, a dog, was deep in the bush in front of her. She could hear the jingle of a collar as it shook. Hopefully it would be all right there. Hiding.
The kids hadn't been as smart as all that, when she returned, a minute later, her feet barely making any noise as she ran. Being that she didn't weigh that much, it made sense. She could slam into the ground hard, when she sprinted, but otherwise she tended to move in a quick and very smooth fashion. Deidre was the only one of them that had moved back, away from the empty street.
Probably because the rest of them were too stupid to not get themselves killed.
"Come on. This way. It looks clear, but that can change, so go where I tell you to." It was a bit harsh, saying it that way, but only Ed seemed to mind. To him taking orders from a woman was going to be hard, she thought. Will just ran to her, and then stopped, looking around carefully, as if that would help anything.
He was trying though, and she was willing to give him extra points for that. To make sure he knew she appreciated him, she patted his back. Or tried to. She actually hit his butt. It was nice and firm, for a civilian.
"Sorry, I'm short, I was aiming higher than that."
"Yeah. Likely story." It wasn't very flirtatious. Worse, he looked around and then waved for Charity to come over.
Dismissing her instantly. Well, that could happen, she reflected. Her job wasn't to get a date anyway. Not at that moment. No, she had to get them all going. It took a lot more effort to get that to happen than she would have thought it would. It wasn't that they were dumb, just that they didn't know what anything she said or did meant. For instance, when she held up her right fist to get them to stop, no one else did it. They all should have, to signal that they knew what the orders were.
It was very nearly like they'd never practiced this stuff at all. They did stop however, to look at her. They were really too close together, but she didn't correct that problem yet. If they were hit by a grenade, or other explosive, then she'd probably be fine and the others would be dead. That was all. At least they didn't insist on trying to sing while they went through the woods.
That would have made her mad. As it was, she felt a little frustrated with them all anyway. Through the trees, not that far away, toward the police station, there was a line of tanks and soldiers already. Not a lot of them, being about ten men and two vehicles, but it meant they needed to move to the far side of the woods, and get low. Crawling on their stomachs, using the bushes for cover.
She made all the right hand gestures, but everyone just looked at her as if she were trying to play charades. Worse, they were losing.
"Fine," She hissed, looking at them one by one. It looked like she'd have to use her words, even if it was a poor time for it. "We have a military presence to the right. We need to move behind the shrubs to the left and then get low. I mean, belly to the dirt. They could be on our side, but I'm not willing to bet on that, yet. I sort of doubt that anyone is going to be sending help in for us. Lancaster and Tibs will have pulled back, as soon as the military came. It was part of the plan. The Army guys are still alive, so they weren't seen. They'll meet up with us outside of town then. Away from the base." That made her feel good to say, since it was actually part of the plan. Lancaster had insisted that she learn five fall back points and their correct order. The first one was down, so she'd head to the second, then, if that was compromised, move even further away, to the third, and so on.
If none of them worked, she was on her own, and instructed to head into Canada. Then... Well, she'd need to start a life of crime. She'd starve to death, otherwise.
Speaking of which, her stomach picked that very moment to complain at her. Loudly.
She chuckled.
"If anyone notices a store on the way out, signal me. Let's move. This is going to take a while."
Crawling away always did, or so she'd heard tell.
 



Chapter two
 
It had been funny when Will pointed to the little shop next to the gas station, and he clearly meant it to be. Sure, they were hiding in the woods, trying to get around the growing number of troops that the town suddenly had, but he took time to be a wise ass. Pointing out where she could get some snacks. That was a thing that Impulse had to respect. Especially since they all reeked of fear and stress.
Except for her.
It was pretty much that she simply didn't have anything to really be afraid of in the situation. Well, except that the people she was busily escorting might end up being caught. If she'd been alone, she would have gone into the place the tall and decently fit looking boy was pointing to. Even if it meant fighting her way out against a horde of equally hungry military men, the idea of stuffing her face with shelves full of snack treats sounded heavenly at the moment. Her tummy had stopped grumbling a while back, and had moved all the way into simply hate stabbing her with cramping.
Luckily she wasn't working very hard at the moment. If she'd been running at top speed, or fighting full out, it would have been a lot more intense. Eventually, or at least the theory went, if she didn't eat enough, she'd die. True, everyone else had that problem too, but the doc's back at the old base had told her that she wouldn't make it three days without food, unlike regular people. That meant the call of that little store was powerful for her. In fact, she nearly got up and dashed over, and would have...
If she weren't the one in charge at the moment.
Grinning, and trying to fight the urge to be a moron, she nodded, showing Will that she got that he'd motioned to the place, doing what she'd said. She really wanted to keep that idea going. Even better, she noticed that there were five soldiers inside of it, illegally looting the place for their own snacking pleasure. That was a war crime. It pissed her off a little, seeing that. Not that she would have been morally better than they were, if she'd been the thief, but at least she had a real reason to do it. These jerks were just eating her lunch. Right there in front of her.
Gesturing, trying not to seem pissed off about it, she got them all heading out again. They were mainly ducking, which was a lot faster than trying to get them to crawl the distance. It was about a mile and a half to the end of the woods, or, more exactly, to the end of town. There was dense growth past that, if in patches that had been planted by someone a while back. They were open to being seen as they walked, trying to seem calm and relaxed, strolling right down the sidewalk near the end. There was no cover in the area, for a good while, not there. The woods they wanted to get too were about five miles past that, but once they cleared the area, none of the military amassing seemed all that concerned about a bunch of kids.
Not even guilty seeming ones.
The trick there, she realized, was letting Will and Charity do the talking for them when they were stopped, while pretending to be a lot younger than she actually was. Famous or not, none of the men in green camo noticed her all that much. They were busily looking at Charity and Deidre the whole time.
Because the taller girls looked to be nearly in the dating age range of the young men that were there. It wasn't really true, unless they wanted to break some moral codes, but it still looked about right.
The man that stopped them pretended to be stern. Scared and a bit like he wanted to shoot someone. After a second though the weapon moved away from them and pointed back toward where they came from.
"Did you get caught up in there?" He gestured toward the town, his face aimed toward the sound of gunfire. It was in the distance behind them, not close.
Bridget nodded, trying not to call too much attention to herself, while alerting the others not to say too much. Will glanced back from where they came, and just nodded, too.
For a half second, before talking.
"Yeah. What the fuck happened? We were all at school when the freaking world exploded. We hid, but decided that we needed to move away from the blast area. There was shooting though, so we had to crawl through the brush, to try and not be seen." There was a shrug and a legitimate look of worry on his face.
It worked though. The men there seemed to buy that they weren't a bunch of Infected people, or aliens at least. Just the kids they seemed like.
The man in charge shook his head a bit.
"We don't know much. It seems like someone nuked the IPB. Our orders are to clear the town. We... There are no official pickups out here. FEMA is setting up emergency camps, to the west. No one has been coming out for a while. I should radio you all in and get a transport over here for you."
Bridget had to keep herself from wincing first, and then step in front of Ed before he opened his mouth. He sounded too weird to be trying to lie their way out of things. Luckily Charity managed it for them, her voice calm. She sounded relaxed and almost charming.
Too much so, given what was going on. It was martial law here. A polite police state kind so far, true, but these men were there to take over and keep her people down, she had no doubt. Real Army, acting on U.S. soil. These weren't the National Guard, after all. She could tell because they helpfully had little tags on their arms that identified them. They even had names on their chest, for easy identification. She was about to simply try and knock them all out but let Charity have a crack at them first. Her power of empathy could work, in a case like this. Possibly.
"Um, we have some friends that will get us where we need to be. I was able to call for a ride, before my cell died. We're late, but it isn't too far away."
That shouldn't have worked at all, and there was no sense that it was real manipulation or mind control. Not that Bridget could tell. That either meant Charity was just talking, or she was a lot better than Bridget had guessed at first, based on what she'd said. The man shrugged anyway, even if it didn't make sense for him to do that.
"That works. We just need to make sure the area is clear. You kids be safe. Probably best to get off the patrol line now, just in case anything happens. If people try shooting us or attack again, you don't want to be too close." 
So, just like that, basically telling the truth, except for a lie about a cell phone, they were allowed to walk away. Easy peasy. She'd really thought that there would be more fighting, but knew from her training that real wars didn't work that way. She'd be called on to do it, when it came to be time for it, she knew. That was nearly certain. But right now her goal had to be protecting these people. If shooting started it might mess up her hair, or put holes in her clothing, but the rest of them would bleed and not even heal fast enough to shrug the things off. They were soft, normal people. Even Charity, Bridget's new Infected pal.
Her people, the ones in the IPB, a lot of them were like that too. Soft and exposed to the world. It was good practice, making sure they weren't put in harm's way.
They still ended up walking for over an hour and a half, before they found the woods. Just before they got there Will stopped and pointed off to the right. There was a remote house that way, which looked a bit run down, but had fencing around the outside. Horses in the lawn, too. Bridget had to think about that one, since it was a pasture, she thought. Not a yard. Never really having had either, she wasn't too clear on the difference, except that one had better grass and fewer tasty looking animals in it. She'd never eaten horse before, but was willing to give it a try, at the moment.
Will cleared his throat, a little nervously.
"That's my place. We should be safe enough there. My parents..." It was clear that he wanted to say they'd be fine with a group of strangers coming to visit, but stopped himself. "Well, they'll be with their militia group. Anti-Infected, pro-constitution. As if that wasn't a huge contradiction. I can't stand that stuff, but we have a lot of food stored. Ammo and stuff." Looking down at his hand, he realized that there was a gun in it. Then smiled. "Can you believe that those guys back there didn't ask about these?"
Charity looked away, but then nodded.
"It was hard, but I managed to, um, get them to notice me, instead. My eyes. So, they, you know, weren't thinking about that." She wasn't the best looking girl in the world, but she was the prettiest in the group. Dark and cute. What wasn't to love?
Of course, doing that under stress was a bit more than simple empathy. She wasn't just reading people, but influencing them and doing a good job of it too. 
Bridget noticed that, but didn't let it worry her. A lot of her friends could do things like that. Most of them at pretty high levels. Still, it might mean that her new buddy was a bit higher in class than she'd thought. Maybe all the way up to a two or three. Depending on how many people she could influence that way at a time. Making people not notice you had a gun could really work out, during a fight to the death, for instance.
Bridget looked at Will then, her face schooled to not show how she felt about anti-Infected militia folk. It was hard, but not a first mode problem. Simple dislike was enough for her to deal with on that score.
"You should probably get home then. Keep the nine, and make sure no one sees you. Try not to let the Anti-Infected stuff get to your brain. Not all of us are evil." She moved in, not thinking about it and gave him a big hug, resisting the urge to grope him, or grab his ass. Doing that would have ruined the effect, and turned her words into a joke. It took more than a bit of effort, since she kind of liked him already. "Also, forget about Charity. I mean, seriously, don't even think about it. We were just a group of people that walked out with you, and left you here, so you could get home." There was no real weight to the words, but he seemed to take them to heart, his eyes going a bit blank for a moment. More than they should have.
"Right. I know you, most of you, from school. That's it. Thanks everyone. I know this is scary, but we'll live. I should head home now." There was a bit of a strange feeling to the words, as if he truly believed them.
Then he walked away, not even looking back. Charity was staring at him, her tiny dark skinned face scrunched up more than a bit. In concentration.
Bridget rolled her eyes, knowing coercion when she saw it.
"Or, you could have just trusted him not to rat you out? I don't think he would, you know?"
The other girl finally blinked a few times then shook her head, very slowly.
"I... Can't. If people find out about me, then... They could hurt me. Or my dad. He doesn't know. Thank god he doesn't hate people like me. Us, I mean. But... If people know about me, they could, you know, hurt us."
It wasn't wrong thinking that. Gesturing ahead of them, she started walking, keeping to the side of the road, the green and heavily treed area just ahead.
"The others should be right up there. If they haven't left already. That's on you guys however. If we get out of this you should all, you know, start running regularly. Maybe do some pushups." She was just talking idly, but Deidre gave a soft sound that was probably meant to be a snort, but came across as something more like a strong exhalation.
Except that, she realized, it wasn't that. The other girl was just breathing a little hard, trying to keep up with her walking pace. Her slowed down rate of speed that really wasn't more than a regular person should have been able to hold. Charity was doing a bit better, and so was Ed, but she got the idea. They really did need to work out more. Whoever their trainer was, he'd been slacking a lot.
For Charity... Well, real people didn't have that kind of person, did they? Ed and Deidre had Hobbs however and that man was both hard and knew what kind of things they should have been working on to keep them ready. Since things like this could happen, or people could come and try to steal them back to their own world for a horrible fate of vivisection, she would have thought that would have been a pretty top priority.
She didn't slow down, since they were nearly to the rally point. The woods weren't that dense, but in a few places there was thick undergrowth. Bushes, a few trees that were decently large. A car hidden under a bunch of branches. It was obvious to her, but even when she pointed to it, the others didn't see it for a long time. Finally Ed made a sound and pointed where she had.
"Tis a transport! Cleverly disguised as a bit of foliage. Truly, it is a thing I would not have thought to expect. Will your people aid us, do you think, Lady Bridget?"
"Oh, yeah. You're our peeps too, so that's not an issue." Not for the Elcampayns. She was a bit concerned with what to do about Charity however. The girl was Infected, so one of theirs, but she could pass, too. Being with them right now, if she didn't need to be, that was probably a poor idea. Ed had promised her help though. So what were they going to do?
Well, first, she decided, she'd move in front of the rest of them, so that Lancaster didn't shoot them all. Or set them on fire. That would suck. He could generate flames in the air that were hot enough to vaporize flesh. The little spot in her arm that she'd cooked earlier had hurt enough that she didn't want to risk that happening if she could help it. Not even if she'd be healed from it a minute or two later.
Doug could have made their lives pretty hard too, she realized. His power was an area of effect control over gravity. Crushing her wouldn't work, since she was way too strong for that, but it would influence the others pretty well. Possibly killing them. Not that he was that kind of guy.
What had worked in practice against her though, to her surprise, was when he made the world pull her away at a strange angle and then kept doing it in different directions. She could fly, and use that to stabilize herself a bit, but it wasn't a skill that could equal the world simply betraying her like that. She hated being betrayed, after all. It was so hard to counter, and then you could never trust the ones that had done it again. Not ever.
Still, by being in the front, she got Lancaster to move out from behind a tree, some fifty feet off. The other man wasn't visible, but she could smell that he was there. Hiding. A bit stressed, from the tang in the air. They all were. Even her. True, that was about her concern for everyone else, but it was still there.
"Bridget. I see you brought friends?" He didn't have a gun pulled, but, she realized, the rest of them did. All of them were pointed away from the rest of the people, and down at the ground. Well, she didn't have one, except in her large green knapsack.
"The two tall ones are Ed and Deidre Elcampayn. They're... I guess the best way to put it is that they're Hobbs's adopted kids? The other girl is Charity. She's Infected. Probably class three. Empathy and coercion. A bit like Denis, at a guess, except that from what she said she can read too, and doesn't seem as strong going the other way." That was all guesswork, but she went on anyway. "Pretty well controlled first mode, so she can pass. Compassion, I think. Her dad is out of town, and we just didn't know what else to do with her, or we would have gotten her away from us already." It was the truth, and not meant to sound snotty or anything. It seemed like no one took it that, way either. She'd been a bit worried that Charity might take offense, not understanding the idea.
Lancaster, who was muscular, blond and good looking enough that Deidre was watching him with a tiny smile already, took the time to look around before speaking. It was careful observation of his surroundings and the kind of thing he always did, no matter where he was.
"It might be best if you head out on your own then. The last thing you really want is to be linked with people like us right now. How did the mission go?" That last bit was directed directly at her, Bridget knew.
"I vamped, and didn't shoot up the police force, or their station. I told them that I was from the Totally Clean Christians, and that we'd smuggled a nuke into the IPB headquarters. Right before it went off. Then I shouted about it, in disguise, for a while. I know that wasn't the plan, but they seemed to be buying it, and really, it made sense at the time."
Rather than have a problem with her version of things, he cleared his throat.
"Not bad. Better than a firefight. They won't buy it when they realize there's no radiation, but that could take hours still. You can probably come out now, Gravity."
That he'd used Doug's code name was a sign that he thought they were still on the mission. He was better at things like that than she was, so she turned to look at the spot the sound was coming from, in time to see a decent looking guy with black hair move out from behind a tree. He had on a blue t-shirt and some jeans, and while a bit square looking, it seemed like muscle for the most part now, rather than lard. He'd been pretty chubby before, but now he looked cute enough to be worth watching.
She didn't notice it really happening, but was on him then, in a rush. Just giving him a hug, which was returned without it being too awkward. She stopped the rest of the move, which involved some deep kissing and the offer to have sex with her right there. That was her mode taking over, so she moved back, not letting it. For now.
After all, he'd hugged her back. That was a good sign, and she might be able to get more of that kind of thing from him later, if she didn't make him too afraid now. She was, like it or not, his best friend's granddaughter. So if she didn't make too big of a thing of things, he might just put out, sometime. Forgetting about how unlikely that was.
For once, reality was on her side on the issue. No one could look at Brian and think that he was old enough for that kind of thing, because he simply wasn't. It was just a matter of getting the man in front of her used to touching her casually like that for a while, so it would seem normal to him later, when she tossed him down and had her way with him. It was coming, as long as she didn't blow it.
Or him. Not too soon.
That thought nearly had her on her knees, trying to get him to like her, but she fought for control, working to not to let anything show on her face.
Charity looked troubled, her short black hair, which was a boy cut, but not butch looking, was a little messed up from their hike through the woods.
"I don't want to be a problem, but I... Really don't have anywhere to go. My dad, he's in North Dakota, doing oil field work. He sends money. I...That sounds bad, doesn't it? There just aren't a lot of good jobs here, but we have the house. I..."
Lancaster just looked at her, his ice blue ice cold. Unfeeling. Agent like.
"There will be some kind of temporary shelters set up, or you could camp out for a few days. The town won't be closed down forever. My guess is that you need to be prepared for a week." He glanced at the rest of them, his face not betraying anything. "I have some food for you Chambers. What's your play here?"
Bridget felt her mouth water, but thought she understood the idea. She was able to pass as normal too, and while two young girls going around together might be an invitation for some panic rape, if the wrong people caught them, Charity would be a lot better off having her there than not. He might seem like a tool at times, but there was a tiny nudge for her there. In the direction of staying with the new girl. Not that she really wanted to camp for a week. Not without food. She could hunt however, and steal enough to survive. Maybe take some of the food that Will's bigoted family had put by? That both made sense and would be fun.
"I'll eat first, then Charity and I will vanish for a bit. I'll meet up with you at the location in ten days." That would be a week of waiting and then three nights of travel cross country on foot. True, she could run it in a lot less time from that, since Montana wasn't that far away from Colorado, but it paid to be careful.
That got a strange reaction from the others. Doug nodded, since he was so easy going that he didn't really get worked up, but Ed turned a deep red color. At first she figured that he was angry with her, but when he spoke, the tone was one of pure embarrassment.
"Nay. I... gave my word of protection to her. I must see her to her domicile. Else I will be foresworn..."
Bridget blinked.
Not because she didn't think the boy would do what he'd said, but because camping out with all of them, the Elcampayns and Charity, would be more of a chore than just the one girl. Besides, so far she was the useful one. Pulling her to safety when Bridget might have been hurt and getting them past the guards in town.
The thing there was that the boy was also a lot more into the whole honor thing than not. If she told him that he had to go against his word... Well, it just wouldn't be happening, would it? There would be an argument and in the end she'd have to fight him over the issue. Given how easily she'd win, that would hurt his feelings even more and then she'd be cried at, or at least subjected to pouting. Instead she nodded, and looked at Deidre.
"Can you go with Doug and Lancaster? They're Hobbs men, so you know, you'll be safe. They won't abuse you too much, or anything." She grinned and nearly added that Deidre tossing them off a few times would probably be enough, just to see if Ed would back down and go with his sister, to protect her. It was just as well that she didn't since the shy little alien girl handled that part pretty nicely.
"Nay, I shall but offer my body to them, to slake their manly desires, to pay my passage. Tis no worry, kind cousin. When left unguarded a woman will do as she must in order to survive. That is the way of all worlds, I don't mischance." There was a shy look away from her brother, or slightly toward Doug, who was looking back at the girl with a bit too much shock on his face, rather than the raw lust that might make the whole thing work.
Lancaster didn't help either, laughing a bit. It was dark and sad sounding, but not sinister.
"That's a point. Ed, you should come with us, to protect our virtue, from your sister. Chambers has this. She's a fully trained Operative, not just a kid. Looks aside. That might even help in this case as long as you two lay low. Think you can handle it?"
Bridget nodded, because yeah, she could camp out for a bit, and so could Charity. She looked at Ed however, who was clearly up on what everyone had been doing to him.
"Honestly, I can. Better than if we had more people along. Really, Charity could do it alone, but I can go with her, for company. We'll double back to Mary's shop later today and hide there. Or out back at least. That way we can pretty much vanish and keep an eye on things." It was closer to the base, being on the other side of town. It would mean a lot of walking for Charity, but if she didn't mind they could just camp out that night and walk around the long way. It would make it easier than hiding from soldiers, and crawling through town directly.
Lancaster gave her a direct look that didn't even hint at the idea that she might be the wrong person for the task. Then, really, there wasn't a lot of risk to her in it, was there? The real danger was all going to be for Charity. If they got caught, it would associate her with Impulse, the well known Infected girl. The IPB Operative and poster child of the organization. One of them at any rate.
That wasn't lost on the man, but the concept behind it was clear. It was a training mission for her. Keep Charity safe and alive. Except it wasn't training anymore, was it? This was real, and if she messed up, the girl might just die.
So, she reflected, keeping her face blank, no pressure or anything.
The man looked at each of them, including Doug, and gave a single nod.
"Right. Tibs, you're in with them. Remember, the objective is to be invisible. I'd rather send Cooper in for this one, but you two can handle it. Right now we need to offload the food. It's in the trunk."
That got taken out with a bit of teamwork and strangers or not, Lancaster had the Elcampayn kids tucked into the vehicle, and was driving away without looking back some ten minutes later. Bridget smiled and started opening cans of food, using the pull tops for that. She didn't eat, as much as drink, the contents of the things for a long while. She had to pace her eating since her stomach was only so large. That meant doing it while they walked. At least she could fit it all in her bag. The remainder at least. There was a heavy bottle of oil too, which she eyed carefully. Thoughtfully, she hoped.
It was hard to just down things like that. Disgusting and bland at the same time. It was also nearly enough calories to keep her going for a few hours, if she did it. The food she'd had stopped the pain in her middle, but she didn't know what was going to be needed, energy wise, did she? Sighing, she tried to clear her mind, like Hobbs had taught her to do, and drank the container dry, without stopping or letting it move away from her lips.
It took a lot more discipline than she thought she had, and her middle felt too full when she was done, but that would fade. She metabolized things too fast for that feeling to last long. Doug just watched her blandly as she drank it all, then turned to Charity and gave her a charming look.
"You know, before I met her and her grandmother, Rachel, I thought that being able to eat all the time like that would be fun. You know, not having to worry about calories or having an extra sandwich every now and then? It's way too much though. I don't think it's better that way. I guess I'll stick to just eating a lot of salad and keeping the cake to a minimum."
It wasn't said in a mean way, so Bridget winked at him, wiping the oil off her mouth.
"On the good side, after that, I could probably deep throat you without any trouble. It's gross." She waved the bottle in the air. "Drinking oil like that. I got the idea from Marcia. She has to eat a lot too. Lucky her though, she doesn't have to taste it. Speaking of deep throating things, have you hit that yet?" She started walking, knowing that she was being a bit improper. It was just to distract Charity though, not her actually trying to hook up with Gravity on a mission. She wasn't that big of a newb, after all.
The girl, who was a nice deep tan color, looked awkward and embarrassed, but followed when Bridget started to walk away.
Probably due to the talk.
Doug snorted.
"Nah. She's my boss, so that wouldn't be good. She's nice though, isn't she?"
That was a hard thing for her to answer, but given that there was an empath there, she decided to go with her honest feelings on the matter.
"She's all right, I guess. We used to be partners, but she kind of helped set things up about a year ago, so that everyone would think that I was sleeping with my dad. I get that her first mode makes it so that she suspects almost everything, all the time, but that kind of hurt. It still does. First mode crap though, so I'm working on letting that go. For her." That was a good place to stop, and no one grilled her on what she meant. Doug hadn't been there for it, and if Charity was good enough to nearly read minds, she either understood the whole idea, or wasn't working her mojo on Bridget at the moment.
Both worked for her.
"She is pretty cute though. Really, I don't think she's actually your boss now either. Do we even have the IPB anymore? I say, if you see her again you should invite her to bed. Anyone else that you might be interested in too. Who knows if you'll ever get even that much of a chance?" That was a bit dismal, but she managed to rally after a bit. "For now, why don't you make things lighter under Charity, so that we can speed up a bit? The route I have in mind will take about fifteen miles of walking. We can't do too much, but saving on sore feet won't hurt anything."
The other girl sighed.
"My feet are already killing me. I don't walk much. We've gone what, twenty miles already today?"
Looking over her tiny shoulder at her, Bridget winced.
"Just a bit over five. Here, Doug, can you help her out?" If he made the area of effect small enough it wouldn't burn too much of his energy, she didn't think. It was hard to tell with different people's powers though, and they'd never talked about it. Georgia, from Team One had mentioned that she had to watch her weight all the time, even though she was always putting out at least a little bit of effort that way. Some of the others burned vast amounts when they did their thing. She kind of thought that Doug really did use up a lot when he worked. He just didn't know it yet, since he'd started kind of chubby. Once he made a bit of effort, the pounds had really come off fast though, and that didn't happen for everyone. Not without a lot of struggle.
He nodded, then set his mind to the task, which was mainly visible due to Charity kicking herself up into the air about two feet with her next step. Yelping. It would have been funny if they weren't trying to infiltrate an area teaming with armed men that had no reason not to shoot at them. It was even legit if they did, since they were, like it or not, the enemy now. Not morally, maybe, but as far as the government would be concerned the IPB would be on the shit list.
Big time.
Probably. To some of them it might actually not be that way. A government agency being attacked was a big deal. That got her thinking, but she kept her new ideas to herself. If things worked out, they could have the IPB, or something like it, without leaving her people in the middle of the coming meat grinder. Done right, even their enemies might just ignore them. That was for later, though.
For the moment she had to resist the urge to laugh at Charity.
"Gah!" She fell slowly though, drifting to Earth like a leaf, and landed without a lot of sound. It was the way that Bridget always imagined her own landings, when she flew. Normally right before the big thud came. She could get down on her feet now, most of the time, so things were better that way. For the first few months that had been pretty iffy really. A lot of the time she kind of had to roll out of her landings. It had been embarrassing.
Bridget giggled, thinking about that. She did it softly, trying not to let things be too serious for the new girl. Not that she was on the team yet. Given everything it would be a lot better if that didn't happen. If they had any choice in the matter.
"We call him Gravity for a reason. He's pretty much the master of it. Be careful though, and don't make too much noise. If we find any patrols, hide. Otherwise we'll probably have to kill them and that will just make problems. They'll try to shoot us, and we'll have to make them stop." Killing always did make a mess, it seemed.
Not that she wasn't ready to do some of that, if the right people showed up. Braid for instance, would be going down, if she ever met the woman. Even if she was a nearly perfect precog. Really, she'd make that happen even if it meant dying. Too many of her friends had been damaged by the woman already. Brian, of course, but Tobin too. Even Christian Pours, the Team Three leader. Her child had been taken away, and placed in a home, by Devorah Timberland herself, even before Chris had popped Infected. She'd just been a party girl heiress back then. That child had turned out to be Tobin Peterson. True he was doing well enough now, but who knew what he might have become if he'd had a healthy home life and a rich mom looking out for him.
It wasn't like Chris was incapable of love. She was just a snitch that would tell on you for even thinking the wrong thing. At least if it was a crime. She was rich too, so bribes wouldn't work to get her to look the other way. Bridget knew, having attempted that one, a time or two. Instead, just to get around her, over the years, she'd had to learn not to think about certain things too much. She was doing better lately, but for years that had almost not worked at all for her.
Impulses started with an idea, and she hadn't had any real defense from them. Now that she did, well, Chris wasn't even around for her to use her new found skills on.
They walked for a while, Charity using almost any excuse to jump a little, since she probably weighed about ten pounds at the moment. It made for some interesting tricks. Like running along the side of a log, as she nearly fell, then pulling her legs under her to land on the ground softly. The reason it looked so cool was that she just wasn't falling that fast. Bridget caught Doug's eye and pointed at her, then whispered.
"New trick?"
It was, it seemed, since the black haired and brown eyes man winked. Then he picked up a rock and handed it to her. The thing was kind of round and a bit dirty, since it had rained a few days before and not totally dried yet. It seemed to weigh about a pound, though it should have been about ten times that heavy.
He pointed at it, using a strange overhand gesture that looked a bit fabulous, considering he was straight. That meant he was copying someone, she was willing to bet. She just didn't know who.
"Drop it."
When she did, it barely moved, drifting slowly toward the ground. She took it again and it still seemed to be the same weight, even when she moved it around. But it didn't fall nearly as fast as it should have.
"Awesome. That is really neat. You can explain it to me, later." They really should have been using total operational silence, but she was willing to bet that the only person there that had ever been told about things like that was her. That meant it was her job to be the good example. Because when it came down to it the impulsive girl was always the one for that task, wasn't she?
Except that, honestly, she was almost certain she could do it, now. It would take work, and a lot of focus, but Bridget wasn't running off and French kissing light sockets for fun anymore, was she?
Trained for what they were doing or not, Doug got the idea and Charity, even though she still had a bit of fun jogging along with them, didn't make a lot of sound. She even dove to the dirt, laying on her stomach, when the military men came into sight. They were on the edge of the woods, and made plenty of sound tramping around.
"I thought I saw something in there." The voice was female, which was interesting, since the army didn't have a lot of those as far as Bridget knew. "It might have been a dog. I saw one earlier."
That was both a bit insulting and a little bit of a challenge for her, since a part of her very soul wanted her to bark and try to pretend to be that puppy. Making very fake sounding woofing calls to play along. She held that in, mainly by biting her tongue so that it couldn't move.
Someone else, who had a deeper voice, answered.
"Dogs aren't on the list today. People either. We're here to look for terrorists. As long as no one attacks, play it cool. Here..." There was a soft rustle of clothing, as she hid behind a low log that had fallen, and not cleaned up yet by the township.
For a second she thought someone was going to start peeing, but a voice called out instead. She didn't raise her head to look, and no footfalls came any closer.
"If there's anyone in there, you don't have to be afraid. We're just here to help."
The government always was, naturally. Why, just the other day Bridget had heard that they had a plan to kill her and everyone she knew, to helpfully eradicate them from the planet. The idea was to bring in artificial super soldiers, after softening them up with bombs. The IPB had simply beaten them to the punch and blew things up first. The idea was that the government couldn't really be certain that they, themselves, hadn't been the ones to do it. That would last for a while, too.
Everyone inside the base would seem to be dead, but that wasn't the case. It had taken a lot of work, but they'd managed, over the course of about three days, to covertly get everyone out of the place, then trick the cameras that always watched them into thinking they were all still there. The explosion was so big there would be no bodies, or wouldn't have been, if anyone had been inside. That meant that she, and her entire life, was gone, as far as everyone knew. Except Will and Charity.
It wasn't true, but they could be a problem, if they talked to the wrong people. In six months it probably wouldn't matter anyway, so she was fine with not having killed them to keep it all a secret. Hopefully Will wouldn't remember her as more than some girl he'd met. Charity had seemed to be setting that up, or at least she'd been doing something like that. It was tempting to ask her what that was, and she started to open her mouth, but realized that talking at that moment might be a bad plan.
Instead she just held her place, smiling a bit.
The soldier that seemed to be in charge of the unit spoke again, to his own people this time.
"There. You were probably right. Just a scared dog. Let's get on with this. Keep to the outer ten feet and spread out a little. We don't know what we might be facing. I heard there was shooting earlier." It sounded in charge, informed, and a bit nervous. One of the other men, and at a guess there were twelve people in the group, so a squad, sub vocalized a little play for her, about how the mighty sergeant was just going over what they'd all heard in the briefing, as if it were news.
She nearly busted up then, because to this guy, the man in charge sounded like someone's rather harping girlfriend.
That actually took slapping a hand over her own mouth to suppress. Doug looked at her, seeming pleasant and relaxed, but Charity seemed ready to soil her jeans in fear. It wasn't like the three of them couldn't take the other group in a fight. Really, either Doug or she could do it before they could even fight back at all. The darker girl might have managed it, too. If she could, that would make her a class three. It was sort of what the term meant. The ability to take out a military squad of armed and trained men. Or women. Not special forces, just regular grunts, which this crowd really seemed like.
After a bit they all walked off, searching the edge of the woods carefully for threats to national security. Or waiting for them to run out and beg to surrender in exchange for MREs. That might have been the plan, too. More likely it was to half-ass the job enough that they didn't find anything, so that they could all go home in a few days. Bridget could get behind that one, if it were the case. If they'd do their part and leave her alone, she could do hers, and not kill them for being in the way.
They waited for a long time, lying there on the flat, but moist ground. Her knap sack was right beside her, tucked into the log. It was boring, but they didn't wait too long. For one thing, the others just didn't seem to know what to do. She had a clue, since she could track the party as they left, by sound. When they were about a quarter mile away, she stood.
Her words were a whisper, but seemed pleased, she hoped.
"Let's get going. Doug, if you don't mind? Try to keep things silent if you can. I'm betting this isn't the only group out here."
She was, of course, correct. They saw four groups out, all doing the same thing, which looked pretty efficient, but was done in a way that meant none of them expected to find anything at that point. She even managed to overhear why that was. Their higher ups had told them that an attack on the IPB wasn't a priority, in a way that had them speculating that their own people had done it. The others, Doug and Charity couldn't hear what they were saying, which was all to the good. Half of the people out there were morons. They spoke in hushed tones to each other about stupid shit, like scalping Infected.
As if that wouldn't go the other way around? It was fear talking though, not anything else. She knew dozens of people that could have cleared the whole town of soldiers, by themselves. In fact, two of them were right there, as those fools ran their mouths about committing atrocities.
No one mentioned what would really happen if they were attacked though. Which would be dying fast enough that they might not even really know what had happened. Not unless Becky was right, and there was life after death.
Bridget was willing to trust her on that one, since her old friend had been dead for years, and still managed to show up for some of the meetings. At least she had been lately.
They lost about three hours to the dumb-asses and their lame non-searching bravado. The rest of the time they managed to travel pretty well. A regular girl in no particular shape could jog at about thirty miles an hour without being out of breath, when she only weighed a few pounds. Doug was clearly doing the same for himself, and Bridget had to be careful not to leave them far behind, just using her natural speed and staying a good thirty feet from them most of the time. She didn't need help for that part of things, and in fact it would have been annoying to try. She was way too strong for that kind of thing to work very well.
So, even though it hadn't been that late when they set out for the far side of town, they got to Mary's Coffee and Donuts at about six in the evening. Hours later than they would have without the watchers, but a lot of that really had been spent resting. Just laying on the ground, dozing, while they waited for the coast to be clear.
Well, she'd been tempted to. No one had gotten a lot of sleep really. They probably wouldn't for a few days, until whatever was going on was done.
Bridget had expected to have to break in, but both the shop and the tiny house behind the big donut sign by the road were open for some reason. It looked ready for people to come and visit too, and in fact, the open sign out front was turned on. It was red neon, and the place normally did lock up at night, so someone had been there. Catching the scent, she wasn't too shocked when Mary came walking from the side office, having heard them come into the main store. The others had followed her, but seemed shocked for some reason, as if all the clues hadn't given things away?
She glanced at Mary, who was in a soft looking powder blue sweater, tennis shoes and well faded blue jeans. She looked like a girl that was home from college, rather than a shop keeper. Not one that owned her own place.
"Hi! We came to visit, since everyone else ran away." It wasn't the most clever thing to say, but her mouth had worked on its own, and she managed to cover the fact that she sounded slightly like an idiot by hugging the woman in front of her.
"Bridget! Friends as well." She kept one arm around Bridget's slender shoulders, holding her as if they hadn't just met a few months before. It wasn't sexual.
She had to remind herself of that, because part of her wanted to reach out and grab the other lady's behind, and give it a nice squeeze. Becky, who had lived inside Brian's brain for a long time, had told her that Mary was just an average lay. Given how things had been back then, the ghost girl had a front row seat to each sex act Brian had been involved in for about a year.
Almost all of which had been with Mary, as it turned out.
That sounded like something to test out for herself, on both sides, except for the part where they were both her own grandparents. She should have had a problem with things, because of that, but she didn't really. It made it harder not to grope her granny than it would have if she'd looked her age. Or if she'd known her whole life. That part wasn't her fault however. After all, Mary had been right there, at the donut shop, not twenty miles down the road, her entire life. Watching them all, if only at a remove. Waiting for Brian to show up.
Literally. Just sitting there, working for decades, to make certain she was at the right place in time for them to meet again.
Bridget wasn't certain if that was really romantic, or the sign of a truly dedicated stalker.
Doug looked at the woman and smiled, since they of course had met more than a few times. Even hung out, Bridget thought.
He waved a bit.
"Hey Mary. Sorry to crash in on you like this, but Charity here needs a place to stay for a few days. Her dad's out of town, and going off to a camp isn't really going to work too well. Would it be all right if she stayed here? Maybe out in the tool shed?" There was no sense of slyness to the question, but Mary responded as if it were purest manipulation, cleverly laid by the slightly square framed fellow in front of her. Meant to obligate her to the duty, as if that should be enough to make that happen.
Bridget shrugged.
"Edmund promised to protect her, since she's from his area. I don't know if we're really close enough for me to count as family, but-" She was about to suggest that they could camp out, if need be, once the soldiers were out of the way, but Mary made a sound that suggested a strong exhalation through the nose, without being a snort at all. It was an alien thing, as far as she knew, if not just a Mary one.
"Of course you may stay, Charity. Should I take you two to the secret location? It will be only a matter of moments." That seemed to be her plan, but Bridget shook her head.
"If it's good with you, we need to stay too. For about a week? We can all work, if you're going to try and keep the place open. Didn't the military tell you to leave?"
"That they did. I was about to suggest that they remove themselves, or that I would be forced to thrash them all, when their Captain told me that it would be a welcome service, that they would pay for, if we could keep the doors open. It seems that those enslaved to the federal contracts enjoy fresh treats as well as any others, if not more. I would welcome the company, and the help, if that would not be an imposition?" She made it all sound very serious, as if they'd just camp out in her house and let her do all the work, but Doug smiled at her.
"We can do that. It's probably a good idea, actually. We should all disguise ourselves however. I don't know how to really do that. I guess we should... I wish Clari was around. She'd know what to do. I've had her put makeup on me that had the girls jaws dropping. I know because Charlot told me so. She wouldn't lie, would she?" There was a playful air in it and he turned to Bridget a little since he was talking about her mom. Using nicer language than most did when the subject came up too.
Then, even if her first mode was annoyance, Doug's lack of that meant that they actually got along pretty well, most of the time. In fact he was one of about six people on the base that was really true for. Charlot, in short, actually liked him.
"About things like that? No, she really wouldn't. I saw you that day, too and I have to agree, you looked pretty hot. I think you should go for something a bit more... I don't know, less attractive, for this one? We don't want some lonely soldiers to think that you're just the cutest little thing, now do we?" She meant the guys, but then realized it was true for all of them. They didn't want to attract attention. "Could... I wonder if Clari could help us?" She didn't want to suggest she come to them, or that they leave, but there could be written instructions, and some gear for it?
Bridget could do basic makeup, but she wasn't some kind of super expert.
Mary clapped, happily.
"Very good, we can look into that after the meal. Bridget, would you help me with that? I was thinking something simple, if that isn't a problem? I don't really eat meat, myself. I know that's a custom here... I could use a good meal, however."
"And I need to consume about ten thousand calories. Well, I can drink the old donut grease, if it comes to that. I'd rather eat the donuts, but I'll make do." She didn't want to eat the poor woman out of house and home, if she could help it.
"Good. Douglas, would you watch the front? I don't know if you can run a till, or provide service to anyone coming in..."
He actually shrugged, then looked around the place.
"I can manage, I think. I used to work in a place that wasn't too different from this. Could you show me the till system first?"
That got them all walking around for about half an hour, as everything in the place was explained, if briefly. To her it seemed pretty complex, but Doug had a good handle on it, so they left him and Charity to go and make a large pot of rice and some vegetables. Stir fry, with some kind of gravy that Mary liked. It did smell good, Bridget decided. They just worked, and no one came to the shop at all. She would have heard them if they did. Or she thought so. There was no way a car would have gotten past her, even being all the way behind the building in the little blue house that was about a hundred feet away.
Marching feet should have set her off as well. Alerting her instantly. She was surprised then when the sound of a bell came, and she turned toward it, and pointed.
"Someone's here. They didn't come by car. We might want to check on things." No one had spoken yet, but there was movement.
Finally, as she moved in that direction, Doug spoke, his voice sounding professional and like he was pretty comfortable in the position he held now. Like he really had done it all before.
"Hello! How are you folks doing today?"
"Very well, thank you. And yourself?"
She wasn't running toward that location, and didn't recognize the woman answering. Not exactly. She'd heard her before, she thought, but where didn't come to mind right away. Mary stopped her at the door, and put a hand on her shoulder.
"This is my place, I'll go see to our custom. I'm certain that Douglas will have it fairly in hand."
The lady spoke again, her tone pleasant. Like she was really just there to shop.
"I was hoping that you'd have a cold case. Which I see you do! Ah, there we go, chilled water. It was a long trip, getting here. I haven't been by this way in a long time."
They both walked into the store, moving around the donut display counter in the back, after clearing the kitchen. There was a little store in the front, since people this far out were normally traveling, but it was the kind of thing that only carried one or two of a lot of things, and then jacked the prices up, because there was nothing else available for a long time.
Mary walked firmly, like the proud owner of a store, and Bridget followed along behind her, feeling... Funny. Odd, and like something was very off suddenly. Not bad, perhaps, but not right. There was a tension to the air that wasn't coming from her or the other people. It was...
She didn't have a word for it.
She was preoccupied with that idea however, when Mary stopped dead in her tracks. She managed to do it too and not walk into the taller woman, but still nearly rushed the woman and the rather Japanese looking man that was beside her. He looked a bit young to be with the other woman, but she had a nice face, with very high cheekbones and evenly tanned skin. She was about fifty, or possibly sixty, at a glance. The man looked like a well preserved forty or so.
Really, she looked like she could have been Charity's grandmother. Which was, no doubt, possible. They were in the right area and really, Braid was known for pulling shit like that.
Without even pausing to be totally certain who she was facing, Bridget sped up. No one even got a word out before she hit the man. That was important she thought. She had to do it and make it stick. He was Tesseract after all. The world's only known class nine.
The world slowed down around her and turned a brilliant purple, in a hundred shades. All of them made things glow a bit, as her fist hit home along the side of the man's jaw. He wore a suit, and it hung well on him, but it wasn't tailored. Her dad only wore the best, and so did her buddy Jason, from Team One, so she could tell the difference. This man, whoever he was, or had been, didn't seem to care about that.
Her tiny fist was moving at hundreds of miles per hour when it crashed into his face. There was a crunching sound, and about a third of a moan, as he tried to do something to her. What that was, she didn't know, except that when she struck out again, kicking him between the legs hard enough to break his pelvis in several places, she felt it too. In fact, everyone in the room seemed to. About half of them gasped and started to go down, except for Doug, who seemed to be forcing himself to keep his feet. Even after being nailed in the balls like that. Hopefully not full force. She didn't think it could have been from what she felt herself.
The glow cut out after that, as they all fell down, as if dropped. That didn't matter. If she had to kill all of them to stop Tesseract and Braid, then it was a good price for it.
Tesseract had once faced one of the most powerful super teams in the world, some forty-plus people strong, all high powered Infected, and killed them all, inside fourteen seconds. She couldn't give him any kind of leverage. Doing that would probably have them all dead, she knew. 
If she could ensure that it would take out Devorah Timberland too, she'd have let that happen.
A hand struck her, from behind, but it was too soft to do much, not even distract her. Timberland was trying to fight her, to save her friend, and her own life. That was a good plan, really. She was dead otherwise. Impulse didn't stop, just pummeling the man, until he didn't seem to be breathing anymore.
Just as she was about to make it really pay off, and take out his throat, another glow entered the space, as the walls warped and something strange happened.
Looking elongated and so purple he was nearly black, his body and face left without feature or identifying mark, Tesseract walked into the room. One that, she was pretty certain, he was already in. Nearly dead, on the floor.
She moved to finish the action anyway, but found that she couldn't. A long, almost taloned looking finger was held up, the black creature in front of the case that held frozen ice cream treats.
"Aaaahhhh. Not this time, sweetling. Braid had warned me back then, but I foolishly thought that I was your match, and came unprepared. I shall not make that error again, my love." Then, without explaining what the hell he meant by that, he waved a hand at the version of himself on the floor. The body seemed to grow both smaller and farther away, without ever really moving. Then as if holding them all in place, physically, he bowed toward Devorah, who smiled at him.
"Very good. I was uncertain of the outcome here. Now, shall we discuss what I came for? Other than the water, I mean. We don't have a lot of time. Brian Yi will be here soon. Perhaps not, but that has been the pattern when I've tried to speak to any of his friends or family over the last months." Her voice was distorted, seeming like she, or all of them, were under water. "Mary, I have information for you, that I think you might be willing to trade for handsomely. Would you hold to a bargain, if what I tell you is of value to you?"
There was no answer from Mary, at first. Bridget figured it would be due to her being held in place too, but a sudden flare of blue light cut through the room, allowing Bridget, and she had to figure the others, to move freely.
It took her brain a bit to work out what had just taken place. Tesseract may have been the world's only officially known class nine, but Mary Wyrdcraft, hippie donut shop, and coffee place, owner, had just handed him his space and time warping ass. It showed too, since the man turned back into the same man that had just been removed from the floor, and staggered, like he'd been hit with a fist. Not her fist, since he was still standing, but a pretty tough one.
Then he smacked into the floor, as Doug pointed at him. It was good to see that everyone was back on their feet. Well, not Braid, but the others had all managed it, which meant that whatever connection Tesseract had been causing hadn't really been all that powerful.
Gravity. It was probably pretty dense over in that part of the store, at the moment, Bridget guessed. The cold case behind him exploded with a pop, as the glass shattered under its own weight. That had to be intense, to make that happen. Glass was both light and strong.
Mary took a few steps forward, her face holding a grim smile.
"Perhaps, Devorah. What do you have to share, and what do you want for it, in return? The Keys to the secret wonders, no doubt?" There was a raised eyebrow and foolishly crossed arms to go with the phrase, whatever it meant.
Bridget wouldn't have taken that pose in a fight, not even with someone as slow as Braid was. It was too closed and tied up to retaliate when she struck. No, she stood with open hands, raised and balanced in front of her, ready to strike or grapple without notice. The witch in front of her didn't even glance in her direction, probably knowing when the attack was going to come and that it wasn't yet.
The other woman looked at her friend, Tess, who seemed to be having trouble getting a full breath of air for some reason, and then back at the shopkeeper.
"If you will leave Brian Yi, for one year, only holding yourself away, not breaking his heart, or acting in secret, I will tell you of the Wester plot to retake your Elcampayn wards, and how to thwart it. If you ignore my advice, they will be taken within the month, and not treated well or kindly in the land we come from, as you may well imagine. What their fate will be is even worse than you fear. It would lead to the end of both our kinds, if it takes place. None there can stop it. Only you, and your friends here, can."
Bridget didn't know what Mary was going to say, but she took a deep breath, and then stepped toward Braid. Not fast, but the woman was smart and well informed, so she moved back several steps, staying out of instant reach. Like a few extra inches would stop a rush at nearly two hundred miles an hour? It was still the smart thing to do, so Bridget didn't scold her for it. Telling your opponents how to fight was a waste of time anyway.
"How about this, instead. You give us the information, help us get around this Wester thing, and don't ask any payment at all. If you're a good person, then using that information to help your plotting here is low. You'd be honor bound to try and help your friends and family back home anyway, even if you don't live there anymore, right? So, do it or not, and don't try to make a deal using other people's lives as leverage. Innocent lives."
She waited for the woman to come back with either a few choice curse words, or perhaps a counter offer, but she just winced. Then, looking at the far wall, she seemed... Embarrassed.
It was visible to everyone, but didn't seem fake.
"I hate this line of things. I end up looking so... Petty. Fine then, Impulse. I will deal with you. In exchange for my aid, you must listen to one fact about yourself. It will be true, and not impact the coming conflict at all, if you don't allow it to. It may even be of aid to you. Is that sufficient? You will protect all your people here from harm, and at no cost, if you choose to allow it to take place that way."
Bridget wanted to tell her to go fuck herself and nearly did, but managed to fight that long enough to give a choppy assent, nodding her head enough to be seen.
The other woman smiled, but clearly didn't mean it. The time for that had passed, it looked like. Now they were going to be into the thick of things.
Which would be entertaining, no doubt.
 



Chapter three
 
There was a moment, just about six seconds, when Bridget really almost killed the woman. The only thing that stopped her was the fact that Braid might just be telling the truth about what would happen to Ed and Deidre. Really, Bridgie needed more time to work it all out. Some space to consider everything. A few months to study the situation, get to know the players, and maybe work up a flow chart. A few diagrams so that she wouldn't get lost too easily.
Would letting those two die be worth it, for instance? If she let Devorah go, still alive, then there was a chance that they could fail, and the whole world might be thrown into war. One where millions, maybe even nearly a billion, innocent people would die. Was the value of two kids that she'd met ten times or so worth all those lives?
That answer had to be no. The issue however was bigger than that still. Braid wouldn't have come that day if she didn't know exactly what would happen. Even her making an offer to Mary like she had was meant to set up her greater plan. Letting her partner, Tesseract, take a nearly lethal beating was part of that too. Bridgie was willing to bet that he hadn't really known about what was coming as far as that went. If he had, things might have been different. Like him refusing to come. That meant...
She didn't know.
The smart people at the base had never managed to outguess what Braid had planned either. She was just too good at that kind of thing. So it meant that something else had to be done. The problem there was that the woman in front of her would already have seen it coming and made plans for it. Absolutely anything that Bridget did at the moment would be exactly what Devorah Timberland had in mind.
The safest bet was to kill her. Trying and failing could be a disaster for them all, however. At least if she moved before getting the data they wanted.
So she shrugged and looked at the woman, who really did wear her hair long. A single braid moved down her back, and her clothing was casual, matching what the rest of them had on, more or less. A nice pullover shirt, in a salmon color, and blue jeans. Those looked new, however. Which meant that she was playing a part for them? Doing something to control their mood, or cause them to jump left, instead of right? After all, salmon was a calming color. The psych people had tried to have her room painted that shade when she was little, to keep her calm. She'd responded to that brilliant plan by stealing a paint sprayer and redoing it in a nice sunny yellow. Poorly, of course. She'd only been six at the time, so how was she supposed to know that you were supposed to remove things first, or at least cover the carpet.
It was annoying, she decided. So much so that she had to force her own smile, and fight for control, still wanting, nearly desperately, to end this all with a few deaths.
Finally she spoke. Her words were a bit tight, but didn't promise the violence she felt like delivering.
"This is a part of one of your traps. A set up to make us do what you want. So, what's the trick? You tell me some secret truth about something that will mind fuck me, then let us know that the Westers are sending in one of Mary's relatives and that the kids have to flee this world, which will mean Mary taking them all away. Elizabeth will want to go with them, which will leave Proxy without a healer, and that means he might die before you do, letting you win?" She grinned, wondering where that line of BS had come from, but figured it would be her grandpa's powers at work. That, or she was getting pretty good at making crap up. It really was a thing that she'd done pretty well before, so it could be down to that. "The problem there is that you can't know it will work that way. You can see it making the others leave, but Brian... You don't have a handle on him. Not even things that happen too close to him, or you'd know what to do for certain, and would have already won."
She stopped, having just the slightest sense that she'd actually scored a point in there somewhere. It could have been that Devorah was busily trying not to let her mouth drop open at the words, and mainly failing. Or it might have been that something else was going on. Some kind of special power that she didn't know she had before? That one wasn't likely. The IPB had pretty good testing for things like that. They'd even known that she'd have force blasts and the ability to fly before she had.
Of course, they hadn't told her about that either, had they?
After a bit of searching the shelves behind the coffee bar, which was behind where Bridget stood, the older woman, who looked to be a well preserved fifty-something except for the gray in her hair, made a sour face.
"That... is exactly the plan. Almost perfectly understood, as well. It's nearly as if you plucked the information from the future itself, if not very well. You might wish to think about that. You have three days to remove the Elcampayn children Mary. It's Zevros Wyrdcraft coming, bringing in a team of six Doyles. Your friends here, your son, Scott, and his friend Denis, can defeat them in battle, but not before they remove the children from your control. If you run, and seek a new world, and stay gone for a long enough time, you will elude them. You may return, eventually, but the Carlie won't, which does play, as this girl said, into my plans." She spread her hands, her face looking smug. Like she'd won already.
Which, Bridget knew, the understanding of things coming to her solidly, she probably had.
Mary would seek to protect her charges, and Liz would do the same. No matter what it took to get that done. It was a matter of honor, or something stupid like that.
Shrugging her tiny shoulders, she looked over at Charity, and then Doug. What she wanted was for one of them to come up with a distraction, so she could try and take out Devorah before she could leave. It was probably expected, but if she could move faster and harder than the lady could respond, it might work a bit. Even if all she did was hurt the woman, that might be distracting later. It probably wouldn't work, but if that was the case, then it didn't matter. Plus, not trying wouldn't do anything either.
She wanted to try and send that thought to Charity, but her emotions were all over the place, racing, along with her thoughts. Heading in too many directions to be useful.
"So, Braid. What did you want to tell me? That I'm stupid? That I'm not very cute? Maybe that no matter how hard I try, no one will ever love me. Except, apparently, for Tesseract. What's with that one anyway? He really seems into me. Not that I can blame him. I am, after all, the total, if pint sized, package." She grinned, ready for almost anything to be said. It could be a lie, but would probably just be something true that she wasn't ready to know about. That had been the deal though, and she could handle it.
Maybe. That was the real problem with Braid, the one that everyone always came back to. She could use the future too well. There was no way to beat her, because she was ready for what you did, before you could do it. Always.
Like the all out punch to the head that Bridget intended to try and throw, if even one little chance would come up. There wouldn't be one though. Doug was a great guy, and would make a decent boyfriend, but he had the aggression of a rag doll. Charity was so scared that she wouldn't even be able to distract the room with some creative soiling of herself. Mary was fierce in her own way, and might be able to hold Tesseract for a bit. That...
She held up a hand, and turned to her, her face calm, she hoped.
"Mary, can you keep this man from leaving for about ten seconds?"
There was a pause, but only a brief one, as her face tightened.
"Aye, it will be hard, but can be done. To what end?"
Bridget winked, "I don't know. Not at all. I have no clue what's going to happen."
Not that it would help. Braid wasn't a telepath. Simply not knowing what you were doing wouldn't keep her from knowing about it. She saw what you actually did. Possibly what you most likely would. No one knew exactly, which was a real problem.
Still, after Mary gave a nod, Bridget stood for the first five seconds and looked at the woman, as if waiting for her to speak. For her part, the older woman shook her head, and tried to jump back. That got her legs kicked out from under her, mid-step. Bridget hadn't even known that she'd moved, her right leg lashing out fast enough that it was probably hard to see happening. Something in the other woman's leg broke, as she jumped in, reversing her momentum using all the strength she had.
Stomping the other leg as the lady fell, unable to support herself.
"Doug! Kill Tesseract! Charity... Um... run!" It was random and silly seeming. Braid didn't cry out, since whatever else she really was, tough seemed to be part of the package. There had been crunching noises, and there were lights in the room, flowing between Mary and Tess.
Which stopped when the man smacked into the ceiling, thanks to gravity suddenly reversing. It distracted him enough that the lights stopped. All of them. Mary fell though, to her knees, gasping as if she'd just run very fast, for a long time. Charity did try to run at least, which added to the movement of the room, but didn't stop Braid from throwing a can of coconut water at the back of her head, which hit with a thunk.
She cried out.
"Ow!" Though she kept going, which was a good idea. Even limping and injured, it would save her a second can of expensive and foul tasting coconut juice. Her dad loved the stuff, which was a funny thing to remember while a fight was going on.
That move was just enough to let Tess get them away, since Doug moved to shield Charity with his body. The world suddenly flashed black and purple. Alternating, as Tessie's creepy looking stretched and warped form came through the wall to the left. And the right. At the same time. She was back to not being able to move, and this time Mary didn't do anything useful, already seeming pretty tapped. What had worked against one Tesseract couldn't hold out against three, it seemed. Doug didn't move, but did drop the man he was holding to the ceiling, which was the same being that were in those other places. Probably from the future, having come back to make sure he didn't die. Again.
How the hell were they supposed to handle that? Using four class nines in a fight was just cheating. Maybe the first one didn't count, but the others still did. It wasn't fair!
She wanted to scream, but by the time she could, a few seconds later, the purple light gone from around them and space not seeming as wavering and bent out of shape, Braid and all three of the Tesseract's, were gone.
Naturally.
There was a piece of paper on the floor, where Braid had been. It was folded in thirds, length wise, and on the outside had her name. Bridget Alison Chambers.
She picked it up, not too worried about the others yet. Doug was unscathed, and Charity would have a knot on her head, but would be fine. Mary was winded, but not injured seeming. Just tired.
Bridget really expected it to be a note saying that to save them all she had to kill Proxy. Or herself. That, or something so bizarre that there was no way she could even understand it. Instead it just said four words. Ones that weren't even an insult. Just wrong.
"You're a class eight." She said the words out loud, but the only person that responded to them at all was Doug, who just looked at her blankly for a few seconds, then came around the counter by the till and went to the soda fountain for some reason.
Where he got a cup of ice. That got handed off to Charity, to hold to her head. It took a minute for him to collect the girl from outside, and she was crying when she came in, but he looked at Impulse again and made a face.
"You're probably a class nine and she wants you to undersell yourself. If I have the right idea that kind of thing is what she does. I was told you were probably a class seven, but no one wanted to let you know about it until you could handle your impulses. They weren't wrong keeping it from you, so that part shouldn't be a problem. That leaves what I just said, I think." He was pretty cheery about it all, which did make her feel a bit better than she might have if she'd been stewing on it.
"Wait, everyone lied to me? For how long?"
Mary stood up, her hands on her thighs though, still gasping a bit for air, and not bothering to chat, as Charity moaned softly.
Doug snorted at her, as if fighting a laugh.
"I'm going to wager that it's been a long time. Years at least. For instance, I have it on pretty good authority that there is no Santa. It's just your parents putting the presents under the tree. Same deal with the Easter Bunny. The Tooth Fairy... Well, that one is clearly real, but you get the idea?" He pretended to be serious, but she nodded, after a bit.
Thinking about it, she did get the point.
"Right. I kind of knew that, already. I was told, or at least it had been hinted at. But, a class eight? No one is a physical class eight. A class nine is considered nearly unstoppable by human forces. As in, they could take the entire world's combined armies in a fight, at one time. Like what that jerk wad just did in here, bringing four of him to the fight like that. A class eight would need to be able to do about half of that, and... That isn't possible. You can only be in one location at one time. I mean, I can only do that."
Doug moved to Charity and put a hand on her shoulder, which seemed to be a caring gesture, not him trying to get in good with her, for later nookie opportunities. It might end up being that too, if he played his cards right. She was old enough and looked it, so it might work. The girl didn't shrug him off, at any rate.
"I don't know. That might be the trick then, yeah? You go into a tailspin, trying to figure out how it would work? Even if it's true, but you just can't figure it out yet. That could waste a lot of time. My best take on this for the moment is that we need to let everyone else know what just happened and then follow the current plan. We need to get those kids to safety, but I can't love the idea of the healer going away. Brian might not survive that. You nailed that one though, didn't you? It has to be part of the real plan. Why Braid wants it to be done her way. If only we could save them and figure out how to stop her plan?"
Bridget waited for a bit and went to get a cup of filtered water from the machine, then held it out to her grandmother, who was nearly back to normal, finally. She took it as if it were exactly the right thing, and timed her sips to be in between the gasps.
"Thank you... Dear. I'll... Be off... In a.... moment." Then she handed the half full paper cup back, the waxed cup seeming slightly damp to Bridget's fingers, and just stood there for a long time, until she was back to her regular self.
Charity had recovered too, and was awkwardly holding the cup to the back of her head. She looked at Bridget, and seemed worried.
"Who were those people? I was here the whole time, but I don't think I understood half of what just happened."
It was a recovered shopkeeper that spoke, her voice a bit sour sounding and her face matching, as she looked at her ice cream case. The one that had imploded a bit, under the force of Doug's power. He saw where she was looking and winced.
"Ah... I'll pay for that. Sorry." He really seemed to be, but she shook her head.
"Nay, Douglas. You did as was needed and protected us all with your sporting gifts. It was as needed." She'd gone a bit formal, but didn't keep that up, grinning at the man after a bit. "I do think that he was rather surprised by that, don't you? Anyway, Charity, to answer your question, you just faced battle with two of the most dangerous beings this world holds. The villains known as Braid and Tesseract. I think, after a fashion, that we managed well enough this day. They fled the field, and we all still have our lives. That was not an assured ending, if I sense the flow of things correctly."
Bridget had to agree with that sentiment.
"No doubt. I think that... I don't know, we managed to do something unexpected, in there. That's a big deal. Not that I can really tell you what threw things off. Something Proxy did? Or his power?"
Her grandmother, looking young and a bit too cute for the situation, nodded primly at her.
"Or, given what was said on that paper, and by Devorah herself, your own ability. You are related to Brian, after all, and the Wyrdcraft line. It is not impossible that your own powers would be influenced by his. Before your birth, I mean. He was in this world in the early eighties, with his full abilities. That might be part of the reason for it. Not that I understand the ways of your Infection. The rules seem to run sideways to good sense, most days."
Doug cleared his throat and actually rolled his eyes a bit. "No doubt. No one even knows how it really works. We call it an infection, but it's not that. It isn't any kind of virus or bacteria that anyone has found yet. Not nano devices either. Like you said, if it has rules, they don't work in any way that I can understand. So, what's next? Go and get the kids off to a safe place?"
It might have made sense to do it that way, but Mary just looked away and didn't mention what she was going to do in any way. She didn't even hint at it. Instead she looked at Bridget.
"We should seek to salvage the meal, before we do anything." It was pretty clear that to her mind a little thing like a fight with Tesseract and Braid was just to be taken in stride.
Charity looked shocked at it, but Doug just started cleaning the place up, unplugging the cold case first, then trying to find a dust pan and broom.
The meal took about forty minutes to finish up. While it was good, and Mary shut the front door while they ate, they did it in the store, in case soldiers came to get drinks, or goodies. It seemed unlikely to her, but at seven-fifteen, almost exactly, about two hundred people descended on them all at once. Most walked into place, though some rode in various military vehicles. They were polite and friendly enough. Also filled with information about the shoot out that had happened earlier. A good hunger for ice cream bars as well, since Doug marked them at half price, for a limited time only. Otherwise they'd melt anyway.
A woman that looked to be some kind of medic was the one that told her about the gun fight. More to the point, she told Doug, who she actually recognized, at least by his code name. Not until after she went on about the old man that had fought the police, not wanting to leave his home. They were saying he was Infected, but other than fighting instead of just going along with them, it didn't sound like he showed any sort of power.
"Wait! You're Gravity! From the IPB. We were told that everyone on the base out there had died. How did you survive? We need to tell our commander. I, they'll want to question you!"
A few of the other soldiers turned and one, an older fellow, walked over, his face excited. He was smart however and didn't try to grab her friend, or anything that silly.
"That sounds about right. You could come with us?" He asked at least, and Doug looked at Bridget, who was manning the donut counter.
The whole thing could have gone very wrong, but she smiled and danced forward.
"He was with me, out on a training mission. We haven't been able to find out much, so we came here, since Mary knows us and let us stay. It would be best if we didn't leave with you, since, you get the idea, the military might have been behind this. I'm not trying to start anything or point fingers, but if you killed my friends, it's going to be an issue." Her voice cracked at the end and a real tear came to her eye. Why, she wasn't really certain, but it looked right and the man looked grim, rather than like he wanted to start a dick measuring contest.
She really was sad, given that her only home had been destroyed that day.
It showed, and the man didn't seem inclined to fight about it. That probably meant he was the smartest man in the military and should get several promotions before the world ended.
"I understand, miss. Would it be all right if we send some people around to get a statement? I could do the first one of those, if you want? That way you won't have to leave. As far as I know we weren't behind this. Not that anyone mentioned to me. We really don't want a fight, if we can help it."
That made sense to her, so she nodded. It would work better to have this guy do the first bit of paperwork anyway. It wouldn't be enough, which he seemed to know, but he wasn't a pro, she was willing to bet. Not at that kind of thing. For instance, she was willing to guess that he wouldn't even separate them or anything, meaning they could get their story straight without too much practice. Just by listening to whoever went first.
Sounding tired and sad, she nodded.
"We should hang here for a bit. So we can work. People need to get their snacks, and Mary is needed in the back, since I can't make the donuts. We're going to run out at this pace. We... Should keep the troops fed and happy, since, you know, they had a hard day too."
The man was, oddly enough, pretty good with that idea. He didn't even insist that they talk to him while they worked, just buying his own bit of chow, and a twenty ounce bottle of orange soft drink, then moved outside to wait for things to clear a bit. That took a while, since it seemed that going to the donut shop, with its tiny country style convenience store in the front, was the only thing that the Army was allowed to do that night. They paid full price too, meaning that Mary made a lot more that evening than she would have in a normal week. As time went on, more men and women came. Making the number closer to six hundred, she thought. All carrying rifles, a few with hand guns too, but no one coming in with anything powerful enough to worry her. Doug either, but that was down to the fact that he was so busy behind the register that he didn't have time for things like that. Emotions didn't show on his face, as far as she could tell. If he felt something more, inside, he was keeping it there perfectly. Probably too much so, given that all his close friends were supposed to have died earlier that day.
They didn't talk to each other, but at about nine-thirty there was a lull, so she shrugged and waved for him to follow her outside. He really didn't look very upset or even worried. That was a bit off, she realized. He wasn't afraid of the military man that waited for them, holding a pad of paper and a pen now, but he should have been worried about their friends. Their lost home... Something.
So she went first, as a distraction, walking up to the soldier, who was a major she thought, judging by the insignia he wore, and spoke quickly, to steer Doug to the right idea.
"We haven't been in contact with our people. Is... My parents were there, did they escape? I... I mean, my dad's freaking Prime. I... Mom, she didn't make it, did she?" She managed to look pretty bad, she bet, washed out and like it had been weighing on her. That was just the way she looked without makeup on. Washing up earlier had removed all that she'd had, thankfully. She'd have looked really funny otherwise.
The man, Major Cambrin, looked at her and then shook his head, slowly, letting them know that things were bad.
"We don't have the final word, but I won't lie, there's just a hole out there. Not radioactive, but nothing is left but glass. If they were there, I don't know how they could have gotten away. Not even Argos could outrun something like that. I'm sorry." He sounded it, and then stiffened, as if he expected Bridget to do anything other than cry? Like his butt might be killed, because she was angry at the news.
Instead she hugged Doug, and bit her bottom lip. It wasn't too hard to let her eyes water, and a single tear to escape.
"Crap... That... We thought that was the case. We haven't heard from anyone. What are we going to do? I... It's just us left, isn't it? Some of the people in the field offices. If they went to protocols-" She looked at Doug, who shook his head, not getting that one, but she was on a roll.
They were "caught", but that was down to them not fleeing like they should have. Really, it would sell the story even better, because her people wouldn't have left impulsive little her out of things, would they? Doug either. That meant, or should mean to the world, that the IPB had just been totally destroyed. Except for her, and a few people in the field.
Who had already run for it. That was the official plan, so she explained it, as if it were a rule. They weren't deserters, just following orders.
"The people who were off base will have headed out, if they could. Not all of them, but that was the rule. If anything like this happened we were to assume that the IPB was disbanded and head for the hills. People who were on cases would still hang with them, probably. We all know that the job could mean that. If you're the only line of defense left, you finish it and protect people, even if it means dying later. Protocols... We should have too, but... Well, I was hoping that some of the people might make it. Dad and Lauren..." She stopped and looked at the man, who seemed thin, tired, and in need of a second shave for the day. He had bags under his eyes, the kind that never left, and was tan, but a bit gray in color. His hair was brown, and whatever his day job was, he managed not to be an a-hole to a little girl whose family and friends were all dead. Infected or not, he managed to pat her arm gently.
"We'll get the word out. I should write that down. I know this is hard, but what were you two doing that had you off base?"
She shrugged, and then sighed.
"We were on a camping trip. The goal was to run a hundred mile loop without being seen. We were on the way back into town here, about halfway back to the base, when the explosions took place. There were some little ones first, and then the big thing."
Doug looked away, seeming grim.
"It was huge. I can still see it. I... mean it's burned into my eyes. Even when I close them, it's there. A bright spot that won't go away. I was looking at it when it happened. More or less. So, after that we ran around the town and into Charity, who had been at school, I think. Her dad's out of town, so we brought her with us. Mary took us in. We heard shooting earlier, but given everything we couldn't trust that it wasn't you guys trying to come for us." He looked back at the groups of soldiers sitting up against the building in the parking lot, which was filled with troop transports. They weren't camping there after all, so needed some way to get around. "We'd been warned, the IPB had. By a member of Delta Force. They've been working on ways to attack us for a while. It doesn't make sense, because we're all on the same side, but who else could do this? I mean, that wasn't a training accident. Someone meant to kill us all. It wasn't some stupid militia group either. If we'd been there, Bridget and me..."
The man nodded. Then he wrote, and asked questions for a long time.
"Again, I'm really sorry about all this. This is a tragedy. A fucking disaster. I wish I had some better news for you two about it. I'll pass this along, and you'll probably need to do it again, in the morning. If you need anything, be sure to let me know. I'll make sure to pass the word to tell you if we find anything." That didn't sound good, but it was about all the man could say, wasn't it?
She nodded, and patted Doug on the shoulder, trying to reassure him. It was what she'd have done if their world had really fallen apart, so it would seem right. She hoped at least. The honest truth was, if the base had been hit like that and her family had really died instead of running off to hide, she would have killed people. Probably all of the military in the town, to start. That, and the whole police department. She was still going to take out the Chief if she got the chance and could manage it without being caught.
Some people needed to die, after all.
War was a great time to make sure that happened too, wasn't it?
The Major left with the last truck, and Mary closed the store down for the night. The power was still on, which made sense, given that nothing in the town had been disrupted too much that way. Bridget had made certain of that, since she'd gone in as a distraction, not just to make innocent lives harder.
Then, were most regular people innocent? They were the ones that called for her death, weren't they? True, out of fear and ignorance, but that didn't mean she had to like them. Some were better than others, she knew. Like Cambrin there. Whatever he truly thought about Infected people, he'd been polite and professional the whole time. Most of the military people had been. Even the surly ones were more worried about possible fighting or attacks than they were about her or Doug. How that had happened she didn't know. After all, the Army had a lot of haters in it.
At least they had, before the attack on D.C. it was just possible that a lot of that type had been pulled from the ranks already. If they were still there, they might just be smart enough to keep their mouths closed on the topic. That last one was a lot worse for her, she realized, since it was loads harder to fight smart people than morons. They were more likely to bide their time and make sure that their actions were effective. Doing things like taking out the base with a nuke, or other large bomb that had been brought in.
Impulse fought a smile as she and Doug walked around the tiny shop portion, pulling things to the front of the shelves and making sure that what they could stock the shelves with from the back got out. There wasn't a lot left in the storeroom, and what they had was mainly soda, since that was one of the big things that normally sold at Mary's. That, coffee and donuts.
Some of these guys needed things like razors and Band-Aids, which were totally gone already.
It wasn't until about half an hour later, with everyone helping to tidy and sweep for the next day, that the older woman grimaced, and waved to her.
"Bridget... I..." She seemed hesitant, and like there was something so dark inside her that she didn't want to mention it, but had too. Bridget thought she understood why that was.
Brian. If Ed and Deidre left and Liz went along with them, then he was probably going to die pretty quick. Almost every day he had to go and fight, sometimes three or four times, against all sort of people, including Infected. That meant he got hurt, about half the time. It added up, and no matter how tough you were, a broken arm or leg slowed you down.
So, it was clear that Braid intended for him to be worn down and die. If that happened, she probably won outright, and the world would fall into a giant battle between a few thousand of the strongest Infected and the normal people. Not just the military, which would drive the death toll up to unimaginable levels. Worse, if what she'd heard was right, it was the very people that feared that kind of thing most, the fringe militias and ultra-right conservatives, that would end up forcing it to happen. Their fear was being used to control their actions, by a being that didn't have their best interests in mind.
Just their deaths.
She waited, for once, her impulsiveness getting her to be silent, which worked. It was a bit like freezing, she bet, having never really experienced that before. She didn't know what to do, so instead of just picking something or being distracted, she did nothing. It was kind of nice, and in this case, got the woman in front of her to go ahead, saying something that was a lot different than she would have imagined.
"I believe we need to keep the situation with the Elcampayns silent for the time being. We cannot allow their needs to jeopardize the lives of so many. Or my mate. It is perhaps best if we simply pass the children to their captors, when Zevron arrives. It leaves my heart sore, but all other options do as well. What say you on this matter?"
She blinked, since leaving the kids to be horribly tortured, with Ed being cut into little cubes so that his energy production could be used around his home world, hadn't really been on the table, to her mind. Taken apart a bit at a time, so that he could be coaxed to regrow the flesh, hurt over and again for decades, or longer.
Deidre at least would be left intact enough so that she could be used as a brood mare, made to pump out children until her uterus fell out. They could cut her up too, and take her arms and legs, which would prevent her from running away too easily, next time.
So, in short, Mary was suggesting that they trade the lives of Ed and Deidre for Brian's. Which made sense, from a sane and logical perspective. Like she'd just been considering, if Brian died, then so did billions. Two lives for one was a poor bargain, but two for a billion?
Bridget shook her head, which got her youthful and blue eyed bio-granny to give her a dirty look, like they were going to fight over the whole thing.
"Nope. We do both. You find a good place for them to hide, and Liz can stay here, to save all those lives by protecting Brian with her skills. We'll send a team with Ed and Deidre. Don't underestimate the IPB, or what's left of it. If we have to, then you and I can go with them. I know that Elizabeth has some kind of tie there, or made a promise, but we won't let that get in the way of common sense. Braid is counting on her doing what she thinks a Carlie healer has to do. We can beat that by making things happen that she just can't see taking place." Of course, that might involve locking Liz in a tiny room to keep her from leaving, against her will, but it could be done. Begging might work, too.
Mary tilted her head, and then, without speaking, walked away, heading back toward the house. There was a bit of a ripple in space, and a blue flash, as the woman used her power to leave. Where she was going, Bridget didn't really know. She'd figured that the next thing that would be done was explaining to her how stupid she was being. That could still be the case of course. Mary might have just gone to get backup, so that several people could harangue her at one time, for maximum affect. She'd been on the receiving end of that kind of thing before, and it wasn't fun.
She just worked with Doug and Charity, until it was time to turn off all the shop lights, and head to the little house. It felt strange doing that, without Mary there to let them in, but there was nowhere else to go. It turned out to be the right thing, because, as they sat in the nice, if slightly small, living room, there was another flash, and not one, but four people were suddenly there with them, which got Charity to scream and leap to her feet.
Bridget did too. The getting up part. She stopped though, as Hobbs, her red headed friend and mentor, smiled and spread his hands, palms up.
"We come with no intent to harm. Please, be at peace." He had a smile on his face, which was what he almost always did. At the old base a lot of people had just assumed he was Infected, because of that. His first mode being happiness. It wasn't the case. The man simply chose to be that way all the time. It was real too, she thought. He'd simply picked happiness and lived it. Always.
He also looked a lot more like he should be her dad than Prime did. Red headed and not all that tall. Pale, too, instead of the golden color her father had.
"Hobbs! Everyone!" She gave the man a hug, since she liked him. Not for having sex with, or at least not yet, but he was in shape, clean, and while he tended to dress like a homeless person, that was about his position in his own world as an advocate. It had taken some work for her to get the idea, but that basically meant he was an appeals lawyer, where he came from. A place that settled a lot of legal issues with trials by combat and ordeal.
The other people were the Elcampayns, and Elizabeth Carlie, the healer. She was a bit plain looking really, having plain brown hair, and a slightly long face. It was still nice, or was most of the time. Today she was wearing a frown that seemed to speak volumes, for some reason.
Deidre looked scared, and Edmund simply resigned to his fate.
He spoke first, his face going hard as he did. Fatalistic, Bridget thought.
"We have heard what the Timberland witch requested of Mary and you, Lady Bridget. Deirdre and I will turn ourselves over to the Westers in the morning, and thus short shrift the plans of the evil fortune teller. Please forgive any troubles that you had, fighting her familiar, the Tesseract." It seemed brave, for all that he looked like a little kid suddenly.
She grinned, and shook her head at him, then winked at Deidre.
"Not the plan. Really, we need to get Brian in for this. His power should probably let us make the right choices." She held up her hand and took a deep breath, wondering if Mary would try to argue that point, which she did.
"Nay. Brian's affliction, his very nature, makes it so he would needs sacrifice himself for the welfare of others. I cannot see how he would make sound decisions in such a matter!" She'd moved from a bit tense to fighting, if politely and formally, in about half a second, Bridget noticed.
"Not... I don't think so, really. Brian is smart and his power seems to be making him do things to save the world. Him standing in front of the kids personally might not be the best plan right now. Provided Braid wasn't just yanking our chains, that is. Really, we need guidance here. He's the one with the special Braid thwarting abilities, so we should let him in on this. I know it's a risk, but if we keep him out and try to do the wrong thing, we could end up making everything a lot worse." That kind of made sense, she hoped.
She looked at Ed and then Deidre, since they were already willing to be tortured for the rest of their lives, rather than cause her world any more trouble. Rather than help her with that, Edmund just went on about how it was his duty to protect them all. A thing that he was failing at, in his own mind.
No one even told him that it wasn't, which should have happened. He was only thirteen. Yeah, if he were Jewish that might make him a man, but very few guys were expected to leave their bar mitzvah directly for a life of being tortured and kept prisoner by people that thought a life as a battery should be fulfilling enough for anyone. No need for learning or even entertainment. Not for the likes of him, if she'd heard correctly.
Not that she knew that was how they thought, but still, it seemed that way.
She let him go on for a while, and then ignored his words almost completely. Not totally, since that would be rude, but she didn't nod and agree, while looking sad, which was what Hobbs and Liz were doing.
Instead she cleared her throat.
"Fine. We'll keep that as a backup plan. If Brian and I can't come up with something that will work better, and save more lives, Mary will get you back to your home world, so that you can be tortured like that. I have to ask though, if it's all the same, that you let me try first. I won't handle this well, if you both go off to die like that, and I could have come up with a better plan." She wanted that to come out being manipulative, but it was, she realized, just the truth.
Doug finally chimed in, looking away at the far wall.
"I think that's right. Brian will need that, too. We all will. You might have to do that, in the end, and if so... That's going to be pretty sucky. Let us try to fix it first? You know..." He shook his head and then looked at Mary, his face a bit twisty at the mouth, like he was trying to be cuter than normal. "If there are infinite realities, why don't the Westers get some of your family to find a place where a lot of people have the Elcampayn energy? Hire them to come in and work. You know, give them a lavish life in exchange for pumping out power for eight hours a day? Run multiple shifts so that no one has to work too hard?"
Mary sighed, but Hobbs grinned and started to chuckle.
"Aye. Aye! It should be possible. Noble Douglas, were you to be our leader, that would have happened and more by now, and all be the better for it. Our home however, is ruled by the political and boundaries set by laws, far more than your place here. Even as we face the death of our world, changing our ways is thought too much to ask. The Westers have yon and fore suggested such a proposal, but none of the other families has allowed such, fearing an imbalance of forces that would make them less, if only in their own eyes."
Bridget was used to following what Hobbs said, so understood a big chunk of that, she thought. She paced a bit, tapping her hand on her right thigh as she did, stopping when something occurred to her.
"Wait, so these Westers, the big brains there, are in on that? I mean, they want either a new energy source or more Elcampayns? Could we, I mean, if we found some of them that were willing to go, could we ensure that they'd be treated well? Not cut to bits for easy handling, for instance? That one would be a deal breaker and people have got to be figuring that one out about now, right? If we just bring them in, and get them settled, then the ruling families will have to swallow it, or die."
Hobbs froze and looked first at Mary, then Liz. Something passed between them, but it was baffling to her. A reluctance to even talk of the subject.
Finally, sounding confused, Hobbs let his habitual smile fall from his lips.
"Mayhap. To what end however? If the other families do not wish for it, then it may not be allowed. It has not been to this point."
She shrugged. It was probably just that she didn't understand things well enough, but it seemed pretty simple to her.
"We can start our own family, right? Go in and make an alliance with the smart guys, and set up an energy system that everyone can use. If we don't abuse that, then eventually the rest of them will get the idea and play along. Or try to kill everyone, but if they do that, they're morons." She waited to hear that they really were, but smiled a bit, and glanced at Charity, who was nodding.
"Or, you could just get the Westers to do it? An alliance with the um, Ed and Deidre and those people you bring in? I'm basing this off of Survivor, so I'm probably wrong, but yeah, that might work. I don't know if it stops the other things, what that lady said earlier, but..."
The words actually started a very polite, but very loud argument. Perhaps calling it a discussion might have been better, Bridgie allowed to herself, not able to get a word in as Ed and Mary screamed at each other, and Hobbs started to laugh, as Liz looked on in abject horror at the very idea of doing something without permission, or at least tradition, to fall back on.
"I can find such a place, ere the morning comes! We need not sacrifice you and your sister, the last of your kind! This can work, if but we allow it." Mary looked ready to punch Ed in the face, her fist doubled up at her side, and face going red. He was actually calmer, if about the same color at the moment.
"Nay, tis wrong to go against the ways and practices of the land! We are of great families, but none here is the head of such! None have the right to act without consultation, in this! None here!"
It was Deidre that stopped them all, speaking a few words, at barely above a whisper.
"No? You and I stood for Charity earlier, and claimed her as our own. Was that not due to being the head of our family? There are no others left of the Elcampayn line. Ye and me, and the remnants of our parents dying corpses, unable to think or plan. If we find such as like we are, and make alliance, as our first vassal, Charity, has advised, do we not have that right? If not, then who does? We have been left without a voice for too long, but no one has ever taken that from us. We simply haven't learned to speak or challenge what others proclaim. Indeed, we would be voiceless now, if not for the illegal acts of Advocate Hobbs, who stood for us, when not even his Order of the Circle could."
Bridget was pretty sure she was lost, after that, but Hobbs smiled again, being back to normal and Liz suddenly looked considering. Her face looked better that way, than it had before. Plain, but in a wholesome way. Her face smooth and unlined, and free of mark or blemish, if not perfectly symmetrical.
The healer looked at Hobbs however.
"There is wisdom here, in the words of this girl. We ran, but if we gather a force for them, and return with a plan to save all, then perhaps it might work?"
"Mayhaps." Hobbs stroked his decently fuzzy looking beard, nodding. "Yes. If we could find such as discussed, and entreat them to join our cause, then make agreements with the Westers, it may well function. Tis it not a Wester plan to recapture yon Elcampayns? Could a message be sent to the head of the Wester family, to buy time in this? Explaining that the people here will aid us in such an endeavor, if they but back our actions? We have found powerful and unexpected allies here, in this land."
That got rather excited agreement from Mary, but it wasn't lost on Bridget that there were things left unspoken.
Like asking Brian what he thought of the plan. For all they knew this was doomed to fail, or exactly what Devorah Timberland wanted them to do. It was kind of important not to let that happen. She muttered something along those lines, which got a sour and narrow eyed look from her grandmother.
"You think that a room of worthies such as we, are not capable of simple planning?" There was venom in the words, which Bridget had never had directed her way before. It was enough that Hobbs actually moved to stand between the two of them. Using his own body as a wall, to stop a fight.
Not that there was going to be one.
"Don't try to pull that, granny. We have a plan, but if it needs to be tweaked, then Brian should be in on this. I get why you want him left out, because you don't want to risk him, but... This all seems right, doesn't it? Hard, and a bit scary, but like it could work. That means it's probably either correct, or exactly wrong. So, let's get that done? Do you want to get Brian for us?" The answer to that wasn't spoken, since the room simply flashed blue, as far as Bridget could tell, and changed around them.
It was kind of neat, how it happened. It wasn't a blink in time, but the world turning a solid color, and then all the objects in it bending and warping, until they were something new. It didn't take too long, a few perceptual seconds perhaps, and while it did dump the sitting people on the floor, no one complained.
Not even when several people rushed them, in a huge space they found themselves. The first ones to reach them were Katarine, which made sense, given her hyper reflexes, and Marcia, who might well have just been doing it for fun. She did love a good fight, given that she couldn't be hurt by anything.
Hobbs smiled and spoke, which stopped neither woman at all, and Charity yelped again, for about the sixth time that day. Bridget got it, but they were going to have to work on that, she thought. Otherwise it would get annoying.
With a half leap she grabbed a struggling and fighting Katarine up into a hug. "Hey! Didja' miss me?"
The woman was fighting in earnest, or seemed to have been, until she leaned in and kissed Bridget on the cheek, her intensity slacking off a lot.
"Da, tavarich. Miss, much."
That was nice to hear, since Bridget had kind of figured that the woman hated her by now. At least she still kept stabbing her, when she got the chance.
Marcia was busily floating about six feet from the ground, the brown and rust colored tile under her feet shining softy. It was a nice room, Bridget saw, having never been there before. Big. Like the gym on fourteen, nearly, but empty inside. A warehouse, she thought, from the metal sides and the way the roof sloped. Not underground, which probably meant the place wasn't really that secure.
Doug was looking up at Quartz, who was in uniform, so all in tough white clothing, as he held her aloft. "Marcia! Nice to see you. Um, can I let you down without getting my butt kicked? It's been a day."
There was a chuckle, one that sounded a bit sultry, to tell the truth. Too much so, coming from the man's direct boss.
"Just this once I'll let it go. Not bad reflexes. I recognize everyone, but hadn't expected visitors. What's the situation?" There was paranoia in the words, rather than a warm welcome. It got worse when she narrowed in on Charity, too. "Make that almost everyone." She was still in the air, floating down gently, but her hands landed on hips as a single foot touched the ground, and she walked over to stand in front of the dark and small girl instantly. Before she got there Brian moved in, and actually nudged Marcia out of the way.
"A new friend, I bet." It could have sounded happy, and pleasant, but like everything the man said now, it came across as a threat that was worse than anything Marcia could have managed. Given that Charity was in a lot more danger from her than the man in black that was closing with her, that wasn't a great thing. Especially since, out of all of them, Proxy was someone she apparently recognized.
Except that, instead of jumping away in fear, which Bridget would have guessed as her go to move, the girl changed up, smiling almost instantly.
"Oh! You seem a lot different, in person. I thought you'd be mean or something. Sorry. Um, I'm Charity? I have some classes with Deidre. We were at school this morning, when the world blew up. I didn't have anywhere else to go." She didn't add the rest of the story yet, so Bridget did, getting that she wasn't the kind to really do that herself.
"Empath, projective and sensing. I don't know what her first is, but it's mild, regardless. Compassion, she thinks. We've been in some tense situations today and she hasn't shown anything too harsh. Probably a class three." She turned to the girl, curious and trying to be open about everything so Marcia wouldn't go off on them and get even more suspicious. "Is it just emotions, or can you do other feelings too? I mean, with Will earlier, that was close to mind control. She compelled someone to forget she was Infected. It was kind of sweet."
She spoke quickly, still holding Katarine, who wasn't trying to kill her anymore, just standing there herself. It probably looked like she was reuniting with her girlfriend to the others, but no one gave her any funny looks.
Almost no one. Olga, who had been on Spetnaz Ultima with Katarine, was looking at the scene with longing. Given that she knew that Bridget was just holding the dark haired woman so she wouldn't attack, that probably meant she was feeling a bit lonely. Smiling, Bridget let the girl in her arms go, and moved to give the giant woman a hug. The room wasn't filled with people, but there were about thirty of them, mainly along the walls, snacking on wrapped boxed things and drinking sodas.
Olga was both big and muscular. Not very pretty, but her face looked a bit dull, mainly. Like the pictures of Neanderthal women that Bridget had seen in her computerized school classes. Muscular and very strong however, as well as agile. Not in her own league, Bridget knew, being a class four with physical traits, but she carried enough muscle for a decent hug that had to look like a girl playing with a little doll to most of the onlookers.
"Olga! Have you been keeping them all in line?"
"Yes. In line, very well. Stressful, running like this." Her English was accented, but much better, even after only a few weeks. She understood a lot more than she knew the actual words, at least when it came to speaking them. That was pretty cool, since Bridget only knew a few hundred words of Russian, herself. Most of that had been learned from the new people that had been dumped on them after a spot of time travel. Time freeze? It was hard to know, but one minute their entire team had been in the late seventies, and next, boom, in twenty-fourteen. So, needless to say, they were facing a learning curve.
The giant woman, who did let her down, without trying to kiss her cheeks, was the new Team Two leader. Assistant leader, really, but Charles had been out in the field and Bridget didn't see him there yet. Hopefully they all made it.
Which reminded her of what she'd told the Major.
"Oh, yeah, I should go over that. The government knows that Doug and I were gone when the terrorist attack happened at the base. I hear it was the TCC. Anyway, we might be taken in, if the government really has plans that way, or who knows what. I mentioned that the field agents not there would be required to scatter, due to the protocols in case of this kind of thing. The rest of you are dead, so... That's really sad. It looks more real that way." She waited for the explosion to come, letting her know that she was a little idiot, or had ruined everything, but Brian just nodded at her, and didn't move in for a hug of his own.
That was because he still thought that she had the hots for him. They were related however, so she'd stopped that, and moved on. She did get a wave however, as Karen and her sister, Becky, walked over.
Lady Glory was famous, and Charity seemed to recognize her right off, the other one winked at her though.
"Hey Rat-rat. That sounds... Honestly it seems about right. It gives them, the government, a reason to think that everyone else should have run off, so it will look like a real attack. Not bad! You even got a new recruit and everything. I notice that you couldn't bother to get a cute guy for me though?" She had a nice face, which was a bit square and pale, but looked solid.
She wasn't, being dead.
A real live ghost, after a fashion. One projected into her mind, into all of their thoughts, so powerfully that she seemed real again.
"Well, you know, the cute boy got away. His parents were anti-Infected bigots though, so you might not want to marry him anyway. He did fill out his jeans nicely. Anyway, we came to bug Brian about some stuff. I guess everyone can sit in, but we should have a snack. I know that everyone has to be near starving by now." It was probably just her, but her tummy grumbled at the room fiercely enough that Karen jogged over to the side table and made up a heaping plate of junk food for her. It was all low quality stuff. The cheap kind that pretended to be a real brand, but everyone knew was really just colored sugar and flour mixed with enough flavors and oil to work.
So, to her mind at the moment, delicious.
She ate for a few seconds, before she forced herself to stop and look at Lady Glory, who was dressed like a soccer mom in blue slacks and a short sleeve cream colored blouse. She looked good, having makeup on and everything. Emergency fleeing for their lives or not.
"Thanks Karen. I need to eat more, I know." Then she did, with a will that was probably a bit inhuman, if she were going to be honest about it. Mary and Hobbs tried to explain their new plan, while not pointing out that the original version was intended to be something very different, or that Braid had pushed them into action. Which was a mistake, Bridget felt. 
Brian listened, but kept looking at her and then Charity, his face trying to fight into something like a smile. It took her a minute to get the general idea, and at first she wondered if he was thinking that she and the girl had a thing going already, but it wasn't that. It was just that Impulse had managed the day pretty well already. She hadn't gone on a killing spree, which she was willing to guess about half of the people had been thinking she would, for one thing. She'd also been helpful, honest and brave and all that crap.
Grinning she thought about that part a bit, since most of the time she'd been lying her ass off, but had stuck with it well enough, for her. The truth really did have a habit of just popping out of her, at inconvenient times. She had done that, it was true, but mainly she'd come up with stories that helped them all, and did a good job not giving away her secrets. So far. It would take consistent work however. Hobbs had assured her of that in every training session they'd ever had together.
There would never be a point where things were easy. If there was, it was a sign that you'd given up trying.
Everyone in the room listened to Hobbs, as he went over the rather grandiose idea for them, selling the idea on its own merits, rather than to save anyone. Merely being a plan to help the home world of some of them. He didn't speak of Devorah Timberland at any point, and suggested that only the people from that other realm need be a part of it. The IPB was already busy, running and hiding, so that just made sense. To him at least.
It was Karen that ruined that part of things, smiling at the red bearded man, who looked back at her with more caution than Bridget had ever seen on his face before. Buried under a grin of his own, but still there. Hesitant about what Lady Glory might say.
"We can probably help, some. I will, if you need me." Then, thankfully, she shut up. Karen could have a problem that way, when people needed help. Her compassion was famous in fact and almost uncontrollable. That meant anyone that needed something and who wasn't an a-hole, had to be pretty careful around her, or she'd give them the shirt off her back. Literally, at times, which could lead to some interesting problems. Topless pictures on the internet, and that kind of thing.
Bridget looked around, getting that some of the people in the room were going to have a problem with that basic idea, and that others would be willing to help, if it wasn't too dangerous. Since, as a group, the IPB was pretty solid as far as not being cowardly, the level of acceptable risk should be pretty high.
She started to giggle, but forced herself to take a few deep breaths, before speaking. The words that came from her were high pitched and a bit young sounding, but correct, she thought. That was important too. Not as good as being all stately and old, but people here were smart enough to understand that she wasn't a complete idiot, she hoped.
"We'll take volunteers for things, if it comes up. For now we should help with the planning and let me and Doug get back to Mary's so we can sleep." She nearly blurted out that it wouldn't be together, but no one even looked at her funny, so she held it in. It took work, but not that much, since she was able to just move on. "The Army will be back in the morning, and probably try to arrest us or something. It isn't too much of a threat for us, as long as they don't bring in super soldiers to kill us. In that case... Well, we'll run." That, or kill them all, but getting away from public spaces made sense, first.
About then Charlot walked into the room, looking pretty, and well made up, even if on the lam from the government. Her skin was flawless, and her hair permed to just the right level of curly to make it seem like she was about ten years younger than she really was. The tiny lines around her eyes gave that away. She scowled all the time, and after decades of it, no face cream or foundation was going to be enough to hide the fact that she was kind of a harsh person.
Bridget loved her anyway, but it could be a trial at times. She didn't hold back her scorn very often, and praise from her took effort. It wasn't enough to be a good daughter. Not normally. No, to get her mother to deliver a genuine pat on the back took near magic from Bridget, and it hadn't really happened very often in her life. Charlot tried, but that wasn't really enough, most days.
So she wasn't shocked or surprised at all when her mom glared at her, then everyone else, stomped over and grabbed her by the arm. It wasn't done too hard, since that could kick Impulse into action, fighting even if she didn't want to.
"There you are! I can't believe that Lancaster let you go off like that, without asking your father and I first. Come with me, young lady. We're putting an end to this. Now."
There was a dragging on her arm, so she went, not wanting to bother with this kind of thing anymore. She wasn't an adult, so had to put up with it.
For a little longer.
It wouldn't last long, however. That was all she had to cling to as she was propelled from the room, with everyone watching, thinking it was funny.
Like she was a joke.
 



Chapter four
It wasn't lost on her that Charlot was the one dragging her away like she'd been naughty again. It was about all she could do, and was close to being her big gun, as far as punishment went with Bridget. Scolding could work, but only to a point. If Bridget got mad, it would end up being a fist fight, and when one of them was a highly powered fighter, with high level training and a lot of practice, and the other a bag of meat, ready to break under the first blow, it left things a bit unbalanced.
Her dad didn't even try to spank her now, and hadn't for years. Since she was little she'd been too tough for anything normal to even be felt that way, and ramping up the power was asking for trouble. Besides, most of the time when she got in trouble it was actually a first mode issue and everyone, including her parents, cut her slack on it. If you had to fight constantly not to do whatever came into your head, and it was so strong a thing that it was best likened to a regular person trying to not pull their hand from a fire, then you could only ask so much.
That didn't mean Charlot wouldn't go after her at times. Her first mode was basically annoyance, and having a child that didn't perfectly do what she wanted, when she desired it done, was a problem for her. Bridget would have been one even if she was a regular girl, of course. That was a thing that had taken a long time for her to understand. Her mother wasn't trying to be mean or bad, she didn't have much of a choice. It affected their relationship, but they were family, as messed up as the situation was. They made it work. Mainly.
She cleared her throat, which got a glare from her mother.
"Seriously, mom... You don't have to propel me down the hallway. This place is bigger than I thought. Now, what gives? You're acting like I messed up, when I'm pretty sure that I nailed the whole thing today. Yes, it's a bit dangerous, for Doug, Mary and Charity, but, um... Well, it's kind of a war. Things are going to be like that at times. I'm not really at risk." She grinned, going for playful and charming, even if her mother hadn't let go of her arm yet, and was still frowning hard enough that it might just leave a new set of lines around her mouth if she didn't stop it soon. "I haven't been off going to concerts, or blowing soldiers for information either. Not yet. You don't think that would work, do you?" Her voice had gone honestly questioning on that part, since it was a real enough idea.
A lot of them would be young, and a bit ugly, which might mean they'd be willing to tell her a lot, for a little attention in return. Even better, she could get Charity to do it, which would probably be an easier sell to most of the men. Bridget knew that being as small as she was, most would think she was too young for that kind of thing, even if state law allowed it.
Her mother didn't seem to even hear her on that one. Instead she tugged at her arm, pulling in first one direction, and then pushing her back a step. Bridget was a lot stronger than her mother, by a factor that was measured in the hundreds of times, not just one or two. That didn't mean a person with more weight couldn't cause her to move a bit however, if they tried. The question there was, why would she bother doing that? She had to know that too much of that kind of thing would set her off. Or it would have, once upon a time. Now... Actually, she didn't even feel annoyed by it. Her control wasn't slipping at all, and Impulse was able to think, for once. Thought and a concentrated mind lead her directly to insight, which kind of shocked her.
"Ooooh! I get it. You're trying to get me to throw a fit, or do something violent, to prove how unreliable I am. Only, I'm not. Not that much, anymore at least. Plus, everyone knows it, so there's no real benefit to doing that. It won't change anything, anyway. I kind of have to be there in the morning, at Mary's when the soldiers come for us. Even if we just run away from them, they need to see it happening, or it will all look like a trick." She was about to clarify that one, but a familiar voice spoke from inside a room with an open door, off to the left.
"Which we can't allow to happen. For the time being, everyone truly needs to believe that we're dead." It was Kevin that spoke. Director Moore.
At least that used to be his title. Now he was pretty much just some old guy that she knew. Hopefully one that her mom was going to listen to still. So far his words had seemed like he was on her side, but that could change, if she wasn't careful. The man thought of her like a granddaughter, which meant he could err on the side of being protective of her too. A lot of people she knew were like that, really. They'd treat her not just like a little girl, but as if she were fragile and breakable. Even normal girls would be bristling under that, she bet. It was annoying, so she smiled a bit and relaxed.
Bridget felt herself pulled in that direction, and staggered a little again, nearly pulling back a lot harder than she was being moved around. That wouldn't have proved anything, so she held on and let her feet move off the ground as she was whipped unceremoniously into the room.
"Wheee!" She stuck the landing since it hadn't been that big of a deal, and smiled, opening her arms for the old man in his charcoal gray suit. He really was practically her granddad, after all. She'd known him her entire life and he'd gone out of his way to always be there for her. That rated a hug.
Next to him, at a rather plain wooden table, was Lancaster, who seemed more than a bit ticked off, and her dad, Scott. He got up and walked around the table to collect his own embrace, as soon as Kevin let go.
"There she is! I hear you had a bit of a day?" He looked normal for him, or nearly so. His clothing was plain, compared to what he used to wear. His hair was shorter too. Not as perfectly brushed, but tidy looking. His golden skin and lavender eyes looked like always, but his face was more relaxed.
He'd been like that ever since he'd gotten sick, a few weeks before. He'd nearly died, but came back to them... Changed. Happier, she thought. Less impressed with himself, too.
She was still being pulled about by the arm, since her mother was still clinging to the idea that she might be shaken into misbehaving. Daryl pointed at the hold, and gave Charlot a cold stare that had her mother turning away a bit. She knew what she was doing, and had already been called on it once. Two people doing it would piss her right the hell off.
Bridget cleared her throat, and winked at her father.
"Not too bad. A bit of a change in plans, at a couple of spots, but I think it will actually work better. I'm still alive, as far as the government is concerned, which I think means that Doug and I are the IPB for now. Do you think they'll give me a raise? I bet they put Tibs in as the new Director. I'm too young. Hardly fair, given that I have all that time in grade over him. Seniority rules. Or it should." She wasn't really upset about it, but that line of thinking did get her mother to let go of her arm, and turn on Kevin, as if it were his fault that things had gone even the tiniest bit sideways.
"We can't let that happen. Can we?" She moved from dark and angry to actually questioning in a few words.
The Director let his face go blank and shrugged.
"You know, that might not be the worst case scenario. If they actually think we're gone, or most of us are, there may be a push to keep the rest of the organization intact. There are the other Agents and Operatives left, since not all of them will have fled in time. How is that being received?"
That let her inform them about her clever idea. She liked it, and thought it seemed about right.
"Protocol. Everyone was supposed to run, if we were hit like that. To protect themselves and possibly the public. I need to add that last bit, when I talk to them in the morning. It sounds about like what that old codger that used to be in charge of the IPB would have said, don'cha think, Kevin?" She was being sassy, but the man just nodded a bit, his silver hair not moving much.
"Really, that does. It will explain why everyone went to ground and won't let themselves be found. An unknown attack protocol... It isn't like they can check the base records for it. Then, the others can be collected by you and Mr. Tibs. It won't just sell the story, but probably protect you from most of the troubles that were headed our way. Then the biggest threat will be from Devorah and Tess. Trivia as well, of course. You can't underestimate her. In a way she is the most competent being in the world." He said that a bit roughly, as if he'd nearly forgotten that the woman was supposed to not be on their side. It was the kind of breech that could have her caught, if they weren't careful.
Braid didn't read minds, but if anyone slipped up and spoke about it openly, it was just possible that she could have a spy in place. Anyone could be her tool, after all. It was part of how her ability worked, Bridget figured. She could use her knowledge of what the correct future needed to come to pass in order to bribe, or corrupt, almost anyone. If there was a way to do it, then she could find it and probably make it happen. Not that Bridget knew for certain. It was complex, and normally too hard to beat, for regular little brained people like her. Or geniuses, for that matter.
When your adversary was able to literally look into the future and see what you were doing, it was hard to beat them. Really, there only seemed to be a couple of ways. You either had your own super predictor, and played a game of "I know that you know that we know that you're going to do X" or you found blind spots in the other person's abilities.
Blinking, the idea actually clicked in place suddenly. She'd been told that before, that they had to work from blind spots, come at the woman from unexpected directions, but it had never really occurred to her that they could make their own. For instance, her friend Becky was apparently invisible to anything that Braid could see or understand. Brian was too, if for other reasons, and if that was the case, then Christian, the uber telepath who was pushing Dharma into everyone's minds for them, wasn't traceable on that level either. If she was then Braid would be able to see Becky too.
For a long time she'd just been assuming that everyone was being seen all the time, but they did a lot of things that weren't actually visible, didn't they? True, that still meant a lot of things would be known, but...
She smiled, and looked at the people in the room with her. She loved them all, as family, and she might just be willing to jump into bed with Daryl if he'd let her, which so far hadn't gone too well. A few years before, when she'd been being a bit bad and trying to sneak into bed with guys, she'd done that to him. Rather than get him hard and ready, she'd been shot. In the head. Three times, which was excellent aim, for a pitch black room. It hadn't hurt, but was shocking enough that she hadn't done more with him than some close cuddling since.
Really, her night vision was pretty good, but in an underground room with no lights on, all she could see was the glow of heat signatures. So until the weapon had fired, there had been nothing for her to notice as it was brought around. So, it had been invisible, right until it was too late. At least it would have been, if she couldn't shrug off things like that with no more than ringing ears and a bit of dizziness.
Was Devorah Timberland the same way? Could they hide a trap from her and spring it on her in a fashion that was just too fast for her to deal with?
If she honestly needed to see things, then even hiding from her in a pitch black room might be enough to throw her off.
Which was probably just her being silly. Wouldn't someone smarter than her have figured that out already if it were the case? Then, who was to say it hadn't been? People didn't know to tell her about that kind of thing yet. Even if they should. Bridget was thought of as a weak link, and that wasn't totally wrong, even now. She was getting better, but would she have trusted her with the deepest plans, if she were in charge? Probably not.
She could do it, however. Bridget knew that, now. It would be hard, but she had the discipline she needed to get it done.
Sobering she considered all of that, and looked at Kevin, holding his gaze after a moment with her own. Her eyes were nearly red, with just enough brown to make them seem human, and not like she were an alien. Like her grandmother, Rachel. The Director had known her the longest, being that they'd built the IPB together, and had been around Bridget her entire life. He'd think of her like she used to be, she didn't doubt. Impulsive, dangerous and flighty. Not a good risk for that kind of info dump.
He'd be right not to trust her too. It was still pretty difficult, sitting there, knowing what she thought she might, not to call out what she was thinking. That was a sign that someone like him would have to consider a bad thing, if he knew. If there were ways to make blind spots however, they could win. It would be hard, and be pretty dangerous, since messing up was a one way ticket to dead, but she could, possibly, get it done.
No one in the whole world would expect her to. Well, except possibly Trivia, and maybe Christian Pours, if she was paying attention at the time. Trivia simply knew everything that anyone else did, and would also know if it was true or not. So she wasn't influenced by dramatic and self-important teen girls too much. Smiling, again, Bridget blinked slowly, which was a Lancaster move. He did it when he was about to start fighting. She wasn't, but he stared at her, his face suddenly going wary. The man started reaching for his sidearm, too. Since she wasn't going to be hurt by bullets and he wouldn't miss at this range, she just winked at him, trying to reassure him that she wasn't throwing down with the Director or him.
"Braid and Tesseract already paid a visit. They claimed to be there to trade information, and provided some that sounds real. We're dealing with that, and in a way I bet will get around her, too. I nearly killed Tesseract. So did Tibs. He was saved by a couple of future versions of himself, which was totally cheating. By the way, he also called me 'his love' which was really creepy. I mean, he's cute enough, but really, he could have brought flowers and given me dinner first, you know? I don't know if that was just to throw me off or not. Braid ended up with two broken legs, and Charity got a full soda can to the back of the head. Coconut water, actually. From them, it wasn't me doing that part. I ended up having to trade for the information, with Devorah Timberland getting to tell me something that I didn't know about myself, which is supposed to help her plan. I guess that's true info, anyway. I don't see it, but that may be the point." She took a breath, and went on, covering what the info about the Elcampayns was.
Then, after explaining it all for a while, her father leaned across the blond colored wood of the table top, and looked curiously at her.
"What did she tell you, then? About yourself I mean? I can't think of anything that involves your mother or I. I mean, medical has assured me that we're both your biological parents, for instance. I checked, after that thing with Brian and I." Where the other man was Prime's father, and how much that had really thrown him to find out, went unsaid.
She understood it however. She'd been taken by surprise there, too.
Everyone involved had been, except for Mary and Rachel. Those two had known the whole time. Mary at least hadn't known her before about half a year back, so couldn't have mentioned to her that she might not want to fall in love with a certain government agent. Rachel had known however. Yeah, Bridget got that it would have been hard to explain, given the time travel, and all that junk, but she could have done something. Couldn't she?
Shaking her head so she wouldn't be too caught up in her thoughts, she just blurted out the answer.
"Oh. That I'm actually a class eight. I don't see how that can be, unless I get awesome time travel, or space bendy powers, on top of what I have now. That or predictive abilities, like Braid has? She kind of suggested that one, really, but that could be a ruse. Or... Maybe a lot better super speed? I don't think I'm getting a lot quicker though. I top out at about two hundred and sixty in a sprint now. So that could just be misinformation. Class seven, I could buy. Eight seems a bit farfetched." She shrugged, making her narrow shoulders nearly touch her ears, which was an old habit of hers. She'd noticed that she could do it one day when she was about nine, and had just taken to doing it when she wanted to show that she didn't know anything.
The problem there was that what worked for her back then made her into kind of a joke now. Even if she wanted to be taken seriously, and was talking about things that might impact the whole world someday. That meant paying attention and trying to break a habit, which would be pretty hard for her. For instance, without even thinking about it, she did it again, before she managed to take a few breaths and force herself not to again.
The room had gone silent, and everyone looked away, except Daryl, who shrugged back. His broad shoulders barely moved however.
"That's about right. Your energy blasts are coming online and you can fly now, if poorly. Part of that will be down to learning how to control them. Physically, I doubt that even getting stronger or faster would be enough to push you into class eight. So, she's either trying to get us to second guess you, or you have something we haven't seen, yet. That would probably be related to your current powers, but until something happens, we won't know, one way or the other."
She could see that, and screwed up her face a bit. Her mother was sitting directly next to her, and was trying to squeeze her arm, she thought. She could feel it, but it didn't hurt, so only by glancing down could she see that her mom's fingers were turning all white and red, like regular people's did when they were using a lot of force.
Ignoring that, she shrugged again, and sat up straight. This time she just let her shoulders move a little bit, like everyone else did.
"I can't see that it's a huge issue. My guess? She just needed something to say and went with that, since very little would really get me to do anything in particular. Not that would help her. So that's just what she had ready to go. That, or she wants me to get a big head and think that what I leave in the bathroom doesn't stink. That's stupid though. I mean, yes, I'm awesome, but so is almost everyone else I know." Except for her enemies, but that was just her being mean and surly, not due to them sucking in all they did. There was no sane way not to be a little impressed with Tesseract, for instance. Braid... She was about as dangerous as a person could get, but did her job of being a crazy loon nearly perfectly. Bridget would have to give props there, she decided. Right after she killed them.
Lancaster lifted his chin and looked away, grabbing his knee and leaning back. It was a strange move, meant to help him stretch and stay ready, not just be comfortable. That was probably due to the fact that her mom was glowing.
Not just her hands either. All over. It was a white nimbus of power, which she normally only manifested when she was about to blast someone. It was about as strong in effect as a good gun, normally. From the look of things she was getting ready to take out a good sized portion of the room they were in, however. That was impressive too, Bridget decided, since she hadn't know her mother was even capable of anything like that.
She spoke though, which explained it all, very nicely, Bridget thought.
"That... Woman... is trying to play with your mind? I will not allow that!" Then she growled, which was a lot more feral and angry than seemed fitting.
Bridget, who wasn't in any personal danger, decided to take that in stride.
Leaning forward, she locked eyes with Kevin again.
"That isn't a problem. I can control for that, I think. If she wasn't trying to do that, then she'd be foolish. That kind of thing is what she'll believe is my weakest area. That's wrong of course, my greatest weakness is... Cake." She tried to tell the story with her eyes and expression, but was a probably just making goofy faces at him. So she included Lancaster. Her parents wouldn't listen to her, it was possible that they couldn't, and Kevin wasn't likely to either.
The former IPB Agent however was different that way. He always listened. Normally before he told her that she was being a brat, or not thinking straight, but he paid attention first, and when she'd been right, he'd made sure it counted. The trick here was that she couldn't tell them all what she thought she'd figured out about Braid.
That would give it all away.
"Do you understand? She'd be, missing things, if she did that. It's not a good thing to do. Missing ideas and data, like that." Then, as hard as she could, she bit her own tongue. It didn't hurt, but it prevented talking, even as she made some noise in her throat. Her parents understood that one, and so did the others. It was her old trick for making certain she didn't say something that shouldn't be muttered out loud.
It was Lancaster who nodded, and then looked at the Director.
"Understood. We need to get you and Tibs back into place. If you can keep the IPB going, that would be good. Just because a faction in the government was going to try and take us down, that doesn't mean that our job is done. If an event takes place, someone is going to have to handle it. Right now you and Gravity are all that's left. You'll need to build things back up, if you can. Get new people in. Replace all the dead ones."
She nodded, "I know. Don't worry. We'll change the name though. I'm thinking we can call ourselves the Super-Duper Duo. That, or the Mongooses. That's a good team name. The IPB is just confusing. I mean, Infected Protection Bureau? Are we supposed to protect the Infected, or the norms? I think half the problems we've had come down to people not knowing which side we were supposed to be on. Now, the Mongooses, well, everyone would know we were anti-snake, right off the bat." She was deflecting, since her mother was still glowing a bit, but Kevin wrinkled his nose at her.
It was a good and commanding nose, if that was a thing. Centered on a face that people would instantly trust, and that a lot had, over the years. He was their main public speaker. That was probably going to be Doug now. He was a good guy, but too new for that kind of thing. They'd need someone else and she, while darling in the right outfit, wasn't going to be able to do the job believably either.
Kevin cleared his throat.
"You aren't totally wrong. Not about changing the name, since you need the continuity right now, but that people just didn't really understand what we were there for. You should clarify that, if you can? I never worked out how, but you might have a trick or two that I couldn't envision. Now, I think that Daryl here is correct. We need to get you and Mr. Tibs back into place. The others as well. You mentioned a Charity?"
That started a completely different conversation, which it occurred to her he probably already had rehearsed. He knew who Charity was, because Lancaster would have told him, so his words were meant to influence her, not be an indication that he was taken by surprise.
"As a class three, you're required by law to bring her into the IPB, as an Operative. That, or get a Death Warrant for her, if she refuses to comply. We don't normally speak about that kind of thing, but the fact is, if you and Mr. Tibs are going to be forced to take over, you have to understand the realities." There was no real suggestion that she do that, however. Get a Death Warrant for a schoolgirl. She could tell, by the subtle head shaking he was doing. If by subtle they were including things that could make most people sea-sick. It was the kind of thing she did, a lot of the time, which, after a moment, she realized was down to the fact that the Director knew that about her and was trying to communicate like she normally did, in order to influence her.
It was a good plan. One she decided to copy, if at all possible.
Bridget looked away and examined the wooden wall, not wanting to seem too easily led, at the moment. The whole place was big, but seemed like a log cabin almost. The work was new too, so it had been stylistically chosen, which was a bit strange. Why go rustic like that, if they could have had anything they wanted? It looked nice however, and different than where they had been. That could have been the reason why, she guessed. Less like a hotel, and more like a home.
Bridget grinned, not really being able to help it. That was one of the big downsides of being her. That lack of control over her emotions that everyone else seemed to find so much easier. It put her at a disadvantage in social situations, almost daily.
"She's functionally a class two, for now at least. Her power isn't great for direct conflict, and I don't have the resources to teach her how to integrate that kind of thing into a fight, for the time being. If we had someone like Hobbs or Carl left, that would be different, but... No. She'd just be a liability in the field. Plus, we don't really know if people are out to kill us. I mean, for real, real, not just our current game of hide and ghost seek. After the next few days we need to get her away from us as much as possible so that no one will think she makes a good target. She's too weak and small not to make a handy hostage." Which wouldn't work against her, but might just have Brian showing up to save her, making pretty good bait. That would give them away too easily. As it was, Brian needed to get some different clothing to wear, and a mask for his face, so that people wouldn't instantly know that he was still kicking. Not that it would take too long to figure that part out.
After all, Braid would know they weren't dead, sooner or later. In fact, given everything, that had probably happened a few months back. Or, if they'd done everything just right, at least a day ago. Her head was trying to buzz with the ideas she'd come up with. Ways to hide from Braid that no one had spoken of out loud.
Standing she leaned over and hugged her mother with one arm, then went to the other side of the table and did the same with her father, who stood. Lancaster didn't, but put a hand out toward her, which she took briefly, giving a single squeeze, not a shake. Kevin got nothing, being too far away.
"I need some people. Or maybe not. Is Cooper around? And Christian Pours?" She said it that way, like an Agent would have, trying to make it understood that she wasn't just planning to feel the poor invisible girl up. Again. She did that to her, on occasion. It was kind of fun, given that Penny was completely invisible most of the time, or used to be. That was the real reason she did it, because it felt cool, not seeing or smelling her, but knowing she was there.
Adding Chris into the mix would get at least her mother to understand she was up to something serious. After all, they weren't friendly. The telepath had ruined too many of her plans over the years for them to be on great terms. She was holding a bit of a grudge, and knew that a lot of it was silly of her. Mind Reader was one of the old team leaders, and sort of had to snitch on her if she thought Bridget was going to try something dangerous. That used to be the case at any rate. Now, with the IPB sort of missing in action, she wasn't really the leader of anything, and might just go along with this plan. Unless it was stupid. Then, no doubt, there would be scowling and recriminations from that direction.
Either way, she wasn't going to know if she didn't try.
"Becky too. I want to plan a slumber party for next week." The sad part there, was that everyone in the room suddenly relaxed when she said that part, as if her real reason was planning a camp out. Because she'd invite Pours to that sort of thing? The woman could just barely tolerate being around other people, most of the time.
Her mother patted her arm, like she was a child and her dad smiled. It was softer than what she was used to, and seemed pleased. Like he was proud of his child, instead of like he thought there might be a hidden camera over in the corner.
Lancaster stared directly into her eyes again, since he was able to figure things out without thinking of her as a little kid. For some reason. It wasn't like she hadn't known him for most of her life. Since she was a tiny ball of energy, he'd always been around. There was a slow, catlike, blink then. Normally he used that when he was trying to stay calm, and a fight was coming. She managed to do it back, since there was, most likely. One that they couldn't just chat about openly, yet.
He looked over at the Director, and stood up, moving to his left, toward the wall where a small box was inset. It was pretty, and seemed like carved wood, but there was a black button on it, that let his voice play over loud speakers when he leaned that direction and spoke.
"Cooper, Pours and Young, please report to the main office. Cooper, Pours and Young. Thank you." He winked at Bridget, since his voice had sounded a bit playful when the announcement had gone out. Like it was really all a joke. That was fine. It probably was.
Who was she to assume that her wiggly little butt had the secret to winning the war? Stopping it from taking place, really. That was a lot to ask of anyone, and out of the whole place, she was probably only tied with Charity in last place as to who people would be asked to come up with the strategy they needed to use. Even there it was only because the other girl was so new. In three months, if she were around at all, they'd all listen to her a lot more closely than unreliable Impulse. The scatterbrained scamp that shoved cake in her face with both hands, unless she used meditative tricks to stop herself. The idea... Sounded fun. It always did. So much of her life was like that. It wasn't like every thought that came into her head was acted on, all the time. She really had a lot of things occur to her that she ignored, and always had.
For instance, when her nose itched, she didn't just dive in with a finger and start scratching. Not in public. The problem was when she thought something would be interesting, or fun. Then it was really hard to resist. Cake to the face in big fistfuls was a good time. Most didn't ever try it, but she was willing to bet that a lot of people would like it, if they gave it a chance and weren't worried about their clothes fitting the next day.
Kissing people, feeling them up, even having sex, was awesome. So it was really hard to resist doing those things when she thought of them.
Hobbs had figured that out, almost the first day of her meditation training. Which was why it had really worked, she knew. He didn't just have her focusing on simple things, like clearing her mind. Not all the time at least. She had to do that, while not doing something that would be just on the edge of her ability to control. Holding onto a hot coal, for instance. She could do it and it hurt a little, but her mind would instantly think about how much better it could feel if her hand weren't on fire, and she'd have to fight throwing the thing down. For most people that would be a big deal, but not so much for her. It was uncomfortable, but not blistering.
Now, if the burning was inside her, that would make a giant difference. It had, when she'd damaged the tracking chip in her arm, earlier, for instance. She got partial protection from heat, but only from the outside. Under her protective skin layer, she was just a bundle of raw nerves, like everyone else.
She nodded, and moved a bit toward the door, trying to not just scamper out. She wanted to get to her new idea, so it became hard not to. Again, she realized, for about the ten thousandth time in her life, that wasn't exactly the same as just being impulsive. She would have thought that people would have gotten that. After all, she hardly ever just started fights, even if she'd win, did she? It wasn't that it wasn't fun for her, but that hurting people wasn't. It made her feel bad, so she generally tried to avoid it, just like everyone else. She did it, sometimes, but only when she was angry or upset and in those ways she really wasn't too different from the next girl.
"Is there a room where we can chat, that won't be watched?" She didn't know where all the cameras were yet. Back at the base that had been a lot easier, since they were almost everywhere. If you wanted to not be seen doing something, or overheard, you either went outside the fence line, or didn't do it.
Here there could be different set ups. She glanced around, but didn't see where they were. Then, other than a few holes in a piece of carved wood, she didn't know how the intercom worked either. She glanced around for other holes, but didn't know anything for certain.
Kevin stood up, his fat middle blocky and stiff. It wasn't that he carried a lot of lard around, she knew, having seen him over the years and hugged him almost daily for a long time. That middle portion was solid. Not muscle, and not armor, which meant that it probably related to how his power worked. He could make things vanish and, until recently, not come back. Somehow a few things had, like Spetnaz Ultima.
Tesseract had done that, or so the common thought went. It wasn't known how, or if that meant that the things he'd removed could all be retrieved. If so, he might even be able to do it himself, if he learned how.
Not that he used his abilities much.
He'd stopped, since it was too close to killing without consequences, most of the time.
What he said next surprised her enough that she stopped breathing for a half second, not sure if he were joking or not. It was just too different for her to process.
"There are no cameras here. No listening devices, either. We've had too much of that over the years, and it's important that we take our new found freedom seriously. When the place was built, countermeasures were put into the structure to prevent that kind of thing from being added later, as well."
Her mouth moved into an "o" and she waited for him to chuckle or somehow show that it wasn't a serious statement. That didn't happen however, as everyone else just nodded.
She closed her lips and forced a deep breath, trying to stay calm.
"That's... Very different, isn't it? I grew up knowing that I was watched all the time, now... Well, I'll deal. We need a place to do some business, where it won't bother anyone." She stopped the rest of the description, knowing that if they heard it, the others would all think she was planning to be a perv. It might happen, but it wasn't her goal. If it was, she'd have invited Lancaster along.
Penny was his hook up, after all. That had to be a good way to start a three-way.
The new place was good sized, but by the time she was at the door, four people came walking up, all of them seeming a bit baffled about being summoned. She was a bit interested in that part too, since Karen was there. She didn't really need Lady Glory for this, she didn't think. Just Penny, Chris and Becky... 
Who was her sister, and had the same last name. Oops. 
Well, that one was on Lancaster, not her.
She didn't let the others speak first, since it was her plan, and she wanted to be taken seriously, even if it turned out to be a stupid one.
"Chris! Read my mind, and no one speak please." There was a bit of muttering, from the other room, but no one actually said anything intelligible, which was all she needed from them. It was the three in the hall she was worried about. Giving things away without meaning too.
'Hey, Chris, sorry to do this to you, but I have some information, I think. It seems that Braid can't tell what we're thinking, only what we do. We can use that to organize against her. I also don't think she can see Penny or Becky at all. The results of what they do, but that's it. So, if I'm right, she needs certain things to be able to see and hear others. If we set Penny and Dharma on her, say in a pitch black room...' She focused hard, which got the woman to go a little wide eyed. Hopefully that was due to her good clarity, not her mentally yelling. That would be annoying, if it were the case.
She was a bit shocked when the woman answered her, using her mind for the job. It wasn't the first time, but she didn't make a big show of that kind of ability either. Probably because she could influence people a bit using her ability and didn't want the feds to figure that out. Not the other ones, at any rate.
She gave a single nod.
'You don't need to concentrate that much. It is a tiny bit loud, to tell the truth. As for the rest, I think that might be right. Penny can't be sensed by her, according to Trivia, who sent her some letters to that effect. Should I tie us all in together? That way we'll all be in on the plan.' 
Bridget nodded, trying not to scream in her thoughts. Then she spoke out loud, because it made sense.
"I have some things to go over with you all. Nothing too huge. Slumber parties and cake. Lots of cake. I think I'm a bit hungry again." She looked down the hall and saw several other doors. If there were no cameras, all they needed was a place to stand around in, and maybe to kill the lights.
Possibly not, if Chris could actually tie them all in together like that. She'd never done it before, even if it could be handy, out in the field. That was most likely about her not wanting to be around people that much, rather than lack of ability to do it, Bridget thought. She was about to ask, when Director Moore pointed to one of the doors and led the way to it, as if he were included in her special party club?
He'd look horrible in the lace nighties they were all going to be wearing. The picture of it popped into her head, unbidden, and Christian giggled, her cool blonde looks suddenly becoming more lively when she smiled. She was in a skirt, which was made of soft fabric and pink, with a little picture of a poodle on it. Her sweater was a different shade of pink, and made of angora. Bridget knew that since it smelled different than wool or a poly blend. She also got the really expensive perfume she was wearing, and four kinds of deodorant, as well as her dad's aftershave.
Both Penny and Becky didn't have a scent however, that she could tell. That reminded her to stay on task, and jog ahead to the room they were headed for.
"In here, then."
Kevin stopped at the door, which opened on a small office that didn't have much in it yet. Just a desk, and a few chairs. No one was using it, and it had a new feeling to everything, untouched except to get it into place. Free of all but a trace of dust.
"This should work, for now. Have fun." Then he backed away, looking at the scene happily enough. It was a bit out of place, but good to see. He wasn't so stressed by losing the base and the IPB that he'd forgotten how to be himself. If anything, he seemed a bit relieved. Like a weight had been taken off of his back. Finally. Carrying the Infected world on your shoulders for three decades had to be a heavy burden, Bridget decided. Well, that was, it seemed, hers now.
Chris closed the door, and pushed on the brass handle until it clicked.
Then she linked all of them into her thoughts, which Bridget could feel happening, now that she was paying attention. It was a bit like cobwebs falling over her entire body, all at once. It was kind of tickly, to tell the truth. She wanted to squirm, but didn't since that would be unprofessional. No one else did either, but she kind of thought that they just didn't feel it like she did.
Chris let her internal voice pound into their heads, her outer self serene and lovely. She did both of those pretty well, naturally.
'Bridget is setting up a communications network, using telepathy, since it seems that Braid can't predict our thoughts. Her cohort, Trivia, is actually one of our agents. Never speak that out loud. Ever. If her being a double agent hasn't been found out, then that means our thoughts should be safe enough. Guard them when you can, because the woman might just point a telepath at some of us.' She looked at the rest of them, which included Karen still, for some reason. Not that the woman wasn't fun, and nice most of the time, but it was a bit of a reach to think of her as being needed for this. Except... Actually, why shouldn't she be? If the rest of them tried to kill Braid, and failed, it might come down to someone completely unexpected doing it for them.
Lady Glory wasn't a killer, being a literal font of love and compassion, so that could work, if she'd move past that. Mark, Stasis, could do it, too. He was a pretty dedicated pacifist however, so no one wanted to make him do that kind of thing. He could act in ways that couldn't be seen too, she knew. Instantly, happening between two moments.
Bridget looked at the others.
'I have to get back tonight, with Doug. We're going to be facing the military tomorrow, so that should be interesting. Right now I think we need to set up a plan to take out Braid. It might not work, but even if we can just figure out how to monkey with her plans, without her knowing about it until it's too late, that's worth it.' She went a little wide eyed then and nodded. 'Duh, right. Becky, you and Penny can do most of this, as long as we can coordinate. We just need to work out how to find her, and go from there. Mark can do a lot toward that too, I bet. Karen-' Her mind went blank, so it was shocking when her mouth moved anyway.
"Kare, would you watch Charity for me, when she's here? It won't be a lot of work, since we need her back at Mary's too. She's been seen there and will be missed. If we have to bring her here though, she'll need a friendly face, and recognizes you. Her first mode is kind of like yours, I hear? Not as intense. Still it might help to have someone cool like you mentoring her." Karen was famous, after all. One of the few Infected that almost everyone didn't mind too much.
"Sure! That sounds fun. So far there hasn't been a lot to do here. We're mainly in hiding. Which is the point, but a lot of people are going to be getting bored soon, I bet. We should organize something to do. Games, or training. That kind of thing." Otherwise people would have to do that for themselves, which Karen wasn't able to allow. Unless that was what they really needed.
Bridget nodded at her, knowing that, for a while at least, she wasn't going to be around, herself.
"That sounds good. Hey, we should have a party. Soon I mean. Get Mark to cook for it. Denis too. He's gotten pretty good, lately." It was small talk, but the kind of thing that this group really might be chatting about together, if they were alone.
Becky moved in beside her and put an arm over her shoulder. She felt real, since Chris was projecting that into Bridget's brain for her. It was a deal that they'd worked out, to keep Dharma alive. Kind of.
"Yeah. We can take the start of this plan from here. I know that Braid can't see me at all, and Penny should be safe that way. The telepathy thing is good, too. I'll work on organizing things from this end, since I can't slip up. Pen? Are you in?"
She nodded, and carefully didn't say anything, since she was visible at the moment. It was all makeup and skin dye, along with relaxation exercises that allowed her to do it. When she stripped that off, she just couldn't be seen. Her power could make it so that Braid wouldn't hear her too, most likely, but, of course, if she did that then they wouldn't even know she was there, making conversation hard. Hence Chris linking them that way, at need.
"I love parties! Hey..." She stopped and frowned, then shook her head a little. "Um, you know, shouldn't Marcia go back? I mean, I think she would survive that blast, even if she were there. If we strip her down and burn her hair all off, she could claim that she just didn't die. It would probably happen about like that, so that works. Otherwise this is going to seem fishy, when people start to do the math."
That was a point. Not a perfect one, but Bridget didn't mind Marsh too much, if she wanted to come hang out. Quartz wasn't cool, being too old and into her job, but she was good at it. More likely to be left in charge of the IPB than Doug or her, too. She was the Deputy Director, already, meaning she pretty much had that position down. Way better than she or Doug might have done in the same place.
Bridget rolled her eyes.
"Damn. Good point. Level too. Possibly at least. We need someone good at math to go over that part. Would her powers have gotten her out of things alive? I... really don't want Lauren around." The woman had meant well, perhaps, when she accused Prime of sexually molesting his daughter, but she hadn't backed off when Bridget told her it wasn't true. That part was unforgivable. Then she'd tried to kill him, and nearly succeeded, along with her Team Two buddies. Brian and Hobbs had stopped them, literally standing in the way, ready to die in order to do it.
On the good side, if Level was with her, then Bridget would have some good chances to kill her. That would be hard to do, of course, being she was a giant armored warrior. Not impossible however. She needed to breathe though, like they all did. She also couldn't do a few things with her clumsy armored fingers, like take tape off her mouth slit. She could poke a sharp thing in and get air that way, but if someone prevented that for long enough, she'd die. Suffocating, slowly.
Penny didn't say anything, just jogging out of the room like she had a mission suddenly. That left the rest of them just standing there, talking about inane things, for a long while. Finally, ten minutes later, as she fidgeted and tried not to think of hunger, the door opened again, to show Mary and Charity were there, with Doug right behind them.
Bridget clapped, once, getting everyone's attention.
"Time to go then. So, everyone keep me in the loop on how things are going, when possible? I'll try to be in touch every few days. Right now I need to get some food. It's time for seventh meal." That was a joke, since she just ate when she could. How people got by on three meals a day, she'd never really understood.
She expected some kind of conversation first, but blinked as the world went bright blue and then warped into the living room at Mary's returning to its full color version after a few seconds. Doug shook his head, amazed by the whole thing, but Charity pretended not to be all that impressed. She yawned, or at least faked one, which got Bridget to do the same, laughing.
"I can sleep on the floor." They had beds there, but she wasn't certain if there were enough. Mary didn't seem to think it would be a problem however.
"You may use the sofa in here. Now, you need more to eat? Douglas, is that required for you as well? Charity? I could rather use a small bite, now that I think of it. Utilizing my talents does tend to leave me with a need for such."
The others followed along and "helped" Mary make food, getting in the way more often than not. Bridget ended up drinking some frying oil first, then eating a large plate of quinoa, which was new to her. It tasted all right, so she didn't complain. Not that she would have, about food. It all went to the same place. Inside her tummy. The sacred vault where food naturally belonged.
Doug had a tiny portion, compared to her, and Charity did much the same, but Mary really meant it about being hungry after her effort, it seemed. She nearly matched Bridget, when it came to the real food consumed. True, there was a vast difference in actual calories, since oil added up fast, but it was still interesting. She hadn't been certain that using those kinds of abilities would use physical energy, for the woman.
After that, since it was pretty late, they all found something approaching beds. There were three in the house, but Elizabeth and Deidre normally shared. Mary had her own bed, being the householder, and since neither Doug, or Charity, wanted to wake up with her on top of them, she got the sofa in the front room. It was big enough for her, and while the lines from the cushions were a bit annoying, it wasn't too bad. Bridget fidgeted most of the day, true, and was a restless sleeper, but the state came to her easily enough. Once her eyes closed, they tended to stay that way, until something in the room changed.
In this case it was when Mary came out, ready for the day and looking prim, in her mom jeans and purple long sleeved shirt. It had a high neck and the sex appeal of... Honestly, Bridget didn't know. It just wasn't sexy. It looked efficient though, and like she was ready to work.
Bridget didn't want to get up, naturally, but she almost never wanted to do that. She did anyway, since she was in for a busy day. Stretching when she stood, her body silent, since nothing on her popped or cracked, like other people did.
"M'rnen." She yawned into the word, and then shook her head, trying to clear it. "I'll need to eat. Oil is fine. Gross, but you have a lot of that, and it's cheap. Then we what? Make the donuts?"
Mary blinked, but nodded after a few seconds.
"That would be fabulous. I wasn't certain if you'd be able to wake up yet. The others are fast asleep."
She nodded, mumbled that she needed a toothbrush and was given one, since they had a little store at the front of the property. That, and a quick shower were what she could do, not having other clothing around. Not that she stank. Her body killed bacteria on her skin, so she'd eventually smell like sweat, but never body odor. Not like poor Doug, when he got up. Or Charity, but she'd have clothing at home, since that hadn't been blown up, like all her things had been.
She felt a pang then, for all that she'd lost, but just drank most of a gallon of cooking oil and went to help with the morning tasks. They didn't know if anyone would be in early, so they got everything ready, just in case. That took a few hours, but it was a good thing they had stuff ready, since the Army hadn't brought any food along with them, for some reason. Honestly they had, actually, but it had gotten in that day, so nothing would be ready before lunch. She knew this because the flood of slightly desperate military people were all talking about it as they stood at the back counter, with her bagging up donuts for them, as Mary worked the coffee bar. That took more skill, and she just didn't have that yet.
Doug actually scurried to the till, about fifteen minutes in, calling out to Mary as he did.
"Sorry, I overslept. I've got this part."
"Thank you, Douglas." There was a perky, and slightly greedy, tone to the words, as the woman worked away merrily, deflecting a few casual advances from some of the young men that came in. 
None of them were flirting with her, she noticed, but that could have been because she looked pretty young. Or, maybe that they were gay? Not that she had a problem with that, but the other option was that they were all anti-Infected bigots. It was probably that, since no one tried to hit on Doug either.
Then, this wasn't a dance club, and maybe they just wanted donuts more than a date at the moment? Mary was being pretty friendly, which could have some of them thinking she was approachable, where Doug was pretty much just working. Pleasantly, sure, but he didn't make a lot of small talk. Also, he wasn't a girl, and if they weren't into dudes, that might slow a few of them down.
When Charity came out, near nine, things had finally started to slow down. They needed to make some lunch sandwiches, but the Major, Cambrin she recalled, showed up before she could do anything to help with that. Along with two men in dress uniforms and a woman in a pants suit. It was a bright green and had a jacket with it.
She was slightly familiar, but no one that Bridget recalled off the top of her head. Older, being in her fifties, and dark skinned. A person that she kind of thought she recognized from the news.
She snapped her fingers then, getting it. They'd met, one time. At the Whitehouse.
"The Secretary of State. Um, Lisa Dentre. I don't recognize the others, except for Major Cambrin, since we met yesterday. Would you like some coffee? We have a few donuts left too, if you don't mind plain cake. The soldiers wiped out the rest of them. They're fresh though, and I hear that there won't be a lot of other food before lunch. The Army people have to set up a field mess." She managed to be matter of fact, and noticed that, for all that the military brass had come for them, they hadn't walked in with twenty special forces men at their back. Or super soldiers.
That meant they thought they were dealing with friends. Probably.
Lisa moved forward and hugged her, which was a bit odd. She did it back, since she liked hugs, herself.
"Miss Chambers, I'm so sorry for your loss." There were tears in her eyes, which got Bridget to do the same thing, even as she fought for control. It was just a sympathetic response, but it helped to sell the bit they were working on.
"Thanks. It just seems so unreal. All of it." She shook her head. "Coffee? Then we need to go over everything and figure out how we're going to handle it all. For right now, Tibs and I are the IPB. We're okay, toughness wise, but we can't be everywhere at once. Things could get bad, fast, if anyone figures that out."
For some reason the woman let go of her, and seemed shocked. The men didn't however. The older looking one smiled, in fact.
"Damn, I'd heard you were a fireball, but I didn't think you'd step up like that without some begging. This is a lot to ask anyone. I can guarantee you this, you won't be alone. We have a special ops group that we've been working on. The new IPB, since the old one is..." He stopped, and managed to look miserable for a second, clearly also pleased to be getting his way with the new group.
Bridget looked at him, as Doug closed from behind.
"Super Soldiers?"
The man nodded.
"Several kinds. Good, solid men and women. I think you'll be happy to have them as backup."
So, after a fashion, did she.
 



Chapter five
 
"It was the worst of times..." Doug said this to Charity, not her, but it was pretty clear that only one other person in the room knew the quote, and it sure as heck wasn't her. Mary seemed a bit clueless as well.
Bridget wondered at what point she'd stopped considering non-Infected humans as people? It was wrong to do things like that. A lot of people would have been surprised to find that her education had included things like ethics and morals, given how often she got in trouble, but it wasn't like right and wrong were baffling to her. It was just that a lot of people thought that minor things were wrong, even if they weren't moral issues.
Still, Bridget knew that there was something that was supposed to be conveyed, but that she just wasn't getting it. There was a strong temptation just to ask, but the Secretary of State, who was standing in a little hodgepodge shop, was trying to say something that sounded important.
"We, President Lawrence and his cabinet, we all understand if you two don't want to continue in your current line of work. This tragedy..." She seemed grim then, but not weepy. It was pretty clear that she'd been briefed on how to use their modes against them. It was also plain that whoever had done that didn't have a clue about Bridget at all. She was supposed to be flighty and jump when an avenue was suggested, or in this case, when the counter of that was given. Her impulse should have had her jumping in with them instantly, not standing back and considering the idea. People like her almost always went to the center when given two options, even if it didn't seem like it. Her real tendency was to think about the issue and then find the most attractive option. As a lost little girl whose entire life had just fallen apart, it would be tempting for her to find something to fill the void in her heart.
As if that wasn't going to be sex and drugs? These government goons didn't know her at all, it seemed. They should have read the reports.
Not that it mattered. She looked at the older General's eyes, looking for some sign of evil, or even hatred for her, but all she got from him was that he actually might want a donut. He kept looking at the ones left in the case, at any rate. For a second he seemed to let his gaze linger on Charity, who was tidying up, making sure they were keeping things clean for the lunch crowd. Plus, eavesdropping on their important and interesting conversation.
Who could blame her?
Bridget didn't try to act, letting her face go blank instead. Unreadable, nearly. Not as good as what most could have done, but a real effort was made.
"Yeah. Well, we're in. We're in charge. Doug and I. My grandma, Rachel, started the IPB. I know, I'm young and no one will take me seriously, but that's what we're doing, if you want our help. We have the experience, and, to be honest with you, not too much of that. We were both Team One, mainly. I was on Three for a few weeks, just for a lark. Doug has been well trained to shake hands and give softball interviews. That may not sound like the people that should be in charge, but I assure you, if you take your new force into play right now, after this happened, and start using enhanced war fighters to slaughter Infected, there will be a war. One that might be hard to win. That's really why you need me. Doug, too. We can stand up to the Infected and no one will think that it's really wrong, because we're like they are." Not that the others would love them for it. No one would even get that the IPB was always about helping the Infected. They killed people too often for that to show very clearly.
The old man let his face go sour and his bushy gray eyebrows to close in.
"Are you saying that you don't think my men can handle the job?" There was menace in those words, and she nearly responded to it, with a shattering kick to his knee, to give him an idea of what she was talking about. Only, that really wasn't her point. This man could bring the violence. What he didn't have was a figure head. He probably also lacked an understanding of what it was like to be hated, reviled and thought of as a menace, no matter what you did or how well you lived your life. She did.
"Nope. Not even for a second. They can fight, and probably look good doing it, and hit all the right tactical notes, but they aren't media personalities. Try to bring out the super soldiers and jackboot the public. Just give it a shot. Things will not go well, if you do. So you need a cute little girl and her friend to heroically keep things in hand. It's not going to be easy. So, as of now, Tibs is the acting Director. I'm the Deputy Director, and anyone working with us will be under our system. Are you in for that, General? If not, then get out of the room. The grownups have work to do." She sounded too high pitched, and so young that the man nearly laughed in her face. It was the other one that nodded then, as the older one stewed in his own angry juices.
"We can do that. They're still Army personal, but they'll follow your orders. Within reason." There was a sense to the clean shaved man that was a bit darker than his face allowed them to see. A depth to him, that didn't speak of anything good. Not to Bridget's little and wily mind.
It was, she supposed, a sign that he figured himself as being clever. Like she wasn't going to notice that he wanted to put caps on her power. On the IPB's ability to do its job. That kind of thing might have worked, if things were really what they'd seemed. She was just a kid, and that was enough to keep her from being taken seriously, unless she wanted to put out, front and center, the fact that the government pretty much couldn't stop her. As a class seven, or perhaps eight, the only thing they could really do to her was try to use nukes, or something nearly that massive, to take her out. If she knew it was coming at all, even that wouldn't work. She was too fast for them to take by surprise that way.
All she had to do to thwart that kind of thing was hang out in big cities for a while. As long as the people that live there weren't being hurt by her, using that kind of force and killing millions couldn't be justified.
The thoughts were a bit advanced for the day though, and she was just opening her mouth to suggest that they'd have the same power as they always did, when Marcia did it for her.
The woman looked strange, even for her. She had a long nose, with a bit of a bump in it, and smooth pale skin, like always, but her hair was totally gone. Nothing was left on her head, or Bridget imagined, the rest of her. No eyebrows. No eye lashes either. Nothing left except untouched skin and a pair of army fatigues with the insignia ripped off. That part made sense. She'd have been naked after the blast, so would have done something to clothe herself. Mugging a soldier that was bigger than her seemed to have been the order of the day. The cuffs and sleeves were rolled, and she was barefoot.
When you couldn't be hurt, shoes were a formality. At least Bridget had always thought so. Her mom insisted, when she was in public. It was better to blend than not.
"Bullshit. You aren't using this as a de facto takeover, Bentley. If you want to try out your toy soldiers, we can help with that, but you being in charge here would be a fuck up waiting to happen. You can barely stand to be in the same room with Doug and Bridget, you're so afraid of the Infected. I assure you, you're safer in this room than walking down the street in middle America. Left to you and yours, every glowing little kid in America would be snuffed inside a week."
Everyone turned to look at her, and seemed shocked, except for Doug, who missed a beat. He'd known she was alive, so didn't respond correctly. Really, it was hard to know what that even was. Who survived blasts like that? Quartz, and maybe her.
Level too, but if they were playing that game, it was coming later. There was no rasping of chitin based armor from outside. No exclamations from the remaining military personnel either. Lauren had betrayed her trust and had to die for it, but she was still popular with the kids and had been for long enough, five or six years, that some of the military people had probably had posters of her on their walls not too long before.
"Turner! Well I'll be, the bitch is back." This came from the younger of the two generals, who, for all that Marcia had been pretty rude to him, actually ran to her and pulled her into a manly, back slapping, bear hug. "I should have known you would. Anyone else make it out?"
It seemed an odd thing to have to ask, and she grimaced then looked away. It was a bit too obvious to Bridget, but she knew Marsh pretty well, didn't she? They used to be partners and everything. You learned things from, and about, people when you did that.
Important things.
Like what they looked like when they thought they were being clever.
"Not many. Level, but she was hurt pretty bad. I think she'll live, but it will be a while before she can work. Her mind's a bit messed up." She glanced over at Bridget when the general let her go, and made her eyes sad. "Bridgie, your dad... He tried to protect your mom with his body, but... That blast... I only made it because I ran. Jason did too, and was ahead of me, but he... Melted. The force of his movements just made him fall apart." It was a bit much, since now people would be looking for traces of Argos in the desert. It would have been better to suggest that they'd all died in the building itself since it was hard to find DNA inside a burned out hole in the ground.
Bridget cried, grief ripping through her. It wasn't real, but she got the idea. They had a projective empath on their side, standing behind the donut counter. Ready to serve up what they needed. Including wet tracks down her face. It was brilliant.
There was a catch in her voice when she spoke.
"There are... The people in the field, we need to get word out to them, and see if any of them are willing to come back. I... I know that Doug and I considered running, when we realized what was going on. What do we do?" That was a plaintive wail, and made her seem too stupid by far, but it had just popped out. There was emotive pushing going on, but no one else in the room knew that.
So Doug rounded the till counter and wrapped her up in a hug. He really was starting to smell a bit, even if it was clear that he'd showered that morning. Oh, it wasn't too bad, yet, but her nose was a lot better than most people's, so she noticed things like that when others couldn't. The move was returned, but only briefly, since they both had to go and harass Marcia. Even if they'd hated her, it was called for, given the moment. Anything less would be suspicious.
Bridget could smell the recent scent of burned hair on her. No accelerant, so Lancaster had probably used his power to do it. With her uniform on, it seemed. Nothing stuck to her, and she wasn't hurt by it, since not much could harm her. Hence them pretending she survived the blast. Maybe she could have? She was so hard to hurt that people forgot that she had to have a massively rapid healing system too. Like Bridget did, or Prime. No one noticed her taking damage, but the woman was in her mid-fifties, and looked like she could go to a college party. If she did, no one would have thought twice. Not if she bought a wig.
Bridget sighed, and made herself relax through the emotions that pounded her.
"So, I guess my tenure as the IPB's Deputy Director is over? I still get to claim that on my resume, don't I?" She was forcing herself to be playful, since the grief she felt hadn't lifted yet, but Marcia nodded."
"You and Tibs can share that. I'll have to step in and do the big job. It's literally what I've been training to do for fifteen years. I just hate to do it this way. Kevin had planned to step down in a couple of years." There was a slow and slightly dour head shake then. "Believe it or not, he was grooming Proxy to take over my position. If we could keep him alive that long. I... He was with me when it happened, I saw him go." How that was even possible, she didn't explain, but everyone from Charity to the Secretary of State got the idea.
If she'd barely made it out, then Brian was gone.
Things didn't lighten, but they got easier suddenly. Marcia actually seemed to know one of the men with them, and Lisa Dentre was backing their play, and not the military, in particular.
"Now, I hate to impose, at such a dire time, but the DHS is bringing in a team to handle the investigation. We didn't know that there was going to be an IPB left, so the President ordered it. Would you like me to call them off?"
Marcia grunted, standing there, her legs spread a bit, like she was ready to fight.
"So that I can put Bridgie and Doug on the case? I mean, we'll be doing that too, but we have no resources right now. I don't suppose we can get some? We need a forward base, transport for our people and a news announcement, if we're going to get anyone back. I can set up some of that myself. There's no way that we can run a full operation for the moment. I give it about seventy-two hours from the event for the first Infected retaliation, if we don't get ahead of this. Where are the press set up? We have to let people know that things are covered. Even if they aren't."
She asked the whole room, but it was Mary, who'd been listening from the back, that actually knew that one.
"On the other side of town, by the high school. They have an order in for sandwiches. I was going to see if Douglas would take them over. I have a number... For someone named Kenny?"
Marsh nodded and gestured over at Bridget, because that made good sense. There were only so many people left, after all. It might amaze people to know, but Bridget Chambers could actually use a phone, all by herself.
"Chambers, get on that and tell them to expect an announcement at two-thirty. We'll meet them there. For the time being... I'm going to annex the... We need a building that won't be a problem for anyone. Any suggestions?"
Charity frowned, but spoke up almost instantly. She seemed a bit timid, but it was only real girl shy, being around all the important people and dangerous Infected.
"The old shoe shop in town? It isn't that big, but it's been empty for a long time. My dad owns it, but he's out of town. We could rent it to you? Four thousand a week." She said it with a straight face, and none of the government people blinked at the figure. 
Marcia gave her a sidelong look and shook her head. "A thousand. If it fits our needs."
Charity shrugged.
"Two thousand. We need to make enough to pay for the space, if you trash it. I mean, this is dangerous, right? I don't want to be mean, but look at the things going on." The part about what had happened to their last base didn't get added, since the girl was trying to keep their secret for them. Then again, she knew that they'd blown it up, themselves, which didn't exactly speak to them being grand tenants, did it?
That got a nod, from Doug, who was in turn glared at by Marcia. Even as she relented.
"Two thousand then, agreed. We want that in writing. You cover the utilities?" There was a tense moment, but Charity blew out a full lung of air and shook her head.
"No. Garbage and water, but only for normal things. No swimming pools, or massive amounts of trash. Just what the city picks up each week."
That didn't go over well, but finally they shook on it, which Lisa pointed out wasn't binding. The woman was also laughing when she said it, but Marcia agreed and referenced getting it all in writing as soon as possible. They needed to be someplace they could have the numbers transferred over to, just in case anyone called.
It wasn't like the old base was using them anymore.
The generals started to get pissy about then, feeling that nattering about having a place to stay was beneath them, and a waste of time. They really did have people for that, but Bridget crossed her arms and locked her jaw shut tight. It wouldn't help to point out to them that they were morons.
Except that it would be fun, so her mouth opened and words came out all on their own.
"You two are idiots. I was going to call you morons, but I realized that wouldn't help. We're trying to set up a base of operations, and you meatheads want us to stroke your dicks because you have pretty ribbons on?" She imagined doing exactly that, and had to fight not to move on the younger of the two men. He had some lines on his face, but also a trim waist, and while he reminded her a bit of a beagle, that wasn't the worst thing in the world. Instead she managed not to do that, and leave their spank monkeys in their trousers. For her it was a win, given that they really were acting like entitled brats about it. Or at least their posture and body language was.
Old guy, the general with the super soldiers, glared at her for a moment, then laughed.
"We hear you, young lady. Get that done then. I'll send some troops over for review in a few days. Can we get an address for that new space?" He looked at Charity for that, having actually been paying attention. It wasn't always certain that people would, she knew, looking at Doug and wondering what he was thinking.
Smiling, she tore her eyes away, as the new donut girl wrote the new location address for the IPB down for the man.
He nodded when the little slip of paper was handed over and looked directly at Marcia.
"We should have our main force out of town by morning. Do you think it's safe to let people go back to their homes?"
Bridget nodded, then blurted again. This time it wasn't an insult at least.
"Yeah. Whoever did this didn't want to kill civies. That's pretty clear. Has anyone taken responsibility yet? I heard it was the TCC, but that isn't a specific group, as much as an idea. It's kind of like claiming that all normal people did it and are the enemy. More of a deflection than a glory grab."
That got the younger General to shake his head, but Lisa was the one that spoke, her green pantsuit out of place, if only a bit. Mainly because the army guys were dressed up more than that, complete with all their pretty handjob worthy ribbons, and the rest of them looked kind of casual.
"So far six groups have claimed responsibility. We don't know if it was a collective action or if it's simply a bunch of cranks all trying to seem relevant. For the time being the DHS is assuming that we still have an unknown threat. I can send a package over for you?" She turned to Bridget, which was a bit strange.
The girl brushed her coppery red hair, which was really short, since it just didn't grow all that long, and thought about it. Her face tried to seem adult, or at least that was her intent, as she answered.
"Good plan. That would help. We also need to get with DHS and the FBI and see what ideas they have. I know it isn't our case, since we don't investigate terrorists, but if they're coming for us, we need all the information we can get. There's always the chance that it was an Infected action, too. We're the go to resource for that kind of thing." It was a bit weak, as for a reason to investigate, legally speaking. No one there had a problem with it, but that didn't mean the other alphabet agencies would go along with them.
She wondered how you even got in touch with that kind of person. Did they just have numbers in the phone book, or online?
They'd need computers, to go along with the phones, which probably meant buying those as well. To do that, they'd need funds and, she realized, Bridget had no clue how any of that really worked. She had an IPB charge card, but it was hooked up to her personal account and she mainly only used it on base. It was a visa card, so it worked most places, but she didn't really want to spend her savings on stuff for the IPB.
Which was selfish of her.
She didn't say anything about that, since her inclination was to hide her money away, not flaunt it. Marcia kept talking to people and they moved to the house out back, so they could all sit down and waste time. Bridget winked at Mary and danced over, prancing really, as soon as they were gone.
"Can I get that number for the sandwich guy? Kenny?"
"Behind the front counter, dear. I should have that order ready in about twenty minutes. I could use some help?" This was said to Charity, but Doug jogged over too, after pointing to the right note pad.
Then he shrugged.
"I'll come out if anyone needs to be rung up. Don't use my till. I have it balanced."
She nodded, because she didn't know what that meant, and didn't really want him to explain right then. It would make her look bad if she tipped it over, or whatever.
"Thanks. I won't be long. I hope."
The phone that Mary had for the place was old. It had buttons on it, but the handset connected to the main body with a springy cord. She played with it as the land line rang. It was to a cell phone, she thought, recognizing the chirp it made when it picked up.
"Ken Hevesy, what's up?" It was pretty casual, even for a newsman, but she flowed with it. Chatting with people was a skill of hers, after all.
"Hi Ken. This is Bridget Chambers. Impulse, from the IPB? Director Turner is planning to have a press conference at two-thirty, by the high school. Can you get that set up for us?"
There was a pause, and then the man, who sounded young, chuckled.
"Tammy, is this you? Totally not funny, you know. I like the little girl voice, though. You can use that when we meet up, next Friday. Call me daddy while I spank you for being so... naughty."
She nearly agreed, but managed to hold that back. Not her mirth, but that part couldn't be helped. It was hilarious.
"Seriously, Ken. Bridget Chambers. I was out of the base when it went up. So was Gravity, and Quartz survived it. We need a press conference and our..." She went quiet, holding the words back, not wanting to give the truth. It made for a nicely dramatic pause, she thought. When she spoke again it was dark and harsh. Like Nocturne, the uninfected movie super hero. She'd helped clean a parking lot with him, once. "My mom was our person for that, so we need someone to get it all put together. If you don't suck at it, you could be in for a real job. At least part time. Even if you blow, we need someone to do it. So, you get the idea; podium, let everyone know that there will be an event at two-thirty, get things set up with the camera crews. Placement... and all that. Announce it now, so that the big news networks will be able to go live, and let everyone know it's coming."
There was a pause then, and the man on the other side of the phone cleared his throat. When he spoke his voice cracked anyway.
"I'm really sorry to hear that. About your mom. I... Yeah, I can set that up. How did you get my number?"
She contemplated lying, but her mouth worked on its own.
"From Mary. The one with your sandwich order? That should be ready in about eighteen minutes. You can come and pick it up. Or, I think she's planning to send Doug over. You can get with him, so that you know that this is real. I don't think you should leave the scene there, because you've got work to do. If you will, I mean? I can't pay you. Unless... Do you accept sandwiches for that?" Not that she had any, but it was funny enough that the man agreed.
"I'm just an unpaid intern. So far I get to hand out coffee and get the food. It could have been worse. If we were in the office, I'd be collating memos, or shadowing the janitor, I bet. Yeah... Um, let me get the word passed on that one. Two-thirty, with Marcia Turner? She's the Director of the IPB?" He said it all slowly, scratching sounds indicating that he was writing while he did it.
"Right. You have the number here?"
"That's... Yeah. Um, I might need more information, can I call back?"
She nodded, which was a bit hard to hear, over the phone.
"I'll be here. Right now I have to find something for Marcia to wear. Some makeup too. She's... Well, she was in the blast, so it's a sight. I'll handle that part. Thanks Ken. Talk to you later. Then, you know, you can try to spank me." She waited a dramatic beat. "Daddy."
"Um... Oh, that... Heh." He hung up, rather than go on with it all. That worked for her, since she had to find some clothes. That meant robbing Liz, if she had anything there, or possibly Deidre. Mary was too short, she thought. Not that much, so she might have some things that would fit. The problem would be that none of them had dressy clothing. She thought so at least. They tended toward casual wear, didn't they?
That, it turned out when Mary indicated she could raid their things, wasn't exactly right. They had dresses, including ones that would look ready for a party, that would probably fit Marcia well enough. The thing there was that they would send the wrong message. What she needed was basically a suit like Lisa was wearing. Short of taking that one however, it wasn't going to happen.
Mugging the Secretary of State might not go over too well, so she had to find another option.
Jeans were too casual, and not one of them had a pair of slacks. After digging through all the closets, she shook her head and picked a rather plain blue skirt, that was dark enough to be professional, and a rather clashing blouse in dark yellow. It was ugly, but there were shoes to go with it, at the bottom of Liz's closet. If the size was wrong...
Well, Marcia probably wouldn't notice. They'd end up having to buy new shoes though, since the woman could destroy regular foot wear without even trying.
Mary, for all she looked like a hippy chic around the edges, had some makeup. Not a lot, and it certainly wasn't Clari's full kit, but it made for a nice little bag of things to raid from. That, and some napkins from the donut counter would be a good start, she hoped. Marcia would look horrible, but part of that was fine. She didn't need to look good, just strong. Healthy and ready to take the fight to the bad guys, whoever they were.
Everyone there had nice full heads of hair, so there was no handy wig in a drawer to borrow. Marcia would just have to go out with nothing that way. Bald and proud of it. That part would look funny, but kind of bad-ass too. Exotic, rather than like she was fragile or sick.
By the time she had it all ready, Doug had taken off for the other side of town. Flying with the food, since they weren't in hiding. It was a bit strange, but he was already better at it than she was. Part of that was probably just that he had to be. If he crashed at a hundred miles an hour, he'd die. If she did that, her clothing would be dusty, and maybe tear. It was a good bit of incentive that way. Worse, he could go faster than she could. Her top speed was about a hundred miles per hour that way. He could more than double that, as long as he could breathe, and take the force against his body.
That meant Mary was running the front till when the afternoon rush started. Luckily that was mainly people looking for soda and candy. A few people bought sandwiches, but the Army was actually feeding their people, finally.
Charity shook her head at Bridget, and sighed.
"At least I can go home tomorrow, maybe. I need to let my dad know that I'm all right. Do you think they'll let the phones call out then?"
She didn't know they'd been blocked, honestly. The only person that she'd tried to call was Kenny, and he'd answered on the third ring.
"Yeah. If not, we'll get you to something that will work. He has to be worried out of his mind. I... didn't think of that. Sorry. I should have gotten you someplace for that already."
"No big thing. I'm sorry that I've been a drag on you all. I just didn't know what to do."
Those words had Bridget running toward Charity, who flinched, since fast moving objects could make some people do that. The rush ended with them hugging, and she managed not to sound like a tiny child when she spoke, which was half miracle, at least.
"That's what we're here for. To help people. You'd think that people would have gotten that by now. That the IPB was there to protect them. It's in the name. No one really seems to think that's right, though." She didn't go into why, standing back about then. "I need to get Marcia moving. We have that press thing in a few hours. Can you hang here? I don't think you should really be seen with us." Not if she didn't want the stink of being Infected to rub off on her.
Perception counted for a lot, in the world they lived in.
That, it turned out, was the plan, and she was actually able to get the Secretary of State and those Generals to agree that Quartz needed to get ready. Mainly by threatening to send her out naked in front of the cameras. She was serious, as far as that went, but the only person there that took it that way was Turner herself. The others all figured that she was kidding. Because they honestly just didn't know her.
Rather than explain herself, she smiled and patted the older man on the back. He held a good bit more muscle there than she would have thought, actually. Enough so that she had to stand back and look at him again. Examining his body closely enough that Marcia tried to grab her hand when she started stroking his stomach.
She got it, since her old partner knew that the next target would probably be his junk, and then she'd... Do whatever came to mind. That wasn't actually wrong, either, so she let herself be pulled away, grinning.
"Not bad, for an old man. Sorry about that. Impulse. It's more than a name." And less than anyone there thought. Still, it made a good deflection.
The man was solid, under his clothing. She'd thought he was carrying a spare tire under the jacket he wore, because his face just looked normal, but that wasn't the case. He was built, and if he didn't have some kind of armor under his skin she'd have to stop being Infected for a living. Given that he hadn't acted too badly at any point, he was either Infected himself, with a mild first mode, or one of those enhanced war fighters she'd heard about. It was interesting.
Enough so that, even after apologizing, Marcia had to hold her back, twice, to prevent further groping.
"I think that's my cue to go and get ready. I have your numbers. If all goes well we'll have a base of operations up and running inside twenty-four hours. Generals. Madame Secretary." There was a nod for each of them, and they found their own way through the shop into the front parking lot. It was a humble place to hold high powered meetings, but the important part of that was getting done anyway, even if they didn't have leather chairs and brandy to snift.
Bridget wondered if that was what it was really called. She knew that a Brandy snifter was a thing, but was it ever said that way? To snift? It was a funny word, and the idea distracted her while Quartz gave her a long suffering look.
"I half thought you were going to blow him in front of us all. What the hell? I know that the stress has to be high for you, but get it together. Control is important now. You're the number three Operative in the IPB at the moment. We can't afford to look bad."
She had to bite her tongue, since calling her boss a cunt was a little less than polite. Besides, from her perspective, she was actually correct. It had looked like that. It might have even become that, if she hadn't been thinking about something totally different. She waited, controlling herself, until she heard the car drive away. Marcia wouldn't get that, since her senses were all average or below. She didn't have a sense of smell, for instance. Taste either. That meant eating wasn't any fun for her. She basically maintained her weight by drinking oil a few times per day. That reminded Bridget that they should both do that before they left. They could have the used donut oil. That was going to waste anyway, so it wouldn't cost Mary too much to provide.
Holding up a single finger, she turned to Quartz and gave her a look. One that seemed condescending to her, but got a skeptical smile in return.
"Are you going to tell me you weren't about to jump him?"
"Pat down. He has armor under his skin. I couldn't tell what kind, but given the resistance I'm guessing something only semi-flexible. Also, he's either a secret steroid user, or a super soldier himself. I was moving back in for another set of tests when you grabbed me. So thanks for the vote of confidence there." She was playing, but it came out so deadpanned and angry that Marsh winced.
"Oops? In my defense, it seemed a little out of the blue. Did you check Bentley too? I didn't see you do it, but..."
She shrugged. "Nope. If so then he has something different going on. His movements weren't stiff enough. At first I'd just figured that the old guy, was, you get the idea, old. Your friend there seemed spry enough."
There was a bit of pacing in the tiny living room, but not a lot. A single line out to the wall, a quick turn that a regular person couldn't have made without ankle damage and a return.
"I really wouldn't say we were friends. We worked together, back in the day. When I was assigned to the unit. He was admin side, so I could see him not being more than he seems. Bright enough, but he can be pushy. Is this the uniform of the day?" There was pointing with a delicate looking finger. Her skin was pale and unlined, and her nails were perfect, even after being burnt. Seeing her looking there, Marcia nodded.
"An oversight. I should have let them be melted off. It just didn't occur to me. Hopefully no one else will notice."
"This is the outfit. Before you complain about the awful colors, I'd like to point out that I didn't have a lot to choose from for this. If you're going to be doing a lot more of this kind of thing we'll need better outfits for you. Something that says responsible and intelligent, rather than cheery bald librarian. I can do your makeup, but we should wait on all of this until after we get there. It isn't far, if we can run on the streets. Seven miles, I think?"
There was a face at the burnt yellow top, which had a big bow on the front that was built into the neckline. Not that Marcia went around flaunting her body, but even for her it was a bit overdone. Almost prudish, really. Also, the best they could do at the moment. There was nicer clothing in Liz's closet, just nothing that would work better for what they were doing. Not that she was totally certain of that.
It took a few minutes to pack up, since Marsh took the chance to go and scrub up. Then, when she came out, Bridget handed her a pitcher and pointed at it with her chin. It was almost a nervous tick, but not quite. She really needed to calm her body language down, at least when other people were nearby. As it stood she probably always seemed like a tweeker. Pacing, patting and thumping so casually she barely noticed it herself most of the time. Other people would though.
"What's this?"
"Liquid lunch. Used fry oil. It won't hurt you. I already had mine, before you whine about it. I have to taste it and everything, so count your blessings on this one. It's not pleasant." It was a bit of a hard thing for the other lady, Bridget knew. She didn't feel pain, which included hunger. Thirst too. That meant having to remember to eat and drink on her own, consciously, and then not actually liking it when she made herself perform.
It made it a lot easier to eat when you wanted to, like Bridget did.
Quartz drank it all, then cast her a dirty look, as if her need to consume food was a dark plot, that everyone in the whole world was in on. Just to get her.
The funny thing there was that to Marcia, that idea would sometimes just make sense. Like it was a real thing. An actual, honest to goodness plot, made up just to make her life harder and less fun. Even while knowing that she'd die eventually if she didn't eat enough, and everyone was really just trying to help keep that from happening.
Doug wasn't back yet, but if they were running at slow Marcia speeds, then they needed to go and get ready, Bridget thought. It ended up being worse than that even, because she wanted to get some exercise and stretch out a little. She'd been kind of cooped up for two whole days now, not really going full out, and her body was starting to ache from the lack. She didn't get out of shape, so it wasn't that kind of thing. She just really missed cutting loose, and doing a bit of work. At least that was what the lab boys at the base had told her.
 Marcia Turner however, the new boss of the IPB, wanted to chat, and not be listened to, by anyone except Bridget. That was clear, because instead of doing a respectable sixty miles per hour or so, she jogged along at barely twenty, holding her clothing for the event carefully over her left arm. She was barefoot, and in slightly oversized fatigues, which made her look a bit funny. Bridget didn't laugh however, worried suddenly.
Because they could have chatted going a lot faster. That meant the lady next to her thought something was wrong.
"What is it? Do we need to be on alert? I mean more than we already are?" Bridget searched the world around them, carefully, setting her pace to match the taller woman, her little running shoes barely making a tapping sound on the paved street. It was pretty empty, though they did pass a few Army patrols.
To be more accurate, they were standing, and not doing rounds, but there wasn't a lot of threat in the area, and it seemed like they'd worked that one out for themselves. Unless they were all just horribly lazy. They just stood there, in clumps, the ones smoking standing in their own groups, away from the ones not rotting their lungs. People stared at them when they passed, but didn't make the mistake of trying to shoot at them, which would not have gone well.
"This situation is fubar, Bridgie. When we get there, I want you to get to a secure location, behind the cameras, if possible. I can't guarantee that anything will happen, but if it does, I want it ended. Without killing anyone, if you can manage it. Protect the press though, even if they start acting like assclowns."
It could be hard to remember that one, since a lot of the media tended to treat her, personally, as if she were about to go insane and start kicking their behinds. That was just because she'd had to subdue some police once and had kicked a few, to make sure they weren't just playing possum and had been under Denis's control the whole time. The Director had seemed to get it, and so had Proxy, but everyone else had acted like she was abusing them, instead of making certain they were properly treated.
Even though they'd just been caught trying to commit a terrorist act. The press loved to forget that part though, didn't they? The idea was starting to make her mad, but not so livid she couldn't do her job. For the day that would mean making sure they didn't trip, or choke on their sodas, most likely. No one ever attacked the press directly. Not outside of the Middle East. Even there, most of the time the people that did that kind of thing were just morons, not following orders.
It made the media feel kind of invulnerable, which showed up in their reporting. They'd walk right up to people and start asking stupid things, or make false claims to make you look bad, and then act shocked when you grabbed a handful of their junk and started to twist a bit.
"Got it. I'm not camera ready anyway. When we get there we need to find Kenny. The intern. I told him that he might have a job, if he didn't completely screw this up. He probably will, because people can be stupid, but we're going to need someone to handle that kind of thing. Is there anything else?"
They were padding along so slowly that she nearly whined about it, but held that in. It took about ten seconds, and she had to focus on her breathing to make it happen. It wasn't a big fight, however, and she suspected that it didn't tie in to her first mode anyway. That probably meant she was just kind of being entitled and bratty. It was a less than fun idea, but she knew that it might be pretty close to the truth.
After all, she really did get nearly everything she wanted in life, didn't she? People acted like they were trying to be stern with her, but most of the time they caved and let her have her way. She got part of it now. No one had wanted to make her so angry she really lost it and started killing everyone that pissed her off a little. She was better than that, but who could blame the others for thinking that way?
Marcia snorted, her delicate mouth working a bit, with no sound coming out for five or six seconds.
"We need to go over the plan, set up signals in case things go wrong, and a fallback position, in case we need to withdraw, plus a way to communicate that. If we go in without doing even that much work, we deserve to have things blow up on us." She said it as if it were only the most obvious thing in the world.
Given her personality, that made sense. It was also futile to argue against it.
"Right. Well, I think yelling and arm waving is the order of the day, for communications. We can meet at the police station, if anything too major happens. Since it will probably involve them anyway, that just makes sense. They won't expect us to head to their base, right? If either of us screams fubar, then we pull back and meet there an hour later? I'll head out of town to the north, and you head west? Then circle around when it's safe for the civies and press." She thought that she knew which direction north was.
Marcia looked at her strangely, then shrugged, still jogging along with one arm full.
"Good enough. I'll head straight in, as the distraction. Can you do a perimeter sweep and then set up to watch the situation while I get ready? It's going to take a bit to get dressed and made up. Call it forty-five minutes?"
It was a plan, and while she had intended to do the makeup part herself, showing off her skills, it wasn't like Quartz hadn't had training and a lot of practice in that kind of thing. All of Team One had. It was a rule. Even Argos and Prime had learned how, so they could help their less attractive friends get ready, in case they were on the road and didn't have Clari with them. It came up. At the moment she was supposed to be dead, so it would look funny if she came with them. Unless she was in disguise. No one would ever even notice her, then. Really, she could probably dress up as Prime, and have people believing it. That was her power after all. Makeup. Taken to an extreme that most people couldn't even imagine.
What they had that day however was a two person team to do everything. If they had half a brain between them, Bridget realized, they would have called the whole thing off and relocated to someplace else. That sounded like work though, and that, as strange as it seemed, would piss off the press royally. Once they were in place they hated moving, even if you mentioned that people might not be all that happy with whoever was speaking.
On the good side, it was her and freaking Quartz. The indestructible woman. If anyone tried for them... Well, that would be insane. Which was her partner for the day's point. The world was full of crazy and stupid people. Ones that might not think before acting.
It really wasn't likely however.
She had her job, however, and that meant they got to break apart about a mile from the high school. Bridget nodded at that idea, when she heard it.
"I'll go in first, and scout things out. Give me five minutes for that. If nothing happens, like an explosion or gunfire, then you come in. We don't want your outfit to get ruined. It belongs to Liz, and I didn't actually get to ask her if it would be all right. Mary said it would, but people can be picky about their things." She was, or had been. Blowing up the base meant that a lot of them had left everything they owned inside, since taking it out could be noticed. It had been a chore just to get the people into place in time. Days of covertly hauling out of junk would have been too much.
So, other than the clothes on her back, she had nothing. Marcia was in about the same straights, except that she'd clearly mugged one of the army guys. Bridget didn't ask about that, so she'd have plausible deniability later. Hopefully the man wasn't hurt too badly.
"Go. You've got five, starting... Now!" It wasn't screamed, but there was a slap to the back to send her on the way. It rocked her into motion, her legs scrambling for a few steps to find purchase and speed up under her own power. She just ran then, not breaking the sound barrier, since she wasn't half that fast, but going easily over two hundred. She had to slow down almost immediately, seeing the set up in the parking lot. There were news cameras, army personnel, and unexpectedly, a group of TCC protestors.
They were behind the cameras, though a few stations had clearly turned around and sent people into the mob, in order to get more out of the story. That was good television there. Bridget always liked watching the bigots screaming about how she needed to be sent to a camp. To protect the gun toting and unwashed masses. Because that made sense, didn't it? A trained man with a gun was the definition of a class three. Or at least being able to beat them. So if you were good with your weapons, you really didn't have a lot to fear in the world. They still went on about it, bitching and moaning all the time about being scared. Like they weren't the ones that killed the most people?
The rest of the site was cleared easily enough. No one had worked around behind the podium, except for one boy that looked to be about twenty. He was far from cute, having a large honker in the middle of his ratlike face, and heavy glasses on. He'd also failed to dress up for the day. About half the people were camera ready, but the tech guys and gals wore a similar work uniform for news services. Jeans, and for some reason, t-shirts, with button up shirts over them. The favorite colors were blue and plaid.
This guy had picked the latter, with a nice red and black pattern woven into it.
Slowing from her jog, she waved to him, since he was either her new phone buddy, or the world's worst and most obvious terrorist.
He looked at her funny, which probably had to do with her plain clothing, rather than her good looks. After all, her calling him ratlike was a bit rich. Her code name had been Rat-girl for a reason, after all. Then, she was, if a bit slowly, growing out of that. Her face was already rounder. That was due to her jaw and cheekbones filling out, but also a thickening of the armor under her skin. It was pretty much what she had instead of fat. Her breasts might not have been whoppers, being a modest a-cup, but they could stop a fifty cal. round from ten feet away. Probably closer than that, but she'd never tried it out. It just hadn't come up.
"Are you Kenny the Intern?" She managed to sound professional, and use the phrase like it was his superhero code name.
"Yeah. Impulse?" He waved at her and smiled. "I saw you run in. I got a podium up. That... I actually, um, borrowed it from a local church. It's a little plain. The stage is from the school, since they had a mobile one. The mics, well, everyone got to set up their own, so we need to check that. In order to prevent feedback. I told them two-thirty. It's ten till two, right now. So we have forty minutes. Is um... Quartz going to be here before that? I got her a trailer." He seemed impressed with himself for that one, it seemed.
"Two minutes or so. I'm checking things out first. We're going to have a problem with the protestors. Who let them inside the town, anyway? Are they locals?" That seemed like the case, being that she kind of recognized one or two of them from previous problems they'd had at the base.
"I... Don't know. They were just here. I don't think we can send them away. Should we cancel?"
"Not yet. Get that mic check, and point me to the trailer? I need to check it for bombs before we start. That, and other kinds of attack." Not that desperately, but the man went wide eyed, and showed her where it was. About a hundred and fifty feet away. It was a tiny thing, and had a channel five news logo on the side. Kenny's bosses.
"They're happy to be of help. Um, I was supposed to ask if you need anything? Clothing or food? Someone to give an exclusive to?"
"Um..." She nearly said no, out of habit, since regular people didn't help the Infected as a rule, unless they were related to them. Except that Kenny here was. It might be that she simply had the wrong idea about how real people thought, seeing only the worst of them, most of the time. Will, from the day before, had seemed all right. He was there, standing away from the crowd, with his back turned away, as if trying to divorce himself from the angry muttering that started up when Marcia ran into place. "There she is. Early, of course. As to the question, yes. We really could use some help. We lost everything. As it stands I don't even have a change of underwear. I had to beg for a toothbrush last night."
He nodded then, looking over at Marcia, as if suddenly realizing that she was sort of pretty. At least in potential. The no hair thing and played down clothing threw things off a bit, but not so much that the guy might not try to get with her.
"No problem, I'll get to the next town and pick up some things for you. Can you get me a list? I'm going to look good buying a load of women's clothing, aren't I? You probably need girl things, too. Tampons or pads." There was a sour kind of dark humor in the words.
Bridget nodded.
"Yeah, all that kind of thing. Some condoms too, in case Doug gets lucky later. I need a vibrator too, so I can get my groove on. Let me check the trailer there." She was kidding, of course. Her deadpan had been really good though, so Kenny just rolled his eyes, and nodded.
"Batteries too, then."
She smiled, but went to check the little white and blue trailer out, as Quartz moved closer to her position. It didn't take long for her to do the search, crawling all over the outside and then the nearly empty interior. It was clean, but also her job to make certain of that kind of thing.
"Clear! Turner, go. I'm on the plan." Which meant that if anyone rushed Marcia, she'd have to fight them off alone at first. Unless they were complete morons, in which case they'd try to attack from the line of protestors, who she was planning to be standing right behind.
Very near where Will was, to tell the truth. Not that she needed to be by the hunky looking young man, really. It was an excuse to go over, and famous in certain circles or not, no one seemed to recognize her. Not even Will, who just smiled a bit blankly in her direction as she sauntered over.
Waving at the back of the protestors, she winked at him.
"Come to watch the circus?"
"Oh yeah. My parents and little brother are clowns in it. The one holding the sign that says all Infected are demons? That's him. Cute as a button, don't you think? Except for the hate slogans. Not that he got a choice, my parents are really into this crap." Turning to her he held out his hand, which was rare for people that met her. They either shied away from her because she was super strong, and might hurt them, or they didn't think she was old enough for that kind of thing.
He was, she thought, being ironic. Still, she got to use her handshaking lessons, so returned a firm, but not too powerful, grip. She managed to not hurt his hand this time, too.
"I'm Will. Pleased to meet you."
That seemed to answer how deep what Charity had done went, didn't it? That meant she was a class three for certain, if she could do that kind of thing.
"Bridget. Um, if it comes up, I'm one of those Infected demons. You might not want to invite me over to dinner, given that. It would be awkward, you and your brother hitting on me, while your parents make the sign of the cross, and keep asking me to get their behinds."
"You mean get behind them? I think that's how the saying goes. 'Get thee behind me, Satan'. I've actually heard that one a few times at home. Used as a joke."
She nodded, "I know that, but what do they think I'm going to do once I'm there? Especially if invited like that?" She meant it pretty seriously, but he laughed, as if she were hilarious.
"Point. So, shouldn't you, I don't know, be up front?"
"Nah, I'm working security. So, you get the general idea, you might just want to go and get your parents and brother and move along. Not because I'm a jackboot, but if anything happens, the way that they're all packed together in that gaggle, people will probably die. One shooter, and the whole thing becomes a blood bath."
Without saying anything, Will shrugged.
"That will go over well. Let me see if I can tell a lie that will get some action?"
He moved toward his family, and she stood and watched, because that was her responsibility. It was boring, and no one did anything. There was a man and a woman, not too far from Will's family, that caught her interest. Mainly because the lady was pregnant, but still hateful enough to come out on a halfway warm day and chant about how Bridget deserved to die.
Well, in this case, they weren't saying that. No, they were saying that Quartz should have died, and was unnatural. The last one was just the truth, but they meant it to be hurtful. The intent counted too, didn't it?
Her new protest buddy, Will, didn't go in and try to drag anyone away, just acting natural, and speaking softly enough that she could just barely make out what he was saying, under the various chants going on. Those got blocked out, except the one of "death to all Infected". She noticed that part, pretty well.
Kenny guided two men in suits to the little trailer, just as Will convinced his parents that putting Bradley, which seemed to be his brother's name, off to the side, near the cameras, would probably work pretty well, as far as being easily noticed while the events happened on stage. That got a few other families to move that way, since a group of little hate monger children would look better on television. That wasn't wrong, she knew. People loved seeing things like that.
Heck, half her own appearances in the media had been about the same thing. Catching attention, because she was too young to be Infected. Only, the Infection didn't care about your age.
The men and Marcia came out, a few minutes later. Bridgie watched the assembled people closely, her stomach rumbling at her in a combination of hunger and excitement. It wasn't until they all got to the mics that things got interesting. One of the men turned out to be the mayor, and the other the Chief of police. 
She marked the face, which looked like a bulldog had gotten to his mother before his father got home one day, and, made herself not rush him in anger. He'd tried to kill Brian at least three times. If she got the chance, and could do it without being caught, the man was going to die. He'd betrayed the public trust, and more than anything, she'd come to notice about herself, she hated that. Betrayal left her feeling angry and like she wanted to kill people. Even if it wasn't done to her directly.
It was the mayor that spoke first, his introduction short, and if not sweet, simply perfunctory. It was about right, really.
The Chief moved back and to the side, watching the crowd a bit warily. Only he wasn't doing that, was he? He was looking at the pregnant woman and her husband, as the people around them slowly moved away, giving them space. They didn't really seem to notice themselves doing it, however. It was like what happened when there was a belligerent drunk in a crowd.
Because that was normal?
She got it just as the man of the pair started screaming, before Marcia could speak.
He bellowed the words, as the woman ran at the stage. The Chief was off the back, running at full speed to get away, which had her dashing forward at nearly full speed. A few bigots got knocked out of the way as she did it, not caring about them.
"This is the start of the Clean Revolution! Stand against the tyranny of the Infected!"
Bridget picked up the woman in her blue dress, around the upper thighs, and didn't slow down at all. The impact killed her, no doubt. There was a loud cracking sound of her spine compressing and then shattering in several pieces. No one got in her way as she ran however, heading away from the media at a forty degree angle, which took her almost directly toward, and then behind, the little trailer, when the bomb the woman was wearing exploded.
It wasn't a little thing either, and Bridget was blasted into the ground, the world around her turning into fire.
 



Chapter six
 
Bridget thought the blast tickled at first, until she realized that the air was still burning as she took a breath. That didn't exactly hurt, like she would have suspected, but she'd been running too fast and using so much energy that she couldn't help it. There was no sense of relief from the lungful of chaos that she got either. The fire greedily used most of the air before she had a fair chance at it.
In her arms, well, there was nothing left, except a bit of charring flesh where once there had been a woman. The explosion could have left bits of blood and brains all over the place, but it hadn't. By some strange chance, the woman had nearly vaporized. Just like most of her clothing. Her jeans, which had seen a good bit of wear on the run over anyway, had failed at the seams, and her thin t-shirt was gone as well. Her tiny bra and underwear had been cute, but not designed to take that kind of punishment. That meant she was standing there, still on fire, wearing nothing at all. Except for the flames, which died away once the fuel was gone. Her hair was fine however. Unlike a certain bald woman she knew, her hair and nails didn't melt.
When Marcia was blown up, hers would have burned off. With Bridget it was different. Rather than be left bald all over, she was left with the hair on her head, eyebrows, lashes and a nice mound of pubic hair that matched, showing that she didn't dye anything. It would also let the pervs of the world know that she wasn't a kid. In all, that was a thing she decided she could live with. It was bad enough to be on all those porn web-sites that catered to people like that. Being their dream girl was a little too much.
After all, she was sixteen, not twelve or thirteen. Not that anyone in the world would care about that. She'd probably be taken to task in the press for being caught nude, too.
Because the media loved the Infected.
There was a sense of desperation, due to the lack of air, but she managed to move back a few steps, and not breathe again until the horrid pain in her lungs subsided. She wasn't armored in there, so sucking in flames meant having to heal. That would mean a cost in food later, too.
The healing didn't take long, and like it or not, as painful as it was, she started to gasp as soon as she could, taking in a nifty amount of smoke as she did. That and charred terrorist.
She looked down to see that her feet were bare, too. In that way she matched now. Totally without covering, standing in front of twenty video cameras, all of them trained on her. Which meant they missed the second bomb carrying woman coming up behind them.
No doubt the plan had been to go for them, Marcia and her, after the first blast had softened them up. Except that was so stupid that Bridget cringed, even as she started running, her lungs burning the whole time. This woman didn't make pretense of being with child, at least. No, she just had a bomb strapped to her front, openly. That, and a dead man's switch in her right hand. Bridget didn't call out or point, just trying to get to the woman, who looked a bit homely, and was in her twenties or so, by the looks of her face. It seemed to take forever, but she had to get there in time, or else the crowd of shocked and milling bigots was going to die. Along with a lot of the press that was there.
For half a second, she considered not doing anything, and missing her grab, but then she was hitting the lady, who made a sound that seemed wet and pained. The crunching sound that came next was from her hand, that Bridget used both hands to hold on to, so the woman couldn't let go of the device and blow them all up.
"Argh!" That exclamation was pretty expected, since broken bones hurt, Bridget had heard. She'd never experienced that herself, that she could remember, but it had probably happened. What wasn't something she counted on was what the woman managed to scream next. "Kill the Infected! It's our only chance! Get them!"
Who she was talking to, Bridget wasn't certain. Not until she was hit on the back with a protest sign. Then a mob of rather idiotic and dull witted conservative bigots started to try and do a Frankenstein on her, and drive her from the village with their pitchforks. It didn't work, for several reasons. The main one being that if she let go of the woman under her, the soft fabric of her skirt rubbing on the inside of her legs, they were all going to die.
Well, not her, just the ones trying desperately to beat her to death. She didn't feel it, her lungs finally getting a chance to heal, now that she was resting again.
Bodies didn't start flying off, which she kind of expected, but they did slowly start to move. It wasn't Marcia doing it, but rather Kenny the Intern, along with Will, her friend with the bigoted family. Regular people, who were being hurt, when the bad guys hit them. Trying to protect her. They didn't stop however, and after a few minutes of pushing and hitting, the crowd backed off, letting her get a look at what Marcia was doing. That at least was interesting, since it involved slapping around the Police Chief.
Meaning that Bridget wasn't the only one to have noticed what was going on there. She had to like that.
A few of his people tried to stop that action, pulling weapons for it, but none of them were firing yet. Given that the man was still conscious and moaning in distress, it meant that they were a bit smarter than she'd given them credit for. After all, shooting the head of the IPB, even if she was acting funny, was a very poor idea, that day. Cameras started to close around her, as she gently slapped the man, holding him up easily with one hand on his jacket front. He wasn't in uniform, so at least there was that, as far as PR went.
"Crap. Kenny, get over there and stop Quartz. She needs to give a speech. Um, tell her that we need a bomb disposal squad here, and order the Chief there to get that going. Will, get the civies out of here, even if they are terrorists. Then you two need to stay back. If my palms get sweaty then this one might go off too. Plus, we don't know if there are others." She gripped the trigger, her hands both over the one of the woman that squirmed under her, trying to throw her off. That could work, if she got lazy. Bridget only weighed about seventy-five pounds, and the woman under her was nearly twice that, and wasn't a complete fatty either. The struggling was having an effect, so she tightened her grip until something popped again and the woman made a sound that was close to a sob.
"Get off me! Filthy Infected!" The abuse was sporadic, but didn't really stop. Not even when Kenny, doing what she'd said, tried to grab Marcia and pull her back. It didn't really work, but he was smart enough to speak at the same time.
"Director Turner, we need for you to handle the situation, not look bad on camera. Now drop him, and say something useful!" This was hissed right into her ear, but after a second she gave Ken a hard look and... Did exactly what he'd just said. After all, she was a bit paranoid, not foolish.
The man fell, his dark black suit looking out of place as he went to the grass. That was going to leave a stain, Bridget thought. At least she didn't have that problem to worry about. Just an annoying and loud hater under her skinny legs.
Will, thankfully, started to move people away, standing between them and the bomb, bravely.
"There's a bomb. We need everyone to move back. Move! No one leave, um... You're all under arrest! Go stand by the oak tree, and wait to be processed. This is a major crime scene... So, yeah. Over there!" He pointed at the only tree next to the parking lot, across the nicely groomed green grass at the edge. "Go!"
For some reason most of them went. Not all of them, because being told you were under arrest would get a lot of people to run, if they could. No one trusted the government anymore. Probably because they shouldn't. She was about to go into a long and deep thinking on that idea, when Betty Bronco under her made motions that would have been pretty fun, if Bridget hadn't been trying to keep them both from being at ground zero.
There was thrusting and grinding, that given her unclothed state started to turn her on a little. She fought it back, since doing anything right then would look bad. Anything interesting at least.
"Stop that. If you don't, I'll have to rip your arm off to make sure the bomb doesn't detonate. I can do that, too, I don't mean that metaphorically. Your blood could make things slippery, so let's not go there." That would probably be the tag line on the hate channel, later that night. Her saying that. Her mom would have a field day, scolding her for being that politically insensitive.
So she tried again, ignoring what had just come out of her own mouth and speaking louder, for the cameras off in the distance. There were a few parabolic mics pointed her way, which meant they'd get the first part too, but she'd already said it, so it would have to stand.
"Stay calm ma'am. I'm sure that with appropriate psychological counseling, and a good regime of psychotropic drugs, you'll be better in no time. Help is coming. The IPB is here to make sure that no Infected will harm you today. Try to relax, until help gets here." Not that she believed that. Who did they even have left that could help them?
That answer came about twenty very long minutes later. The protestors were over by the prison tree, out of harm's way, thanks to Will, under arrest, if not actually being prevented from leaving with more than words. Marcia spoke to the cameras, and then borrowed a phone to call in DHS and FBI support, and the bomb squad. The local Police Chief looked panicked, and tried to run, only to be tackled by Kenny, who clearly didn't know what he was doing at all. It ended up in a tangled mess, with the older man coming out on top, but not able to get away easily. The Intern for channel five was holding on to his legs, and managed to trip him, in a pretty desperate seeming fashion.
All he knew was that the man had been being questioned by Marcia, not why. Bridget called that info out, feeling bored with her hand holding duties already.
"He moved off the stage before the attack started, and it looked like the woman with the first device used that as a sign to get started. Her man friend, too... I don't suppose anyone knows where he got to?" She looked around, but honestly wasn't certain that she could have picked him out of a lineup, given all the distractions she'd had that day. No one else seemed to know either, or if they did, they weren't fingering the guy for her.
"It's the clothes, isn't it? You end up naked, and everyone just stops listening to you." She said this directly to the still moving and squirming form under her. That had calmed down a lot, since the woman was probably going into shock, from the broken hand. She was cool to the touch, but that would just have to work itself out. Bridget wasn't going to run and fetch a blanket for her.
There was no answer, not even from the terrorists calling out slogans for the cameras. Those were trained on them, since this was one of those dramatic "tense standoffs" that the media loved so much. Plus, there was a naked girl involved as well as literal girl on girl action. What wasn't to love? She kept talking then, realizing that, trying to pretend to be soothing the other woman, speaking as if she were merely temporarily stricken with mental illness, not just evil.
For all she really knew, that might even be the case. Who blew themselves up just to make the point that Infected people scared them? It wasn't sane, was it? None of this really was.
Marcia backed up Kenny, still talking on the borrowed black cell phone, and without pausing to take a breath as she kept talking to whoever it was. That was done by a quick kick to the back of the attempted escapees knee, then a slap to the back of the head, which knocked him right out. She didn't stop talking either, even after that was done, or give any indication that she was doing anything in particular.
"That's right. We have several situations here. The local police look to be in on this again, or at least their head honcho does. We have what appears to be a live bomb on a dead man's switch, being held in place physically by one of our Operatives. We have about thirty terrorists under arrest, but that situation might change. Their being held by... I don't know him. A concerned citizen? So this could all start going sideways at any moment." There was a pause and she nodded. "We'll hold then. The local bomb disposal squad is coming, which could be another set up. Don't dawdle, thanks."
Hanging up with her right thumb, she walked over to Bridget, waving for Kenny to stay with the Chief.
"If he moves, shoot him." She said it darkly, but it was clear that Ken didn't have a weapon.
What he did have was a pair of big old intern balls, apparently, because he nodded once, his rat face looking a bit damp from sweat.
"Sure thing, boss. If he so much as twitches, I'll shoot him in the back of the head."
Without even checking for irony, Marcia kept walking, stopping as she got right next to the bomb situation. It wasn't like she'd get herself blown up or anything.
Bridget winced, looking at the borrowed clothing. It was a bit mussed, but not torn anywhere that she could see yet.
"Good. Above all else, we need to protect that outfit. What's the sit-rep?"
"We have DHS and FBI incoming. That will take about half an hour, since they don't have local operations here. The bomb squad will be here in a few minutes, and the military is coming to surround this location. I can't love that, since the kids here in town clearly don't have the right training for this. That will keep some of the terrorists from running off. Probably not all. If I had the time I'd work up a joint exercise and run them through the line and back, so that everyone could get some practice." She looked at Bridget, clearly wanting to say something, but then looking at her hands. "Do you need anything? Some water?"
She did, but couldn't have successfully had any right then, she didn't think.
"I'm good, for a while. Will isn't just a concerned citizen. I made him an Agent earlier. The paperwork should be on your desk, to sign off on." She was teasing, since no one would give the kid grief over taking the possible terrorists like that, she didn't think. Not on the law enforcement side of things. His parents, now they might just have a problem with it, given that they were in the thick of the prisoner group. Someone was going to be grounded for sure.
For once it wasn't even her.
Marcia nodded.
"I think I signed that already, earlier today. Good thinking. Keep doing that, since we're going to need it. I also called in Gravity, to make sure we have some back up too. Just in case." She didn't explain that part, but Bridget understood what she meant. Just in case everyone coming turned on them. It wasn't that likely, but also not impossible. That the local police hadn't tried to attack was really down to the fact that no one in charge had ordered them too. Yet.
They were fine, however, until one of the arrested crowd members, a man that looked like he had neo-Nazi tattoos on his neck and hands, pulled a knife and started stabbing Will in the back. She couldn't move, and Marcia started to run at the attacker, but there was no way that she was going to get there in time to stop the first few thrusts.
"Die, Infected mother fucker!" It wasn't an inspired scream. For one thing, Will wasn't that at all, as far as she knew.
The blade sunk home, not just once, but several times, before Marsh got there. The Nazi anti-Infected bigot was punched by the woman. Once. He went down, and from the sounds involved, he wasn't going to get back up.
"Medic! Multiple stab wounds, get someone over here, now!"
The only people available to help were the local police, the press, and the arrested people. Bridget was a bit surprised to see that the familiar female cop was the first one to respond. She'd seemed about sixty percent pro-hater earlier, but she didn't hesitate now, even after Will had been called Infected.
"Mitch! Get the kit, we need to stop the bleeding. Call in an ambulance!"
Will was pretty stoic about the whole thing, clamping his jaw, rather than screaming like most people would have. His mother and father came over, along with his younger brother, who looked to be about Ed's age. So about thirteen. Maybe fourteen. It was hard to tell without asking.
"Will!" This was bellowed, as his bearded and rather fierce looking father came over at a gallop. "This is what you get for going against your own kind."
The lady cop had her hands on his back, with Will lying on his stomach, trying to hold the blood in. It hadn't been a big blade, thankfully. A pocket knife, so about three inches long and half an inch thick. Enough to make a person have a bad day, but as long as they helped him, he'd live, Bridget thought. More to the point, she hoped that was the case.
That way she'd only have to kick Will's dad's ass for not backing up his kid properly. It was his fault that his parents were terrorists? Really? Her mother and father might not be perfect, each having their own issues in life, which were pretty major, but damned if they wouldn't back her up, if she were the one attacked like that. Even if they thought she'd been in the wrong in the first place. That Will didn't have that made her both sad and angry. 
Looking over it was hard to see what was going on, but there was a lot of blood, the bright red shining in the mid-day sun. It stood in contrast to the grass. Some of the people tried to help the Nazi guy, but that didn't work. She could have told them all that it wouldn't, since she couldn't hear a heartbeat, and it sounded like his neck had broken. Then, joke or not, she'd told Marcia that Will was one of their people. Right before the Nazi guy had acted. That made an attack on the kid their problem. One that they weren't going to take sitting down.
Except for her, given that she was, literally, sitting on one of their other problems.
Thankfully Doug came flying in, at a nice controlled pace, about four minutes later. It might have been two, and just seemed like longer, since it was that kind of day. Just to round the whole thing out, her tummy started making grinding noises. Not growling, it was past that already. It was a deep and grating thing that got the terrorist she was on to give her a funny look.
Bridget shrugged in answer.
"I don't have time for a sandwich right now. Thanks to you." She started to make a joke about cannibalism, but if this took too much longer she might really be tempted, so kept her face shut. It wasn't a fun thought, after all. Not the kind of thing that would really have her acting without control. Not until she realized that her hunger was so bad that putting anything in her stomach was better than suffering any longer. Then all bets would be off. It wasn't that bad yet. Not even close. Still, a snack would have been nice. She tried not to think about it, since while she could dream of cake and meatloaf, she was going to get bland and sickening oil. Even that was better than nothing, but not what her brain wanted to fill in. For her entire life food had almost always been something easy for her to get. Not just regular stuff either. Mounds of delicious gourmet fare was hers, with little more effort on her part than a walk down the hall.
Things had changed now. It hit her again that her old life had finished. She hadn't really been convinced that there was going to be a war before, she realized. That had seemed like something that they could stop. Proxy would do his thing and they'd all pull together and it would all be fine.
There she was though, sitting on top of a suicide bomber, who still occasionally tried to throw her to the side long enough to kill herself, even though everyone else was too far away to hurt.
The bomb team arrived, from the local police force, just as she considered all of that. They were dressed in nifty anti-being blown up outfits, but didn't want to close with them for some reason. At first, she rather naively thought that it was about the explosive. That the experts could see something she didn't, like a second bomb or detonator, and knew that putting their soft bodies too close to it would lead to their deaths.
If that was the case, now that Gravity was there, they could move to an empty area and she could just let the thing blow up. That would kill the woman under her, which would be a shame, but it might have to be done. Not that she had any great love for the hater down there. She was probably a pawn, however, and might know who had set the whole thing up. At least who they worked with, as underlings.
Dead, the woman couldn't tell on her friends, which would slow the investigation down.
It wasn't that however, they were all just afraid of her. The naked girl that was protecting them all. She knew that because she could overhear them talking about it.
"Impulse... She's the one that attacked the whole force last year. I hear she isn't exactly stable." The man that spoke muttered the words to the other man dressed in a bomb suit from about a football field away.
She grinned, not wanting to be the one to make trouble for once. Then she yelled, decently loud.
"You mean when I had to subdue those terrorists? They had just attacked our base and personnel. Now, if you gents could come on over and see about fixing this, that would be really nice. Thank you." She even sounded happy and pleasant, neither of which were things she really felt. It was taking forever for the ambulance to get there, and if Will died, she was not going to feel good about things.
It would probably end with his father dead, for one thing. The man wasn't on her list of friends, right now.
 That got them moving however, and the man that actually came toward them had a little remote control camera on a robot, which was connected to a long wire. That way it wouldn't set off any radio detonators.
She nodded as the man muttered that, talking to himself.
"See, that's why you get the big bucks. I never even would have thought about that." He glanced up from the screen and looked embarrassed. Then he whispered again, clearly to her this time.
"Sorry there. The truth is I've only used this thing a few times, and only once for a bomb. That doesn't happen a lot here. Mainly we deal with fireworks that get left around. We need to get eyes on that device though. I don't suppose you can shift a bit without setting it off?"
The little silver machine trundled up, going slowly, the camera lens pointed right at her, or so it seemed.
"I think so. Are you getting my good side?"
That got a dark chuckle. "Hell yeah. Don't worry, we won't put it up on the web. For one thing you'd know who to come looking for. So, if you can move left, in three, two... now."
The shifting wasn't hard, though the bigot screamed, and the lights from the ambulance caught her attention. A sense of relief came over her then, knowing that someone was coming to help them. Will was, kind of, her responsibility. Letting him get stabbed like that had been sloppy. She should have had the people searched. Somehow.
In all the tense operation of dealing with the bomb took forever, and she had to do all the hard work, since, as the cool bomb man pointed out, she'd handled the one from earlier well enough. They'd seen footage of it, which was part of why it had take so long to get there. Odds were, given everything, that the two devices had some things in common. Like one maker. Not that anyone would really know that in time to help.
In the end they just brought her a knife and had her cut the thing off, standing well back. The straps that held it in place probably didn't have anything to set them off inside them. If they did, well, she'd go boom. Again. So would their future informant. It was a risk, but less of one for her than anyone else there. She'd mentioned that to the man, who didn't whip out his tremendous man beast, and tell her that he had it covered. That was sort of refreshing.
The explosion didn't happen. What did, was the ambulance taking Will off to the hospital, and the police actually doing their job and handcuffing the suspects that were under arrest. Including their boss. That was a hard one to explain, but they did it. One of them did at least. He shrugged when the older man growled at him.
"Do it and you're fired, Specconi."
"Take it up with the union? If you're innocent, then this will all pass. If not, then we can't let a terrorist organizer go, can we? When I hired on, you told me, yourself, that all those accusations were unfounded. That it was the Infected that had made you out to be something you weren't. Damned if you didn't jump off the stage and start running though, just before the bombers started yelling. I saw the footage, Chief. We all have. That pretty much means that you were in on it."
That got a nod from everyone around the whole place, because that made normal person sense, didn't it? The only way that he could have known to jump and run would have been his own guilt and culpability. Except that she remembered hearing something. The same man had, once, backed down when Brian had threatened to kill him and his whole force. There had been almost a hundred armed cops, and they'd already tried for Brian that day. They weren't afraid of one man, given all that. Still, he pulled them all. Running away, at decent speed. Which didn't fit his overall personality, as far as she could tell. The man was brash and loud, not cautious. He used force as a rule, and expected it to work, even when that was stupid.
He'd quieted down, over the last months, because, everyone in the IPB said, the man realized that without his old cronies, he wasn't in as good of a position. They'd even stopped going for Proxy, as far as anyone could tell. Which was good, since Brian would have killed them all. He might have officially been a class two, but that was a lie. One that, now that she knew about herself, she had to wonder if it was done on purpose. Proxy had fought, and killed, sixty-plus class fives once. That would put him at something like a class seven, she thought. It didn't totally make sense, but it was true. The thing there is that the Chief had no way to know that at the time. Brian should have been no worse than a man with a gun, in the situation they'd been in at the time.
The Chief had run though, in fear.
What if that had been different though? Not cowardice, but the simple knowledge of what was about to happen?  She thought about it for a minute, while she cut away the vest, listening, and not blowing up. When that was done her new bomb buddy sent a little cart on a wire, with what seemed like a heavy duty chest on it, and asked her to, gently, put the thing in it and close the lid. Then it got driven away, as the police woman came to see about little miss bombypants.
Walking over to the Chief and Marcia, who was not too far away, hiding a smirk, Bridget shook her head. She wasn't certain of course, but she waved at Quartz.
"Watch this. I have a theory." Then, without warning she suddenly jumped in, and slowly, for her, tried to kick the man in the balls. She could have landed the move at that speed on most people, but he threw himself back, even before she started the motion. His hips kicked back first, before he fell on his rump, his hands behind him. The trick of course had been in the fact that, if he hadn't done that, she totally would have nailed him there. "Like that. My guess is a near time field precog. It's probably why he hates Proxy so much, since they pretty much have the same power, but this guy is a bit lame and Brian is awesome. Or, something like that. I'd feel bad too, if it were me." Not that she really would. The old guy in front of her had just protected himself from her. Oh, that might not save him in a fight, against Impulse, but it might just have him say, able to move away from a bomb blast?
He glared up from the ground, but of the listeners only Marcia and after a few seconds, Doug, really got it.
Turner whistled.
"Did you know you were Infected and try to hide it, or..." She smiled, but the man shook his head.
"I'm not Infected. I just got lucky. It happens."
Which was true, so Bridget aimed her pale foot at his throat and tried to kick him there. Again, fast enough that almost anyone would have been caught off guard. It nearly touched him, but not quite. Then she tried to stomp his head, since he ended up on the ground, laying flat and rolling. If she doubled the speed, he wouldn't have made it, but the people watching caught on, after about ten seconds of the show.
Bridget smiled.
"So, I'd guess a class three. That makes him one of ours. I-" She nearly suggested they put him under Proxy's care, but then changed the wording. That was far too close, she realized, to telling the world that the man was still alive. "Really, we need to get the office up and running. Officer, this is an IPB matter. This doesn't clear him totally, but it might be enough to show that he didn't have foreknowledge of today's events. Or not good foreknowledge. He really only seems to respond when he's personally threatened with serious harm, too. That needs to be tested."
"I'm not Infected! You freaks think that this is funny, claiming that kind of thing, timing your attacks there so I look like-" Marcia moved in with a kick that would have shattered bone, aimed at his leg. It wasn't there when her foot got into place.
"You let me knock you out? That means you know. Plus, you aren't as big of a pussy as I thought. I wish I could have Pours look at your mind..."
Bridget force herself to make a face, because the woman was supposed to be dead.
"Me too, Marcia. Anyway, officer, you might as well let him have his hands free. You, um, Danton, isn't it? Ryan?" She stopped and waited for the man to go narrow eyed, but he didn't correct her. "You're an IPB Operative now. We're short staffed, so get ready to work. Just to stop the days of endless yammering on about your rights; you're Infected and it's been proven. You have either a class three ability or a lower level skill that can counteract specific abilities at that level or higher. You have a legal obligation to serve in the IPB, and as you might have guessed, if you refuse, we'll have to get a Death Warrant for you. So welcome aboard. We'll give you three days to get your ship in order here and get your replacement up to speed, which is a lot more than most people get. Later though, right now we need to handle this situation. Officer? If you will?" She gestured, the movement reminding herself that she kind of needed some clothing. No one had been staring, so there was that. She wasn't keeping a bomb from exploding now, so she could get something to wrap up in.
"For the moment, Ryan, could you get me something to wear? That would be really nice. This is already going to be all over the net. Perverts having a good old time, watching me stop that bomb. Well, I'm sure they'll provide their own explosions, so there's that. Goodie. I won't have to feel bad for leaving that part off on their account."
She didn't say anything else, just being glared at for a long time. No matter what his first mode ended up being it wasn't that bad however, so she didn't expect violence. Especially since he'd lose, if she went at him all out. That was the same problem that Braid had, she realized. The woman could avoid her in the time stream, if she knew to, but there was a good chance, if they met again, that Bridget might just kill her. The same was true of this shmoe. Only less so, she was willing to bet. If he could get info on things more than a few minutes away in time, she'd be shocked. He wasn't just a two minute precog either, or he'd be rich, and probably not a cop at all. So it was something more like an alarm system. Good information, when it came, but close in time and while precise, it mainly covered things that could hurt him, personally.
Like bombs, or her. That would have to mean Marcia had called it. To try and protect his secret, he'd let her KO him. That was pretty hard core, really.
She wasn't all that happy about the new addition to the fold, but shrugged and turned to Marcia.
"If he doesn't go along, we can call that warrant in. I sort of want to kill him anyway, for trying to kill Brian all those times." She grinned, which was a feral and intimidating thing, or would have been if she were a foot taller and twice as heavy. "Did you know that Brian Yi, Proxy, was my grandfather? You tried to kill him, so guess who's taking that one personally? If you want to keep breathing, I suggest you prove to us that it was all a big mistake. Start by making it so I'm not flashing my wonderful goodies at the whole world, will you?" She wanted to growl it all, but realized that was overkill. If he didn't play along, they really could put him to death. It would be legal and everything.
Instead of stalking away, or even frowning at her, he rolled his eyes and took his jacket off, handing it to her. As she shrugged it on, she turned to look at Marcia.
"You got grass stains all over my new clothing, Marsh. Help me roll the sleeves up?" She meant for Marcia to do it, but when she held out her arms the helpful new cop and the old and Infected Chief each took a side. In ten seconds they had it done the shiny lining making a pretty strip at the cuff. "Thanks. We need to secure the area, I guess. The military will probably have it, but just in case, it never hurts to have more, right?"
That nearly started an argument, since Chief Benton was pretty certain that his men, the local police force could handle it, and should, even after Homeland Security got there, and Marcia was just as sure that the locals were still mainly terrorists.
It was the new cop, Specconi if what the Chief had called him was right, the one that had been willing to arrest the Chief, that got her to change her mind.
"We aren't. Most of us aren't even the same people involved in those other things you're thinking of. I hired on nine months ago, along with about half the force. I swear that no one does more than throw off the occasional 'dirty Infected' in the shower room. That happens, sure, but we aren't the force that tried to take your base. We can handle this. We should. I think the Chief is right about that. We need to get a handle on it, and then let DHS take over, backing them up. Besides, I don't have much of an issue with you IPB people. In the whole time I've been here there hasn't been even one Infected problem in town. Not even your people getting drunk and tipping cows. We can work with you. You can trust us." He seemed sincere enough about it.
Marcia shook her head.
"No, I really can't. Your call, Chambers, do we trust them, or not?" Marcia knew that her first mode would mislead her at times, and was a pro. In this case she was actually trying not to let it happen, it was clear. To see things clearly, or at least do the right thing for the situation, even if she couldn't see it for herself. That showed a lot of insight and self control, Bridget knew. Unfortunately, instead of Lancaster or Burkes, she got Bridget to stand in for Jiminy Cricket in this case.
She shrugged, making her oversized coat rub against her in several interesting places. It was a bit damp with sweat, and smelled of fear, a little. That was probably his first mode, then. A mild fear of being harmed. It couldn't have been that bad, or there was no way he would have lasted in a high stress job. A lot of tough seeming guys were actually afraid most of the time. It was pretty much the tradition, though as long as they didn't let the feeling rule them too much, it worked pretty well.
"We can. These people aren't like the old ones. We have to trust someone, and now that Ryan is on our side, I'm sure there won't be any problems. If there are, we'll kill him, so, we're all good." With that impeccable logic, her stomach practically roared about how it wanted food.
Doug walked over, and handed her a gallon sized jug of vegetable oil. Her favorite.
It did show that he was thinking of her however, so she popped the blue plastic cap, pierced the silver inner foil and drank the whole thing, trying not to puke the whole time. It coated her mouth and left her thirsty, but she'd live, and by the time she was finished, her tummy was barely rumbling at all anymore.
"Gah. That sucks. Thanks though, I needed something. Now what do we do next?"
That it turned out, was waiting for the newcomers, while keeping an eye on the possibly crazy man she'd just inducted into their organization against his will. Brian was going to be so pleased with her over that one. If he hated anyone in the world, on a personal level, then this man was it. Even more than Braid, which... Well, if the guy hadn't had contact with her, then he'd worked with an agent or two, Bridget was willing to bet. Probably unknowingly, because if the Timberland precog had been part of things directly, she would have done a better job.
Except that she couldn't sense Brian in the past, or the future. Only the present and even then, only with her own two eyes like anyone else. That had to drive the witch crazy. It would be like finding out that you couldn't see the color of electric flesh tone. Bridget grinned at that one, since it was how ultraviolet looked to her, and almost no one else could see it. That was the point however. If she found out that she was missing a color, or couldn't hear a certain note, it would bother her, even if she could get all the rest of them. That almost made it worse, really.
If you were blind, or deaf, you had to deal, and it would be hard. If you were lacking only a tiny, single thing, chances were you'd never learn to handle it even a bit. Even trying her hardest, Braid wouldn't be able to understand what it was she was missing, since she got everything else. Only, of course, she didn't. She couldn't see Penny, or Becky.
She wasn't good enough to dodge a kick to the knee at four hundred miles an hour either.
That didn't make sense though. Had she let Bridget break her legs like that? Could a person do that without flinching? Maybe, if they weren't sane. She had a long time to think, watching the world around her as things slowly unfolded. DHS drove in with ten vehicles, the men and women that got out of the dark black things looking professional and ready for a Swat team action. It made sense to send people in ready, but it was a bit oppressive. They literally had jackboots on, Bridgie thought. She wasn't certain if that included any kind of combat boot or not, but they certainly had those on. Ten of them, marching in unison, came at her and Marcia.
Doug watched them, standing back and blending a lot better than she was. How they recognized Turner, she didn't know. Not until the man in charge, an older black guy, stuck his hand out at her.
To shake.
"This is a freaking mess, Quartz. You in charge of things now?" He spoke with a slightly clipped tone, his face a bit gray, given his natural color. Ashen, as if his health wasn't all that certain. The funny thing there was that Bridget sort of recognized him.
She stuck out her own hand, which he took, looking at her like she had cooties or possibly sticky little kid fingers.
"Agent Talley. I'm Bridget Chambers, we met about a year ago?" It had been longer than that, but not much. She didn't cover where they met. It had been the base, and she'd been kicking some cop behind that day. It wasn't hard to recall. Not for her.
The man in front of her nodded, getting who she was.
"I recall. Impulse, isn't it?"
"That's the one. Excuse the wardrobe. My other clothes got blown off by a bomb. The first one. We managed to stop the second one and the bomb guys here took care of it. We captured a few suspects. One of our new people was stabbed holding them. Um, he's a local. High school guy, who was smart enough to be of use. Still, he was on the payroll when it happened, so we're taking it personally." She looked up to see a row of black helmets move. Agreeing with her.
One of them, who was a female, with a dark visor down so her eyes were invisible, spoke, her words a bit harsh and grating.
"Fuck. What are they having us walk into? Kids are being shanked in the schoolyard now? Bombs at press conferences? What's next?"
That one was easy, since the shooting started just as she spoke the last word.
Talley bellowed, his voice powerful suddenly. He didn't have a helmet on, so his short and very curly black and gray hair was visible as he spun.
"Down! Take cover! Identify the direction that came from!"
Bridget turned, using her ears to guide her into place, and pointed at a house, a small green one, that seemed to be abandoned, a nice way from where they stood. One of the police, the locals in their blue easily identifiable uniforms, went down, screaming as something hit his leg.
"There. That house. One on the second floor, or, um, attic space, I bet. It isn't tall enough for two floors. One on the left hand window and one under that lattice work by the porch. I can't make out all the faces. One is a man, I think, I don't know about the others." She could see them by the flashes from their guns. Bridget didn't take cover, just calling out to Doug who had, being all soft like he was, and Marcia, who tried to move when she did.
"I've got this. Doug, get ready for prisoners. Marcia... For god's sake, don't ruin that outfit! You're doing so well so far!"
She didn't even bother sprinting at the place, just jogging over, while they fired at people that were too well hidden to damage. Then she moved off to the right hand side, her right hand, and looked under the dingy, once white and now bare gray wood with white speckles on it, covering to the porch area. It smelled pretty bad, since someone clearly had used the whole place as a toilet. That and to use drugs in, she bet. If it were her illicit hang out she would have cleaned first.
She crawled into the space under the house, not making a lot of noise, or so she thought. The shooter, who was a man, turned around to look in her direction. She could make out his face, which looked a tiny bit familiar, from the protest crowd earlier.
"Martha, is that you?" He hissed as she crawled closer to him. He didn't point the weapon at Martha, whoever she was.
"No." She hissed back, trying not to shock or surprise him, yet. "It's Bridget. What's the plan?"
To his credit, the man didn't shoot her or just let her know what he was doing, not that it wasn't pretty obvious.
"Sorry, who are you?"
"Bridget. I was at the protest. I saw you there. Are you just shooting at things, or do you actually have a plan to get people free? I've been paying attention, and DHS is there now. You had to have gotten past the military to get into place here, so you know about that. Did you get one of our people in their ranks to set up a fallback point? We'll need a breach in the line, or it will be too obvious where everyone is trying to break out from. If you think that you're going to lead a bunch of women and children into a fire fight with the Army and win, you need to think again." It made sense to her. Then, she'd had practice and training for that kind of thing. The man in front of her didn't seem that far thinking, since he turned away, to look through his scope at the scene, where everyone, including the haters, were hiding behind things or lying flat to make a smaller target.
"I... We hadn't thought of that. James said we should just come back and do what damage we could. Kill enough of the press to get their attention. They're hiding too well. I can't even see any of them."
"Damn. That isn't a plan, it's a suicide mission. James, uh, he's the one that yelled? When that woman blew up? You do get that she was going to kill most of the protestors, don't you? If that was the plan for the day, I do wish someone would have told me about it. I was standing right there." She waited, as the man gave a soft sigh and shook his head, probably thinking that she wouldn't be able to see it."
"This is fubar, man. Totally. I wasn't told about any of it. James and Amanda got Fannie to go along with them. Mandy was the first one to go. Fannie, she was stopped somehow. James got away, but came back to try here and kill those freaks. The Infected bitches that won't die. I think you're right. They came up with a suicide mission, and forgot to let the rest of us into the plan."
That made sense. The rest of them would have stayed home, if they knew about it and then nothing of note would have happened. She would have done her little guard duty, possibly stopped the obvious bomber sooner and Will wouldn't have been stabbed.
"Oh, hey, do you know the guy with the swastika tattoo on his neck? Thin, with short hair."
"Diggs? Yeah. Good guy. A little hot headed, but he really stands up for us normal people. Why? Did something happen?"
She didn't think long about what to say.
 "He died. He tried to kill some kid. Will? He was helping to get people moved away from the bomb area, to protect them. I don't know what Diggs there was thinking, but he aimed for the kidney and stabbed him in the back a couple of times, so he meant it. I hope he's all right."
"John and Sarah's boy? What the fuck is happening here? It was just supposed to be a protest. To show our support for whoever killed those freaks. This is getting way out of hand. People are dead now. Our people. I knew we should have stayed out of it. But no, James had to be the big hero and save us all from the freaks. Now..."
She nodded, knowing that he wouldn't see her. She'd been moving the whole time, slowly, and was almost pressed up against his body, the edge of her jacket touching his bare arm.
"Yeah, this is pretty sideways. Look, you seem like a good person, if a bit stupid, so let me help you out. Give me your weapons, and take off. Head west, out of town. I'll handle this stuff here."
"What? I... Thanks, but you're just a kid, aren't you? Besides, you sort of just pointed out that we can't really do much. I don't think it's any better for you to go down fighting than for me. You go. I'm the one that got myself into this."
For some reason, her eyes teared up a bit. Considering it was over the nobility of a bigoted evil person, she felt a little silly, but she patted him on the arm, gently.
"That's sweet. I think. Give me the weapons and go. Is Martha in on this? Or is she like you?"
"You mean a dupe that should have known better? No, this was probably her plan the whole time. She's kind of our agent from the national organization."
"Oh? I didn't know that. No big thing. Go ahead. I'll be right behind you. About ten minutes? Go due West, and don't stop unless you see soldiers. In that case hide. I'll find you by scent."
"What?"
"By scent. You smell like cloves. It's strong enough. Go ahead." She pulled the rifle from his hands, and then patted his back and behind. He was kind of chunky, but that was fine really. She wasn't looking for a date, just an in to the hate groups.
He seemed confused, but left, crawling toward the back, missing the opossum that was hiding with them by about three feet. She waited for him to get away, and made a plan. If James was on the other side of the house, on the bottom level, then Martha would be the one cleverly using the attic vent on the front side of the house as her firing position. Actually it wasn't a bad location. It would take time to find her, and most people simply wouldn't make the connection.
Suddenly she wished that she'd brought Marcia along with her, borrowed skirt or not.
She could find this James, through the floor and punch through it to take him, but that was going to notify Martha that something was wrong. If she really was the brains of the operation, taking her alive would be crucial. Getting them both that way might be, in fact. It would take time to go through the floor, however, and that would mean the second person she went after would have time to kill themselves. Not escape. That would actually be ideal, if she could assure it happening, since she would catch anyone trying that.
If she laid on her back, she could fire an energy pulse from either hand, and hit them both at once, she knew, except that it would kill them both. Even if she missed it might, thanks to the explosion it would cause, and all the splinters that might fly outward from the point of impact.
So, what could she do?
Jumping or flying through the floor would do just about the same thing, too.
It seemed like she was going to have to pick one and be good with it. If that was the case, then she needed Martha. The big deal from the head office.
Lying still for a few moments, she heard the pattern of gunfire and crawled over to the spot near the front of the house where it was coming from. Then, sighing softly, she tilted the rifle upward, centering her aim on the heat signature above her. It made a soft glowing blotch with a vague man shape in the dark. When he fired again, she did too, causing him to end early. That, and scream a little. Then she sat up and punched, using the rifle to widen the hole in the floor she made. This place didn't really have insulation on the underside, so it wasn't too hard to manage. Using her flying ability, which still tickled a bit to use, even if things were tense, she managed to be inside and on the first floor before all the pieces of wood stopped flying.
Then, because she didn't know where the entrance would be, she ran, looking at the ceiling the whole time. It took a room to room search of the almost empty house. There were fast food bags and cigarette butts, as well as forty ounce beer bottles all over the place, but nothing got in her way. The open hole in the ceiling was in the back room. The last one she checked, of course. It seemed to be a space for a tiny bedroom. Maybe a child's nursery. She didn't hesitate, since that wouldn't help at all, just jumping up through the hole, and scrambling toward the sound of shooting, wondering if the person there would be quick enough to spin and fire at her.
That wasn't the case at all, since to move around up there you had to travel on the support beams. It was the kind of thing that a tiny and super powered girl was naturally going to be good at. The larger woman there, even if she wasn't fat, just couldn't to the same thing nearly as fast. It gave Bridget a real edge. One that almost made the fact that the woman didn't bother trying to do it, seem simply correct. Instead she caught a boot to the face. A running shoe, at least.
It didn't hurt, but the force of it started to knock Bridget back, forcing her to push forward, using her hands to keep her in place, holding on to the support beams. Joists or whatever they were called. Then, being hit over and again, she swam toward the female. It wasn't until she turned half over that Bridget recognized her.
Trivia. Braids bitch girl. The woman that knew everything. About everything. Their spy, unless that wasn't true. 
Another shoe caught her in the face, which meant, most likely that Braid was actively looking at them. Or had at some point. That made for an interesting scene, didn't it? She couldn't take Trivia in, because that would be too suspicious. If they fought and she didn't win, it would be pretty much the same as explaining what was happening to their enemy. Outing the insider they had.
After breaking her legs, Braid wouldn't expect Trivia to be able to escape. Not if she were alone. She might have come armed with something that would distract her, but even as she paused, she knew that it wasn't all that likely. The woman might know everything, but she didn't know the future. Well, that might not be true, because if other people knew it specifically, then she did too.
Shrugging she grabbed the woman's leg as it kicked back and pulled. Honestly, the only thing she really had was to try and actually kill her, and hope that the spy could work out a believable way to escape. What Bridget couldn't do was drop verbal hints that she was ready for that kind of thing. More kicks tried to come in, but she blocked them, being far too fast and strong for the woman, even if she was one of the best fighters in the world. After a few seconds she wrapped her arms around the woman, trapping her rather painfully with her back resting on one of the beams, her feet hitting the tin flooring that made up the ceiling of the space.
"So, I don't suppose you want to go peacefully, Martha?" She'd seen pictures of the woman before, of course. Kevin had one, and had showed it to her a few times. They used to be friends, and maybe still were, if the woman wasn't a real traitor.
There was an attempt to head butt her, which didn't do anything, and then a gasping laugh.
"Not... really. I don't suppose you want to have sex? I've been told I'm pretty good at it. I could teach you more than a few tricks, if you want?" The voice wasn't sultry, but Bridget got the plan then. She was supposed to agree, being her and easily led, and then the woman would... She had no clue. That was a horrible plan. For one thing, she didn't really like girls that way. Oh, she'd tweak one every now and again, or tease, but she was into men, herself. Even if she wanted to experiment, it would have been with Penny, or possibly Georgia, who were already her friends.
"Um... sure?" It was still her part in this not to give the woman away. Maybe there was a weak spot in the ceiling? She thought about it for a moment, and fought a grin, then kissed the nice smelling woman she was on top of. Not hard, and just on the corner of the mouth. If she could roll at all, and throw her off, she could slap the floor and possibly go through it, which would give the woman whole seconds to escape. In fact if she pretended to wipe dust out of her eyes for a while she could fake needing a whole half minute to recover. It wasn't true, but she could make it seem real enough for Braid to buy, she hoped.
Instead of throwing her off to the side, the woman kissed her back, a little more properly than she'd done, but not with tongue.
"You know, I used to be a friend of your grandmothers? Plural. I know Rachel and Mary. This is the part where you tell me that I look good for my age?"
She did. She had dark skin at the moment, but still her own slightly Italian looking features. Curly dark hair too.
"I never slept with Mary, though."
Then her hand going to Bridget's behind, she squeezed a bit. Her palm landed on bare flesh, which she stroked gently, for half a moment.
"Thank you. I needed this." There was another kiss, but Bridget felt the tension in it and readied herself to fly. She did, ending up on her back, about three feet away from the beam that Trivia had been on. With a quick flexing, acting as if she were trying to stand up, in shock, she burst through the floor and fell. Then, pretending to be a little wimp, she rubbed and batted at her eyes, listening as the woman made it to the back of the house, and parkoured her way down. Slowly. No doubt well, but she just didn't have super speed or strength and really, that meant she needed to find a reason not to chase her. Thankfully James provided that bit for her. Given that he'd only been hit in the groin when she'd shot him. He was clutching himself, and moaning like it hurt.
First aid was a real enough reason to stop. Especially if the other one was getting away.
"Freaking hell!" She nearly kicked the man, in her mock anger, but scooped him up instead, and ran out of the house and toward the line of still hiding armed people shed come from.
"Don't shoot! Federal Agent! We have wounded. Medic! Medic!" As expected, a half dozen rounds came at her, but she managed not to let the already wounded man get hit. "Stop shooting dumbasses, he's wounded. We need him alive for questioning! He's one of the key people in the attack!"
That got help to come, and for the second time that day people pushed in to render aid.
The cop that did it this time winced.
"Ouch. No kids for you, big guy. Don't worry, I'm sure the other inmates won't take your lack of a dick as a sign that you're nearly a woman, or anything like that." It was funny, but inappropriate. She didn't correct him though, waving to Marcia.
"Turner, we have a problem! Trivia was in there, in the attic. She threw me through the floor and got away. After feeling up my ass. I think she might be kind of gay. Not in a good way either. She didn't even try to finish the job first." She was trying to act bitter about it, but Marcia knew that the woman was on their side. She'd been informed of that, at least. Quartz probably didn't really know that anyone was on her side. Not on a deep level.
That just meant she never ended up being betrayed, in the end.
"Holy fucklenuts, Bridgie. Too bad you couldn't kill her. Did she use some kind of trick?"
"Just the normal stuff. You know, asked if I wanted to have sex, knowing that I almost always do. Then, boom, into the floor, and through it. She didn't even get me off first, which is kind of low, don't you think? Not even a reach around. Anyway, I let one of the people go. He seemed a bit like a patsy, to tell the truth. Led into place for some reason, probably by Trivia. I told him that I'd help him get out of town. I..." She shrugged, and wished that Marcia could hear her thoughts, but there was no handy Christian there to set that one up, so she improvised. "Maybe I can find out more from him?"
That was a bit too lame for the woman in front of her to normally agree with, but she actually smiled. That was due to her not being a noob, but also in on the plan.
"Go. Meet back here before nightfall. We'll stay at the new base tonight. I still need to have a press conference. Write if you find work."
Bridget didn't get that last bit, and almost wondered if it was some kind of code. If so, Marcia needed to let her in on the idea first.
"Will do. I'll be back before nightfall, if possible. If not..."
She shrugged and took off. If not, then she was probably in trouble. Since there was nothing to do about it yet, if it came at all, she decided not to worry too much. She cut loose then, almost immediately, and finally got to have a good run. It was nice, being able to really move again.
 



Chapter seven
 
It took a remarkably short time to find her chubby bigot friend out in the woods. He was waiting, half hidden behind a log and a bush. Neither one of them really did that good of a job at the task, since he was a bit too thick around the middle for them to act as more than partial cover. It was, she considered, better than nothing, but his bright blue TCC shirt didn't help him out all that much. No, in fact, it kind of made her want to just leave him there to be caught by the military forces in the area. Then he could go off to prison and be someone's bitch for a few years, to teach him some manners.
Except that she didn't really think being a prison rape slave was going to help him learn not to fear her kind. It was kind of like Brian had told her, more than once. It didn't seem that real to her, but out in the real world, most people that heard anything about an Infected person at all only got the bad things. If all you ever knew about was how some guy went off the rails because his chicken nuggets were cold and killed ten people with unstoppable super powers, then you probably had a good reason to be scared. Really, average people should be.
To her it just didn't seem like that was really true. After all, almost every time that anyone lost it, it was another Infected person, normally IPB, that ran to stop them and saved a bunch of lives. Didn't the good they'd done count too? Couldn't the bigots see that there was good and bad in the world, even for Infected individuals?
Apparently not. That was clear enough that she knew worrying over it was probably just a waste of her energy. Now, this guy, the chubby one that was a bit too dumb to not be lead around by morons, might be someone she could use.
All she had to do was learn how that was done, and she'd be set. Grinning at his back, she moved in beside him, and laid down. The log actually provided cover for her, though there was no one there to see them.
She whispered, which made the man jump, proving that either she was getting pretty good at sneaking around, or that he was kind of not really paying attention.
"Found you." She waited for him to jump and then roll a bit, scrambling away as she watched him with a smile. He did slow down, realizing that she was... Well, herself, and not the cops.
"Um." He sounded brilliant right then, but rallied enough that she didn't hold it against him. He might not be too bright, or he wouldn't have been shooting at her and Quartz, but that didn't mean he was mentally challenged either. "I..."
She got it then. Under the house he hadn't really gotten a good look at her. Dressed up in the finest of Police Chief jacket wear as she was. Not that it was a uniform top, but it had to look strange. She had pale bare legs hanging out the back, and bare feet. The soles of her feet were dirty too, as were her knees. Crawling under a house was to blame, and the man in front of her had similar smudges all over him, she noticed. The lower half of her butt probably showed too, but the man was on task enough not to stare at it. No, he looked directly at her face, blinking.
"It's me, Bridget. We met under the house back there?"
"Oh... I just figured that you'd be older." He looked away, his face blank. There was no talking for a while then, as he clearly considered something. "I can't let you risk yourself. We shouldn't have had kids at this thing. Fucking James. That bitch Amanda too. They both should have at least kept the younger people away. We shouldn't have come at all. That woman, the one that was going to speak, do you know who she is?"
"Marcia Turner? Quartz. She's actually sort of famous. If you bother to keep up with that kind of thing. A super hero."
"E-fucking-zactly! We have nothing that can touch her. She can run at a hundred miles an hour and throw cars around she's so strong. Worse, even a rocket launcher wouldn't slow her down. How are we supposed to win against that? That bomb, that little girl took it out... and just walked away." He eyed her then, the wheels slowly turning. He didn't run, just looking away and muttering instead. "Fuck."
"Yep. Here, get your pants off. You aren't a screamer, are you? We should be safe enough, if we hurry, and aren't too loud. I get to come first!" She moved at him, only to find the man actually scurrying away. After half a moment he started to chuckle at least, rather than scream in fear.
"Oh... Yeah. Right. Where were you when I was fourteen? Anyway, I guess I'm under arrest or something? I can't beat you in a fight, even if I could get myself to try and hit you. That's... Damn. Fuck." He started to breathe a bit too hard, so she sat up and patted his shoulder. 
He tried to shy away, but not in time to avoid her. His face, now that she had a good look at it, seemed a bit older than she would have thought. It was the chubbiness that made him look youthful, she decided. The man was probably about thirty or so, at a guess. He had fine lines around his eyes that would have been out of place on someone much younger than that.
"Don't worry. We'll get you out of this. Um, Martha back there?" She didn't really know how to explain it all in a way that the bigot would believe, not now that she was known to be one of the filth carrying diseased vermin, or whatever he was thinking of her at that moment.
"Martha? Did you... Um, you know, murder her?"
She sighed and rolled her eyes, holding the move for a ten count, while she tried to hold her reaction in. She needed to be nice to this guy, even if he was being insulting right from the start. Then, she found his simply being, at all, to be a bit of an insult.
Finally she patted his arm again, to see if he'd keep flinching. He didn't really. The man just looked at her tiny hand, his face scared. It was a good hand, she knew. Soft on the outside, and smooth in the palm, with perfectly trimmed short nails that were still clean, even after the last few days.
"Nope. Not even close. She's one of the evil Infected. I don't mean that in the way you use it either. I mean that she and her friends are trying to start a war that will kill millions, possibly billions, of regular people. They've been using the hate groups to set things in motion for a long time. In fact, their boss, Devorah Timberland, she started most of the major organizations. Most people wouldn't even have bothered to think twice about the Infected if not for them. There was mind control involved. We've stopped a good part of that. The IPB did, I mean." She tried to give him a serious look, but he made a face and seemed to think she was making things up.
At least that was how she read his face. What he was really feeling inside, she didn't understand. He was just too scared for that to show through.
"What? I... This is like that Darren Jones thing? Infected that hate themselves... I..."
She shrugged, it wasn't totally wrong, but also not correct.
"Braid, that's Devorah Timberland, and her main cronies, used to be with the IPB. She... Sort of lost it and went bug nuts on us, back in the eighties. Since then she's been orchestrating most of the anti-Infected things, so that she can reduce the population. Or something. No one is really sure what her plan is. We've been fighting them, but they're good and smart. Psychic too. So, you know, it's hard. My guess is that Braid put this thing together today so that other hate groups will start attacking Infected people in response. It may not make sense, but hey, you jerks with your bigotry don't, really, most of the time. My guess is that there will be ten to twenty deaths before the Infected band together and start just slaughtering your kind. In self-defense, so who can blame them?" She was breathing a bit hard herself, she realized, so nodded once, firmly and stood up, which got him to do the same.
He stared at her, hard and long, then whispered, as if the military was just a few feet away from them, which simply wasn't the case.
"Are you for real?"
Actually, she was making most of that up, but it did sort of fit, once she'd lied about it for a while. The truth was however that Braid probably hadn't started the hate groups. She just used them, when it was handy.
"Like a heart attack. That's why we need you. Say, what's your name, anyway?" That she hadn't gotten it, was an oversight.
"Eugene. Gene Satai."
He didn't look Japanese to her, but that was fine. She didn't look a quarter Chinese, either. She was however, so who was she to try and make a point of it?
"Good. Gene, then. Look, I know that you've been told a lot of things about the Infected, most of it bad. Hell, some of that is even just the truth. There are dangerous Infected and a lot of us have emotional problems. We're still just people however. Keep that in mind? It will make what you need to do easier. You see, we need you to spread the word, about Braid and her people. Like Senator Hooper? He was Infected you know. Also working with her. Devorah Timberland, the woman that wants you to die. All of you. Not out of hate either. She's mentally gonzo in the head, and can't see another way for the future to turn out. So she'll kill you all, trying to do it. You, all of your buddies too, have to throw in with us, or she'll win. The enemy of my enemy, and so on." She wondered if that kind of thing would have any impact at all, but she sort of doubted it.
She knew that a lot of that was true and she still thought it sounded lame. A single woman had set up the most deadly situation ever faced by human kind? Worse, she was an alien. Bridget didn't even try to explain that part. The man would just run away for sure, if she tried.
"Bull. That... I know the people that I'm working with. James and..."
"And dead Amanda? Were they the kind to actually throw their lives away trying to slightly harass someone like Quartz?" She was actually kind of curious. A wasp landed on her arm and tried to sting her, failing as Gene watched, his eyes going wide. She held it up for him to see, then brushed the thing away. Twice. It kept coming back for more. Why, she didn't know.
Gene closed his eyes. "Yeah. They're diehards, all the way down. I mean, I always expected them to do something like this. It was a bit off, I guess, now that I think about it. They didn't tell anyone what they were planning, first. They're both blabbermouths, you get me? Big talkers? They were always going on about taking a few rocket launchers into that base outside of town. The one that blew up. That, or getting that Proxy guy alone and taking him apart. He doesn't really have any powers, does he?"
She wanted to keep the fellow on task, but since she wasn't exactly sure what her point was, she nodded.
"Yes and no. He's weak, like a regular person, but in pretty good shape. Slow too. He's also got a kind of precognition that helps him fight, and is just incredibly tough. Or he was. That bomb, it wasn't the TCC that did it, you know that right? Most of those people couldn't find their crosses with both hands, if they were on a chain around their necks. No, that was Braid. It all is. From that legislative disaster of the Hooper act, to your friends killing themselves to send a message they probably didn't understand and wouldn't have endorsed if they knew what it was. Not that James isn't still alive. I managed to save him."
"Oh. I... what am I supposed to do with all this?"
If he were smart, and at all sane, she would have suggested that he run, get out of the hate groups and find somewhere isolated, off in the country, to live, so that he might survive what was coming if they failed. Since he was probably sane, and of about average intelligence, she gestured for him to walk with her, moving away from the town of Chester. It felt funny to call it that, after all this time. At the base they always just called it town. If you were going into town for any reason, it was Chester that you were headed for. There simply was no place else around.
"Right. You have to get the word out to your people and convince them that their leadership is being controlled and influenced by Devorah and her people. They really are. Not just your one group, all of them. Then, if you can, go and hide somewhere. A cabin in the woods, or something. Even a tent, if you have to do it. Braid, she might try to kill you. Or have you killed, more likely. Probably by her pawns... so watch your own people. Just me saying this to you might be enough to make that happen. You can call on us though. The IPB. What's left of it. We'll do what we can to help you. No one will believe us, but maybe you can find a way? Make them see the truth, Gene. You may be our best hope in all of this."
He didn't seem to believe her either, but didn't say no. She was willing to bet that he was going to just pretend that the conversation had never taken place as soon as he could get out of there. She didn't really blame him. Bridget was trapped, by her life, who she was and who her friends were, into being involved in the biggest mess the world had ever seen. This man, Gene Satai, he could walk away, and possibly even hide long enough to live, if he didn't mind letting so many other people die. If he refused to try and stop what was coming.
"It's up to you. You can do what's needed and get the word out, basically try to convince people that their hateful ways are wrong and part of a trick. Or you can run. I... Well, I won't blame you if you just take off. We have to try and save people, but it probably won't work. We're already in a war, and we're losing, Gene. Most people think that it's you and your friends against me, and mine, but they're wrong. It's all of us against an unseen puppet master that we might not be able to beat. So, you know, are you a hero or not? You seemed willing to take action back there. For the enemy, but now that you know the truth, you can decide what you want to do. Braid wants you dead, and despite what you may think, most Infected people just want you to not hate them, personally. It doesn't seem like too hard of a decision to make."
Except that the man was already invested in thinking the way he did. They talked about that part of things, with her mainly agreeing with him, except on some of the fine points. She had a different perspective, having known hundreds of Infected people, over the years.
He'd only ever seen two, close up, he admitted. One of those was Marcia.
She smiled at him.
"Right, and the first Infected people that you ever meet, they do what to you? Torture and rape you? Kill your cat? Nope, even after your friends tried to kill people, here I am trying to get you out of going to butt rape prison. Think about it." She kept walking, her senses primed for any changes, though none came. It seemed like she'd slightly over estimated the ability of the military to run a protective line. She could hear them, off in the distance, chatting tensely, as they stood in the road. Not actually even watching where they were going.
She did steer their path away through some dense brush, just to be certain they wouldn't be seen. Gene cursed as a thorny plant ripped at him. She hadn't noticed that for herself, so tried to open a big enough path for him, after that. It took longer, but she wasn't done trying to convince him not to be a douche. The thing there was, as clearly afraid as he still was, it seemed to be having some effect. Probably not enough to get him to join their cause, but at least this one man might eventually rethink his anti-her position. Eventually.
"Sure, but you just want to use me. I can do what you want, but after the first few sentences, no one will even be listening any more. No one wants to think that our leadership is corrupted. Even if I just say that they've been tricked, no one will believe me. Not of the ones that are left. After the Hooper thing, a lot of people left the cause. Um, the movement for purity?"
"Go ahead, you can say it... Hate groups."
"Hate groups, yeah. I suppose. But there's a reason for what we believe. You admitted that."
"But not for hate over it. There aren't that many Infected people in the world. Think about it, you didn't even know that you'd met any until today. You probably have, but they weren't scary, and you didn't know about it, did you? Some Infected are dangerous, and can't help it, but a lot of us can, and do, all the time. That isn't made easier by people trying to persecute us. You should support the ones you can, and be as gentle as possible with the ones that can't control themselves. And yeah, keep in mind that if they can't, people like me will come and have your back, to take them down and keep everyone else safe."
For the first time since she'd met the man, he suddenly changed. His face, which had been a bit blank, and tense around the edges of his mouth and eyes, tightened a lot. Then he cleared his throat, if softly, and kept walking without looking at her. Even when he spoke, softly enough that she nearly had to strain to hear him, he didn't stop moving forward.
"The only way to stop them is death. We all know that. Yeah, maybe not all of them, not all the time, but you can't just pat an insane Infected on the back and ask them to change, can you?" There was no doubt in the words. The man spoke as if he were as certain of what he said as anyone could ever be.
"After all," Bridget whispered back, her voice a lot more friendly than she'd figured it would be, "No Infected has ever learned to control their first mode, have they? Except that, oopse, here I am. In control of myself and not just flying off and doing whatever I please. In fact, almost half the people I know are Infected that have learned a good measure of control over their powers and modes. It can be done, but the fact is, with everyone trying to hide their status, we can't help anyone. We should have clinics and special schools for them, but instead we just cleanup the ones that can't manage on their own. I agree, some people probably have to be killed, but all of us? Nah. That's just being a bigot. Do you kill everyone that's a little delusional? Or who talks to themselves in public? Or do you try to get them help?" It was a pretty good argument, she thought. 
The other man stopped for a second and then made a face at her, continuing quickly enough that she didn't have to stop walking. For a long time they just walked, not seeing or hearing another person. That got them almost to the edge of town, where, to no particular surprise, they finally found some soldiers trying to form something like a watch line.
"It's about time. Come with me. I can get us through this." She took his hand, but didn't, as he clearly expected her to do, just walk up to the line. After all the men and women there didn't take orders from her. They wouldn't have, even if she'd had I.D. on her and could prove she was Impulse. They weren't that silly, she didn't think.
Walking up to their line and claiming that she left her credentials in her other pants wouldn't work either, she bet. Smiling she just threaded their line, towing the slightly heavy man along with her easily. He didn't resist her and stopped when she did, letting her position him behind trees, and then keep a large green vehicle with government plates between them and the watchers. They were trying hard enough, but not changing where their focus went. You had to keep looking around, she knew. Otherwise your brain got bored and would stop seeing things clearly.
Then people like her and Gene would just traipse casually through your line. Smiling, they did just that, until they were a good half mile away. She'd wondered if there was a second line, but there was no sign of one. She would have complained, but there wasn't a real threat coming anyway. Not that a line of regular people could stop.
No, it would take special people. Like her. Gene too. If he was good enough to get the job done.
"So now, Gene. This is where I leave you. If you decide to do what we talked about, and try to get the word out about Braid, who is Devorah Timberland, then feel free to call us at the IPB. We should have a phone up and working soon. If you decide to run, then..." She shrugged and leaned in, to give him a hug. The man took it, but was still afraid, for some reason. "In that case, do it and don't look back. Break all your old ties and become someone new. Make everything different, including how you think. Whichever you choose, I hope for the best. Remember, this is a war and so far you've been working against your own best interests."
He snorted and seemed a bit pissed off, now that he wasn't in as much danger of being caught. That was what she would have expected, if she'd bothered to think about it first. There was no particular reason for him to be happy with her, or the situation.
"If you can be trusted. I don't know you. You said that James and Martha are alive, but I don't even know that. Martha is some kind of Infected spy? That doesn't seem like it fits, does it? She's been helping us for months. We probably wouldn't have done anything if she hadn't been sent by the higher ups..." Almost like a switch being thrown in his head, he seemed to get it. It was like light, descending from heaven filled his tired and careworn little brain and reminded him that there was a capacity for thought inside there. If only he'd bother to use it.
Bridget nodded, her face solemn and while the move was a bit too big and a little fast, the man seemed to think it was genuine enough, from the way he reacted, which was making another face. He was expressive, if nothing else.
Then she spoke, trying to sound old and wise, or not like herself, at any rate.
"Exactly. Trivia is one of the most powerful people on the planet too. Don't forget that, if you meet again. You might not. If you know something, she does too. That goes for everyone on the planet, so you have to figure she's more than one or two steps ahead of us. I only survived her because I'm so hard to kill. If she comes for you..." That was a thing that Gene had best avoid. She nearly told him that, but realized she didn't have to.
Trivia was on their side.
Gene Satai swallowed and took a few steps away from her, then, unexpectedly, looked back. His large brown eyes looked weak, and a little stupid, but his words were clear enough. Firm, and almost confident.
"I should go now." He took another step, this time backwards, but it wasn't like he was running from her. There was something in it that had changed, for some reason. "I'll be in touch. I can't promise that I'll be able to do anything useful, but I know some people, and have friends, online. You promise you didn't lie to me?"
"Yeah. Or at least not about Braid and that stuff. I never really intended to sleep with you. This would be just about the worst time for that. I always hate that in movies when the people are being hunted and take time out to bone. No one smart would do that." It was just what she was thinking about, so she said it.
Surprisingly, it seemed to be the right thing to say.
"Good. You're too young to be going around doing things like that. You'll get a bad rep and then what will you do?"
"Have lots of fun? You say bad reputation, I say good advertising for my future adventures. You'll call?"
"I'll try. I might just run away. You had a good idea there, you know that?"
Bridget did. In fact, it was probably what they all should have done. Except for then Braid would kill all those people, or at least have them do it to each other, and the face of the world would change.
The really sad part, the thing that no one had ever told her, but that almost had to be part of the real plan, was that the Timberland woman probably intended for the Infected to win that war. They had to fight against it, so that a big chunk of regular people wouldn't die, but if they didn't, then things would probably end up being better for them. For her and all her friends.
Really, that was the selling point that she would have used if she were Braid. That by paying a high cost now, the whole world would be better for them. She hadn't, probably due to the fact that what would sway Bridget wasn't nearly good enough for everyone else. She was a bit more morally gray than say, Proxy was. Or Marcia, though the woman was pretty dark at times. In fact, out of all of them, Bridget was probably one of the few that would have sacrificed a Billion people just so she could have a better life.
It probably meant she was as bad as the ones trying to actually do it.
Shaking her head to clear it, which was a sudden and dynamic move, which got Gene to stare at her, as if she were on drugs, Bridget patted his arm, lightly.
"Get going. I hope to hear from you. Remember, I'm Bridget Chambers, if you need me. Go now. Take care and drink plenty of soup." It was just a thing to say, but Gene cringed.
"I hate soup. It's always so... runny." Then, without explaining that line, he walked away, not looking back again.
There was reason to doubt that she'd ever see him again, much less hear of him, but anything was possible. That part out of the way, she glided through a gap in the military line that was so large she probably could have run it at full speed without being seen or heard. Not really, which is why she went slowly, but it was pretty big and open. Then she picked her way back toward the high school, only to find that almost everyone had left already. There was a forensics team and some cops, but even the protestors had gone.
Hopefully off to jail, but that wasn't certain by any stretch of the imagination.
"Hey, where did Ms. Turner go?" She just asked that out loud, looking around. Her voice was raised and people heard her, but no one said anything, until one of the CSI guys, who was in a light blue water and goo proof outfit that pulled over his clothing, waved and called out through his face mask. It was just a little, white, surgical kind of thing.
"She told everyone she was going to the new headquarters? She didn't mention where that was."
Bridget waved, since, thankfully, she did. It was the old shoe shop. She'd never been there, or anything, but it wouldn't take her that long to find it. Not if she hurried.
All it really took was sprinting up and down a half dozen streets, her bare feet tapping the pavement with loud thunking sounds. She didn't let her feet slap when she ran, since that was poor form. It was all about putting her max effort into forward momentum. Most of the time at least. The place was just about in the exact center of the old downtown area. She knew it was the right one, since there was a hand lettered sign on the front door, stuck there with clear tape.
It said, "IPB, National Headquarters."
That was correct, but it seemed a bit sad, seeing it in writing. The big sign in front of the building said Sho. The last two letters of the word Shoes, being missing. The first part was made of plastic and looked like the kind of thing that had space for light bulbs inside. That way it would glow and attract late night shoe fetishists, she supposed. If it had ever had another name, the yellow and red sign for the store refused to divulge it.
The glass door was unlocked, and while it was a bit of a mess inside, with some old boxes stacked in the corner, the floor had been swept, and several people were sitting in folding chairs. They were black and at least the one Marcia was in had cracked vinyl on the seat. It made the whole thing seem both temporary and like they were playing make believe at the same time. If so, it was a cosmic and unrelenting game of make believe.
Her entire life was though and always had been.
That fact hammered home, cresting on a wave of hunger and strangely, apathy. Bridget smiled, but didn't mean it, noting the others in the room. Doug was still cleaning up, using an old rag to dust for cobwebs, floating in the corner so that he could reach the twelve feet, up to the ceiling. That was made of plain white tiles made of something like sheetrock. That was what she'd always supposed things like that were, anyway.
Kenny the Intern was there too, talking on his cell phone. His voice was a bit higher pitched than it had been, and squeaked a bit when he spoke, exasperation ripping from him like a person about to throw down. In this case, the victim seemed to be the telephone company rep.
"No, wait, just effing wait! We need the numbers transferred, and it does not need to be disconnected physically first. Why? Great question! Because the building got nuked! Yeah, from the news, that's right. So what I need you to do today, Sandra, is to get on your computer and transfer all the numbers to this location. No... I don't know. Hold on for a second? I'll find out." There was a sneer on his face, and he looked over at Marcia, who was busily talking to someone herself on a cell. How she'd gotten it, Bridget didn't know.
Theft came to mind, to be perfectly honest. It's what she would have done. Borrowing would work too though, and probably be easier to show in the budget, when the person was paid back later for its use.
Getting that Marcia was busy, half yelling herself, and Doug was floating, the young man looked at her.
"Ms. Chambers... How many phone lines do we need? We don't have a trunk line, or whatever, at the store, but we can have up to six lines."
Bridget nodded, not having a clue what to tell him at all.
"Four. One for each of us. We can add as we go along. No, wait, make it five. We'll need to have a special line for the President." Because the man always called her when he was feeling upset or cranky, didn't he? She smiled at that one, but Kenny didn't know that she was kidding, and reported that to the operator, who actually gasped a little.
Bridget however, didn't care. It was either the right answer or not and really, she didn't have the energy to think about it at the moment. They'd all get cheap and unsecured cell phones and use those anyway. No one used land lines anymore, except the government... and old people.
Pulling at the edge of her borrowed and rather filthy jacket, which hit her mid-thigh, she sat down. Then she proceeded to fidget. It was what she did, when at rest. At least that was what people told her it was. Useless movements. Except that to her perception it all made sense. She wasn't just aimlessly looking around, or tapping her leg, it was just that she lived in a slightly different time frame from everyone else. Her grandma, Rachel, the one that had raised her when she was little, did the same thing, if not quite on the same level.
Jason from Team One did too, only he tried to stop himself from doing it all the time, which made him seem almost identical to her that way. That was a lie though. The man was several times faster than she was. She'd tried to race against him several times and had never even come close to winning. If it wasn't for the fact that they'd left everyone else in the dust she would have felt bad about it. She hated to lose. Not as much as a lot of people, but enough. Worse, Argos was always so humble about winning. You couldn't be mad at the guy over it, because he really meant it. He'd be standing around for five minutes, waiting for you to finish the running course, and then, without even a hint of irony, thank you for letting him win.
Letting. Like anyone had a choice?
That was his first mode talking though, and while it wasn't that bad, just being humility, it could grate on a person, after a while.
Focusing her mind, she tried to stop the errant seeming movements, and keep her mind still. It was hard, but she'd had a lot of practice doing it. Bridget still didn't seem like a statue, but she was, suddenly, normal seeming. It was enough that Marcia looked up, checked the door and started to shift, standing up to look behind her. Without breaking her line of communication.
"Let's do this. We'll let you go over the scene, but this is still an IPB case. We don't have the manpower to do it, but we can make sure you have a guard for your team on the ground. There are Infected involved. That makes it ours." The man on the phone, who Bridget thought was Talley from the DHS, growled that they didn't have the manpower left to see about lunch, much less an investigation. Which to his mind meant they should shut up, and be good little boys and girls.
That wasn't totally wrong, Bridget knew. They were down, at present, to about two percent of their old manpower. Less than that, even if she and Doug kicked butt. They weren't Team Two, and more to the point, they also weren't Proxy. He could get places fast, and might have to anyway, which needed to be covered up. Somehow.
Blinking, she nodded to herself, which had Marsh glaring, because it was too subdued for her and the woman couldn't help but respond to change. Especially if she couldn't see the reason for it.
"We have Mary however, who can teleport us into place. She isn't a fighter, but that will help a lot, I think. Or, I mean, we can beg her to try and do that. She isn't one of our people, only having a class one power." Which meant that the woman wasn't required to give them aid at all, explaining why the woman hadn't been in the IPB. Bridget was just making that one up however. Just being able to teleport normally had a person classed as a two.
Those kinds of people could go places quickly, and unexpectedly. It made a difference in a fight.
Marcia squinted at her and made a face that told Bridget she smelled something bad. That had to be about her idea, since she didn't stink. Quartz didn't even have a sense of smell, so even if Bridgie was wrong, which she wasn't, it couldn't be that.
Suddenly Ken yelled into his cell phone.
"No! This is a matter of national security. You're required by law to do everything you can to help us, and right now that means having a tech out to fix those lines, pronto. You have two hours to have someone here, or at least come up with a really good reason why we don't have phone service. Do you understand?" There was metal in his voice, and any trace of civility was nearly gone. The woman on the other end replied that she did get it, and seemed a little scared.
Which Bridget understood, even if Kenny didn't. When he finally got a confirmation that someone was coming, right that moment, he hung up and glared at the phone.
"How hard is it to get that set up? It's not like I was asking for her to come and do it herself. I've never had that much trouble with the telephone company. Ever."
Bridget made a small circle in the air with her right hand, pointing her index finger in an elegant fashion. At least she tried for that, and thought she'd gotten it right. It paid not to let yourself get lazy, as far as presentation went. Her mom always said that.
"Welcome to the world of the Infected, Ken. It won't even matter to most of them that you aren't one of us. Just being too close is a sign that you're probably filthy and corrupted. Just remember, that isn't true. You're a good person, no matter what they say about you. And they will say things. You should hear some of the things that people claimed about my mom." She went silent then, which was part of her exercise, as far as she was concerned. Learning when not to speak.
To everyone else it seemed like she was sad, she bet. Her parents were make believe dead. Of course two of the people there knew that.
Kenny coughed and shook his head, looking a bit tired already.
"I need to get on having a real press conference set up. If we don't say anything it will make it look like we don't have the manpower to get basic things done. Which is darned close to true, from the sound of it."
Marcia glared at him, since he was too loud and Talley was laughing on the other side of her cell phone. He relented however and went with the IPB plan, since it was pretty much just guard duty. For Doug, it turned out.
When she got off the phone she explained that one to them all.
"Chambers is the best fighter we have right now, except for myself. We need to hold her back in case something major takes place. Basically, Bridget, for the time being you're both Team Two and Three. Set up that transport with Mary. I... We're strapped, resource wise, but I'll open a line of credit for each of us and get some funds flowing again. It wasn't like all of the IPB accounts were destroyed. That means Tibs has to cover all the Team One duties, and some of Team Two's. We need more bodies. I don't suppose we could hire that girl from town to answer the phones? It's dangerous, but so is living here." The woman seemed a bit pale and blank, her youthful face looking fresh. Her hair was gone however, making her seem a little monk like at the moment.
Bridget nearly snapped at her that Charity needed to be protected, but realized that it might not really be possible to do that. Not anymore. They were too low on manpower for that kind of thing.
"We can ask if she'll do it. We need to get with the Chief and make sure he isn't planning to kill us all. Again. I know it was a mistake to induct him like that, but..." She hadn't really thought about it at the time. Bridget nearly just admitted to it, when Marcia gave a tired smile of her own.
"But what were we supposed to do? It was either out the man or send him to prison, and that second one takes a lot more time and wouldn't be easy on an older guy like him. Even if he knows when the soap is going to be slippery in advance. A cop would be in for hard time, especially an Infected one with low level powers. It was the right call at the time. Still, we need to get with State and make certain we have a death warrant ready to go on him, just in case we need to kill him later. Really, we need one for each of us." Stretching upward, she leaned back, her clothing still the ugly things that Bridget had borrowed from Liz for the press conference.
Bridget rolled her eyes. "Especially that Kenny the Intern guy. I mean, how dangerous do you have to be to pick a superhero name like that? I wouldn't want to fight him. He has to be a badass, doesn't he?"
Doug floated to the floor, landing gently on one foot. Bridget felt slightly jealous that he had shoes, when she was left without even a pair of Uggs.
"That's a good point. I mean, if we're going to have those military super soldiers in play. They were pretty much designed to fight us, so we need to make sure that if we have to kill them, it's covered in advance. Can we do that?"
There was a pause as all eyes turned toward Marcia, who shrugged.
"That's one of the reasons I insisted that we were in charge. It's remarkably easy to get a death warrant, even an unsigned one, for IPB personnel. I'll need a land line first. When are they supposed to get here for that?"
Ken looked at his wrist watch.
"In about an hour and fifteen minutes, if they can get through the military line. I'd call them to make sure they knew about that, but I don't have a number that will work." No one did, yet.
That was fine, since she could just go and talk to them, or, someone could. She actually needed to find some food.
"Dinner time! I'll go and get something. Doug, can you go and make sure the phone techs get in here? After that..." Really, she didn't know what to do, but Gravity did. He was smart that way.
"Then we need to get you something to wear. I nearly had to hit three different guys earlier, when you were running around naked. Perverts." There was no anger in the words.
"Well, I was the one being all sexy, so who could blame them? Good plan. I'll see to it. I still have my card. Do you think it will work? It's in my bag." So were her terrorist clothes, but wearing those around would be kind of a red flag. It was actually better for her to keep to her borrowed coat than give that away. Really, she needed to burn them, as soon as she got a chance. It also meant a trip over to Mary's real quick, before she did anything else.
They all chatted about that, but the fact was, they wouldn't know if the accounts were still up until they tried it. Not really.
It took longer than it should have, or would have, if she'd been at the base. There was an open food shop. A grocery store, that she jogged over to. True it was in the next town over, but it was only about twenty miles, so it didn't take long. She paid for it out of her personal funds, which reminded her to get a receipt. It was food for everyone, after all. Then she stole the shopping cart it was in and ran back, going slow. The wheels didn't come off at least. Because she was taking her time, she noticed that there was a clothing store that was still open, and looked to have some trendy stuff. One of the mannequins was even a child, if a boy.
That might mean they'd have clothing in her size.
It wasn't until she got in that she understood the vast irony that the day held for her still. Every single shirt inside the place had a TCC logo on it. Smiling she looked at the rather gray haired woman behind the counter.
"Do you own this place?"
"Oh, no, I just work here. My son-in-law and daughter own it. I would have picked slightly different things, if I had my way. Some of it isn't too bad however. Good, sturdy clothing." The woman looked at her and smiled, gesturing at the coat she wore. "I saw you, on television earlier. I think we can find some things for you, if you need?"
She nodded, looking around.
"Seems like a plan! I can finally get all the TCC gear that my heart has secretly been yearning for!" She giggled, and the woman joined in, not seeming all that nervous about having one of the Infected there.
She was even helpful about getting Bridget set up. Like she really did just work there and wasn't a bigot at all. It was telling, and when the woman's son-in-law came in, as she was running Bridget's card, she smiled up at him.
"Jon? The IPB came to get some clothing. I know that you're a big supporter of them." There was ice and a bit of derision in the words, but the guy looked at Bridget, and then at what she was getting, which was a healthy pile of stuff, most of it with TCC clearly on the front. He... Smiled.
"Good job, Joan! Not everyone can sell this kind of stuff to an Infected person. She gets a ten percent discount." The man, who had a beard on his face, and seemed like the kind that would have owned a comic book shop, not a bigot clothing outlet, winked at her. "All government employees get that, so it isn't a bribe. It's just our way of saying thank you. In this case for today. I saw that thing earlier. We can't afford terrorism. I don't know what people are thinking."
She sighed, and then made a circle with her hand, to get him to turn around. After all, she had clothing now, and while putting it on in the store was probably weird, it meant she could talk at the same time. It took a while, since she told them everything that she had Gene earlier.
"Which is why all of this is really happening. We need to get the word out, to the hate groups. They're being used and made to make mistakes, on purpose. I know that it's hard to understand, but we, your team and the Infected, we're really all on the same side. So if you could pass that around? The more people doing it, the greater the chance that Braid won't win."
They stood there, with their mouths opening and closing, or at least the counter woman's was. The man had actually turned his back, since she was struggling into a complete change of clothing. Complete with tiny, kid sized, jack boots. Camo pants and a tan shirt with short sleeves that said TCC in big black letters on the front. She glanced into the full length mirror and had to smile.
"Okay, I'm totally rocking this look. It's the hair, I think. I look like a boy, but hot, don't you think?" She said this to the woman, who was still in shock, and told the man he could turn back around.
"Not bad, really. You kind of fit the season, at any rate. So, we're being controlled by a super psychic? That seems a bit, I don't know, I'd say impossible, but with the Infected, who knows? I guess we can let people know what you said. It seems a bit off, but after the base was lit up like that... We couldn't get that done. Our people." He glanced at the older lady and then back at Bridget. "My people, I mean. We'll, if you need anything else, do come back. There were friends of mine in that crowd you saved today. I guess, in a way, I owe you."
She shrugged. "It's literally my job. Thanks for the discount though. I lost everything, in the blast. Everyone." Her voice dropped, but she left quickly then, as if hiding her tears. None were coming, but she moved quickly enough that it had to be hard to tell that was the case.
It took half an hour to get back to the new base. The Sho. She kind of liked it, as a nickname. When she walked in, Doug was back, and the telephone guys were there. Two of them, even if it were probably a one man job. Marcia was talking on her cell, which was the Director's traditional job, as Bridget unloaded easily eaten things onto the table from the wire cart. Kenny pointed at it, his face wry.
"Oooh, you stole. Nice threads, too. Did you beat up a mini-protestor for them?"
"Nope, paid fair and square. The card works, so at least there's that. Now, let's eat some grub, before I pass out from low blood sugar." That was a real threat, given the events of the day. She started with pure calories, and finished with hotdogs, which she ate without warming, on buns. With mustard, since that was how she liked them. Everyone ate a bit, including Marcia, who tried to pretend that having what Ken and Doug were was even close to sufficient for her.
"I..." Bridget didn't complain at the woman, gesturing at the cart, where there were three more gallon jugs of oil. It really wasn't great food, all of it cold and not made for people that were used to having a five star chef or two on tap, but it would do the trick. If they ate it.
"Marsh, we don't have time to coddle your food habits right now. So... cut the bullcrap, and get to it. We'll both be doing that for the time being. Yes, it will suck, but it has to happen. If we go down right now, people will probably end up dead." She sounded hard suddenly, her piping voice almost a growl. A high pitched one, but it got the other woman, her boss, for now, to do it, moving on the food cart, and taking care of things without her normal grimacing or moaning about it.
Just as she was finishing the last few drops of golden liquid, her phone rang again.
She answered it while smacking her glistening lips a bit. Kenny was watching those a little too closely for his own good. At least if the girl he'd mentioned on her first call to him had been his girlfriend. Otherwise it might be fine. Marcia wouldn't sleep with an employee, but she probably wouldn't slap him around for noticing her either.
The man on the phone sounded familiar. Tense too. Bridget blinked, listening to him.
"We saw the news. A few of us fell back to one of the local offices. Dallas- Fort Worth. We... have some issues. We're trying to coordinate with the local cops, but... Do you have CNN there yet?"
Quartz stood, and shook her head.
"Not yet. We're just getting the phones in. What's happening?"
"We have a class four or five team taking apart Detroit. Bullet proof, which is why our men on the ground had to pull back. They're going to go back in with heavy ordinance, but forty-fours did nothing to stop these two. A man and a woman. About fifty civilians are already dead. It was a mob action that pushed them according to the reports. A crowd of several thousand tried to kill a little girl, so these two stepped in, but we have a classic problem now. They've won, but can't stop, because they figure that if they do, they'll be killed." There was an intake of air, and he went on. "We have a larger issue in Chicago. Two hundred dead or injured. That seems to be a gang. Miami, New York City, L.A. It's everywhere. Most of these started when Infected were attacked and other Infected went to their defense. We'll have to triage this. I don't think we could have handled this, even before the attack. What the fuck are we supposed to do, Turner?"
Bridget managed to go still. For some reason, she knew what to do. It was crazy and strange, but she thought they could pull it off.
Maybe.
"Burkes? Tell everyone that we're coming. I need you to get a press thing together at your location. Tell them... Everything. That this is Braid causing all of this, and that we're all being played, Infected and non-Infected. Tell them that any Infected that was defending themselves will get a full pardon from President Lawrence, if they stand down now and stop fighting. The same for anyone that was attacking Infected, as long as they cut it out and leave now. They can run off, hide, or whatever. If they don't, then... I'll kill them. They have an hour to make their choice." She meant it, and didn't wait for find out what the man was going to say about it.
She didn't really have a right to speak for the President, but the man would back her. If he didn't, well, that was asking for tens of thousands to die, wasn't it? So he would. Even if she was just a dumb girl that no one should ever listen to. She ran, once outside the Sho, heading across town, hoping that Mary was still at her shop. She had been earlier, since she was still doing brisk business. Charity was still helping too, but had mentioned needing to take off, now that she could. 
When she closed on the dark place, she saw a single light in the back, along with seven forms, surrounding her grandmother.
They were standing in what could be called the back yard. If you were going to be generous about it, and refer to the overgrown grass there as a lawn. She really needed to come by and mow that for her, Bridget decided. Six of the people spun to look at her, even before she walked into the light. The men menacing Mary were all dressed very nicely, but the clothing reminded her a little of what an English dandy would have worn in a movie. The one standing in front of Mary was tall and thin, but seemed youthful enough. Familiar too, for all that he wasn't anyone she knew. He looked a lot like Mary, to tell the truth.
"Hey everyone, you all look so cute in your little outfits! It's like a fantasy ren fair around here suddenly. I feel under dressed. I take it these are the Doyle's we ordered? Zephron Wyrdcraft, too?" A day earlier than she'd figured on, but Braid had said the Elcampayns would be taken in three days, not that these guys couldn't come earlier. That meant she had a chance to stop them herself, if she did it right. 
Bridget looked at the man in front who made a little sound. One that seemed hurt, actually. Slightly exasperated, to tell the truth, but in a fake and overdone way that implied humor, or would if he was from her own world. Whether that would stay the same across worlds she didn't know. Still, when he spoke the man was pretty relaxed and casual about it all. That meant he felt comfortable with her, she thought.
"Zevros, actually. Wyrdcraft, as you said. I was just asking my mother if she possibly knew the where abouts of the Elcampayn children. Do you know that she had the nerve to suggest to me that they weren't in this world anymore? I'd credit it as truth, except the Morten Wester himself assured me that they were. I strongly doubt that he's lying to me, since Wester's never do. How do we reconcile those two things then, Mary?"
There was shifting from the others, and one of the men, who was kind of cute looking, in a lean way, rushed her. She waited for him to reach her, and stepped to the side easily, then kicked him in the back, knocking him a good fifty feet away. It took a jumping stomp, since he was so tall, and using her flight ability to stabilize herself. It was a good trick that was a lot easier than landing, for some reason. That caused the others to move on her too.
All with happy grins on their faces. That probably meant that they didn't get the beating they were about to receive yet.
They didn't hold back, but they also didn't last too long. They were fast, and strong, as well as tougher than average. All in what seemed like the same way, too, which was interesting to see and led them into a high level of teamwork. They looked different from one another, but like they could be related. That made sense, really. They were from Hobbs world, and one of their main families. The fighters, she thought. They were good, too.
Also losing, badly.
There was just a difference between a class four and a whatever she really was. A seven probably, for all Braid had tried to confuse the issue. Not that it mattered. She was just faster and stronger than these men, and at least as good in actual fighting skill. About a minute into the whole thing, they were all on the ground, and she was wondering if they needed to kill them or not.
Zevros hadn't fought, and was just staring at her. His face was a study in blandness too. Dry and a bit confused, if only around the edges. She thought so at least, it was hard to tell.
"So, Mary, don't make me use force again. Out with it, where are the children?" It was clearly meant as a joke, even if he sounded very serious about it, at the time.
Bridget answered, her mouth moving on its own. It was a thing that just happened to her sometimes. Usually when she needed to get out of trouble. Not always however, so it took her a bit by surprise that she did it now.
"They went to a different reality, earlier today. That's probably why your friend Morty didn't know about it. It was my idea. They're collecting more Elcampayns from other worlds to save yours. The idea is for them to revitalize their line with fresh blood, and assert their voice? That way they don't have to let too many suffer by vanishing again. I think they took advocate Hobbs and Brian Yi with them. He's um..." She didn't know how to explain Proxy at all, but Mary smiled.
Her grin was fierce, suddenly.
"He is called the advocate of this world. He was given that title by a member of the Order of the Circle, so it is not a thing to take lightly. A most formidable being. He cannot be spared from his duties here long, but he is a good soul, so seeks to protect our lands, even though they are far from here. Now, since you are well thwarted, need we actually fight and bicker? Know this, Zevros, you have a brother in this place and his father is Advocate Yi. He is called Scott Chambers." She waved a hand at the small girl who was standing there in her fake military bigot wear. "This is your niece, Bridget. I suggest you make friends, given that she has spent her day thwarting a Timberland witch, using naught but her wits and natural gifts. That is, you must admit, a rare sign of talent."
"Aye, and it is! I'd been told of that. A Timberland infects this world alone. You should import a few others to even up the score. It tends to keep them more... manageable." There was a lot more friendliness in the words than seemed to fit the attack from the Doyles. One of them tried to pull a blade and move in on her, but she just let it hit, and throw her back, giggling.
"Hey, don't ruin my clothes, I just got them. My other outfits were all blown up, over the last days." A hole had been cut in her shirt, but there was no blood from underneath it, because she was her. Even the Doyle's were hardly bleeding. Because they were freaking tough.
That gave her an idea. It was probably a horrible one, with a million flaws, but she still liked it and didn't resist going with it, given how she felt.
"All right, I need to recruit you all. Um, please raise your right hands and repeat after me?" She did it too and was shocked when, slowly, all of the men returned the gesture.
"Great. Now, say this; I'm a deputy."
Zevros went first, his young face confused.
"I'm a deputy?" He was just asking for clarification, she thought, but the others went next and she sighed.
"Great! That means you're sworn to the IPB for the duration. It pays something, eventually, but that will take a while. Okay, so there are attacks taking place all around this... Um, land? It's my duty to protect it, and now it's yours too. You swore an oath, after all. That's binding, right?" That was important to Hobbs and the others at least. She waited to see if they'd beg off, but none of them did. They didn't even argue that it couldn't count, because they hadn't recognized the words. She would have, even if she planned to help. It probably meant they were better people than she was, inside. "We'll get Mary to take us into the combat areas, if possible. This is part of Braid's plan. A, um, Timberland trick? So we need to let people know that, and try not to kill them, if possible. A lot of the fighters are Infected. Like me? Or, well, possibly like you? They'll all be different, so stay on your toes, and don't kill them unless they attack you and won't stop." She didn't know what to say, or how to explain. The Infected were almost never really the same like it seemed the families from Hobbs world were.
But Mary did have a word for it, her face bemused.
"Sports. Some with vast powers that will seem to play by no sane rules. Devorah Timberland seeks to use them to meet her vision. That would require the death of a third of the people of this world."
It was more like a sixth, but the men straightened, ready, it seemed, to fight at her command.
She felt a tear come to her eye. It was silly, but she kind of liked these particular people, so far. Even if they had spent half their time together trying to kill her.
"First to Detroit then, if that's good with you Mary?" She might not know where that was, Bridget realized, but the world changed, and not only were they suddenly in a different and far away city, they were very nearly in the middle of an attack.
Excellent, she decided. Bridget moved in, heading directly at a man with glowing purple fists, her own hands glowing in response, only in white. Like her mother's would have.
 
 



Chapter eight
 
Bridget took a chunk out of a downtown street, getting the attention of the man that had turned to her, trying to end her life with a blast of purple energy. It hit her, but skipped off her skin, a thin film of white light holding it away from her. A force field, at least against energy of a certain type? She'd never seen the effect before, but it was solid, and nothing got through as far as she could tell.
Which was awesome. It looked good too. It even kept her TCC shirt from catching on fire, or disintegrating. Whatever the other blasts did.
"IPB! Stand down, this instant. If you refuse to comply, I'll have to use lethal force. That was your warning. You have ten seconds to start working with me. Remember, if you stand down now, you get a free Presidential pardon. That's nothing to sneer at. You need to stop killing people though, and be ready to pay for that. Probably by being part of the new IPB, rather than prison. I heard that you were already trying to save lives? It's good practice for later. We have openings." It made sense to her, but she kind of expected the man to attack her again.
Then she'd kill him. He had a buddy with him, it seemed, too. An old black woman that ran to the man's side, moving a lot more quickly than most octogenarians would have. She actually slid into place, almost skating on the sidewalk. Her body was naked, and looked younger than her face, but was strategically covered in pitch black shadows.
Bridget pointed.
"That looks incredible. Now, what do you say? Are you going to join me, or do you want to fight? Join my side and you get cookies..." She knew that she sounded insane, but couldn't help herself. It was just one of those situations where being sane and good wasn't going to help anything. No one else ever saw things that way, but it happened. All the time.
Following the rules didn't work when the rules were stupid.
So she decided to try making her own.
"Eh? We don't really have long. We need to get off to Chicago, if you're going to work with us. There's a war going on there, and we have to stop it."
There was a moment of silence, and finally a sob from the man, who'd stopped glowing, showing that he was a white guy, or possibly Hispanic.
"We just tried to save that girl! They attacked her and we told them to stop. Now you're going to kill us. IPB..." He started to glow again, but one of the Doyle's moved to stand in front of her, his pretty clothing also being purple. That and green.
"Nay! Do not be misled by past thoughts! The mistress has offered pardon for thy actions, if you but cease and join us in our quest to save this land from Timberland attack. We bid you come, be friends."
The two on the other side looked at the group, and seemed confused. That was probably a good thing to consider, she realized. She was acting strange, and doing unexpected things. She'd have blamed Proxy's powers, but it was probably just her, if he was really out of that reality. No one was strong enough to directly affect people in other worlds, were they?
"He's right. If you want to live, please raise your right hand and repeat after me?"
For the second time that night, it worked, and the Doyles really helped sell the move too, because the second the two muttered that they were deputies, the instant it was said, the men in their fine clothing, each different than the other, all looking like they went to the same tailor as Willy Wonka, they turned away, watching for outside attack. It said a lot about their world, she realized. 
Apparently there, if you gave your word, it was good. No questions asked, and none needed.
There were police there, and for some reason they didn't seem inclined to help or join up themselves. Probably due to the fact that a lot of them were already dead, having been fighting with these two. They, naturally, weren't going to be pleased when they realized that their dead friends had just been casualties because they'd thrown in on the criminal side of the fight they came across.
In short, it was a good time to get them all out of there.
"Mary, can you get us to Miami?"
The world turned blue, but again, they were there almost instantly. This time the fight went differently, since it was a long battle line of police set up against four teen girls. The police here however were working as a solid unit, and giving about as good as they got. The Infected here weren't fighting that well, compared to her two new friends. Purple Light and Shadow. She didn't have time to get their real names yet, she decided.
"Stand down! Cease fire! Everyone! Now!" She walked out into the middle of the street, getting shot and hit by a thrown car, but she wasn't injured. Knocked around a bit, since physics still worked, but everyone stopped, to stare at her.
She repeated the offer of a pardon, and was promptly attacked by a blonde girl that simply appeared right next to her, trying to shoot her with what Bridget was willing to bet was a police issued pistol. The girl died, choking on her own blood. It had been reflex, but Bridget lashed out the instant the girl had pointed a weapon at her, and crushed her throat. It had made a crunching noise, and then she fell, gasping herself to death.
"Sinclair!" A tiny girl that was still bigger than Impulse was by six inches ran at her, and nearly died herself. She seemed pissed off, but her goal was the fallen girl beside them. She knelt by her, dire hatred in her eyes. Then she kissed the dying girl. It was loving, and passionate.
It also got the other girl to start breathing, and after a few minutes, stand up. Not totally well, but alive and breathing.
"Fuck." She also croaked like a frog. "What the hell? No one's that fast. Why aren't the police shooting us? They came and tried to take Wren, so we had to fight. They claimed that she'd been menacing people, but she can't. She'd really quiet and nice, all the time."
Bridget shrugged.
"I get it. A gentle first mode? Well, she can still join up. We have phones to answer, or will soon. Public to meet and greet, that kind of thing. Here's the deal. Come with us and stop fighting here and you get a full pardon for it. From the President. If you start fighting again, I'll be forced to kill you. I mean, unless I tell you to. If your first mode isn't something you can control, let me know now, and we'll hold you back from the rest of the combat." She looked at the healer, who flipped her off.
"Fucking cunt, bitch." She looked at the others and grimaced. "Assholes."
Bridget grinned. It was nasty, but not an attack.
"What's that, some kind of Tourette's syndrome?" She managed to sound curious, not accusing and the one she'd nearly killed, who'd teleported next to her, nodded.
"Yeah, she can't really help it. She isn't violent though." There was a hard swallow, but her voice still seemed to be getting clearer, as if the healing was still going on.
Wren, the bird looking one, had feathers on her head, and an honest to god beak. No wings however, but she did have neat black claws. The fourth girl was... Just kind of plain. She'd been the one that had thrown the car at her.
It had hit her, too. That was pretty good aim. Bridget didn't exactly present a huge target.
"What's your deal? First mode and power, I mean?"
"I'm just always a bit sad. I don't know if it's that thing. A mode. I can make any metal I touch do what I want."
They didn't have time for a lot more info unfortunately, and she got them to agree to join up. Wren, who was, as they'd been told, very nice, admitted that her power was really small. It was, silly, too.
"I can sing really well. Um, like this?" It was pretty, and she had a significant range, but it wasn't going to help her in a fight, was it? If Tobin ever got to do another record, this was someone to put on it with him, though. She was nearly as good, and since almost no one was, they'd be able to do some amazing things song wise, she bet. That would take the man coming back from the dead, of course, but eventually that might happen. When they won the war.
They moved from place to place after that, with her only having to kill about half of the people they faced. The Doyles and Zevros helped too, none of them seeming too concerned with her methods. They were basically join with her or die, but right up until they got to Chicago, they pretty much worked. Yes, some of the people didn't calm down in time, or didn't even try, but a lot of them did. More than she ever would have thought.
Leaving her with a tiny army of new recruits.
When they got to Chicago however, the city was on fire. It wasn't just a war zone, but an insane one. There was no chance to offer a pardon, or any other sort of bribe. No threats either. It was, she realized, simply time for her to be what everyone had always feared she would in the end. A killer. She'd taken lives before, that day even, but suddenly it was all she was doing. Just moving from one person, to another, taking away handguns and rifles, and executing anyone that didn't stop fighting instantly. She used her force blasts, which got stronger as she went along, stripping away bullet proof  body armor like it was tissue paper and cutting through every kind of force field it encountered. She didn't know how many died at her hands, but an hour later her new crew was able to work cleanup. That had to mean that a lot had gone down in front of her, to get things calmed down that quickly.
It was a dismal sight, but the fighting had stopped, since people were simply afraid to move now. Anyone that did was killed. By Impulse.
"Go to your homes, or at least get off the street! We can't protect you now, so hide! Flee if you can, lest doom befall you! Turn away from the plotting of the Timberland witch! Your savior from the IPB has come to rescue you! Now it is incumbent upon you each to save yourselves, so flee! Run and do not seek to see what follows behind, I beg of you!" It was Chatty the Doyle that said all that. He looked to be about thirty or so, but the words worked, which was amazing. Who would have thought that anyone would understand them? Then the basic message wasn't that hard to process, was it? Run and hide? Check.
People were already prone to doing both of those things. Telling people to do what they already kind of wanted to was normally pretty effective.
In the end they stopped the fighting, everyone else repeating the basic message, and Bridget killing everyone that couldn't get away fast enough, or who looked hostile. She honestly tried to keep it to that second one. Finally it was Mary and Chatty that approached her. The man went to his knees, and bowed his head.
"Mistress, are you well? Does the casting of battle take you beyond reason?"
"Sorry? No. I'm good. I need to get cleaned up. There was too much wasted life here, tonight. Now, I need to talk to the President. After a shower, if I can get one. Would it be all right if we check in at the Sho? I... probably have to be yelled at for a while." Offering Pardons... It was going to cost her, she didn't doubt.
A whole lot.
Worse, she'd kind of lost it for a while there. She'd taken out at least two hundred people, killing them without mercy. She'd barely been aware that she'd been doing it at the time. No matter who they were, Infected, normal or even the police, if they tried to stop her, they got hit. Most of her new people had just talked to people and gotten them to calm down and leave. She'd been... Strange. Not angry or anything like that, just mechanical in her destruction. When people hadn't done the right thing, to her way of thinking, she ended them. Pouncing with speed and grace, or a wave of her energy carrying hands.
Shivering now, from a need to replace all she'd used up, she got Mary to take them back to the old shoe shop. They actually came out in front of the building, the glass door and big windows showing that Marcia and Doug were both in. She had... Counting she shook her head. There were sixteen of them in all. Seven aliens, plus Mary, herself and seven new people. They'd picked up a strong looking man with a bald head and brilliant green eyes, in L.A. to round things out. He'd been looting, actually, but was willing to take a pardon in exchange for not having to die.
Because when you had the power to walk through walls, why spend money on anything? She could sort of see that one too, and had fought to not agree with the man when he'd said it.
They all followed her inside, not responding to the empty space inside, which was good, since not having much, other than a few folding chairs and a card table that had come from somewhere, meant they all fit. It wasn't a huge space, with nineteen people in it.
"Hey Marcia. I don't suppose you could get the President on the line? I've been all over the Country offering people pardons tonight. If he doesn't back me, then we're lying to everyone and claiming that none of these people were there tonight. They were all here, getting things set up, no matter what the cameras say." She grinned and looked at everyone, her stomach growling a bit. "So don't worry, you're IPB now. We have your backs."
Marcia nodded.
"I have a number I can try. I was holding off, but... Yeah. Let's give it a shot?  Now, you have everyone you collected here? Some of them seem... Different?"
That got Wren, the bird girl to tense up and hunch in on herself, but it was clear to everyone else that she meant the Doyles and Zevros.
"Oh, right! Introductions then. Zevros Wyrdcraft is Mary's son. My uncle? These others all have names I think, but I only know that they're all of the Doyle family. They swore in as deputies, so, you know, they're under our protection while they're here. They really helped get things calmed down tonight. Good fighters too, but not hung up on it. They used their words, and saved a lot of lives that way. It was impressive." She meant it, and that showed, she thought, since several of them bowed in her direction. Just polite ones though. Not begging for their lives. That looked different, she bet. Lower to the ground and humble. These looked courtly. Like something from television.
She looked at the others, and sighed.
"I didn't get names for anyone else. These are the ones that could get a hold on themselves. Some of them killed people, but it was all in self-defense. We should get a list of names. Um, Doug, Ken, could you two do that? I have to shove food into my face now. There should be enough for everyone, if anyone needs something?"
"Fuck you! Turnip slut!" It was the Tourette's like first mode girl. Bridget explained.
"Low to mid level healer. I figured that she could field calls when we want people to go away? Sorry..." She didn't know her name, so asked. Finally. "Your name is?"
The girl was about seventeen or so and had a nice hat on, made out of velvet. It was black and floppy. It went with the white and black shirt that hugged her body closely.
"Phoebe. Cunt."
She nodded, "Sorry, Phoebe. I shouldn't make fun of you, and didn't mean to. I'm just getting tired. It's been a day and a half."
Everyone nodded, and Chatty Doyle explained for those that weren't there.
"Those words hold truth, beyond the surface. See how even now she is covered with the blood of those that did not heed her words? She entreated all to join her, but those that declined met with swift and certain demise. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, ended their last breath at the magical light of her regard, if not her delicate hands." The others nodded, including the tall bald man.
He looked at Marcia and gave a rugged and slightly roguish smile. He had a British accent, or something close to that, though Bridget couldn't place it to anywhere specific.
"No shite, either. She dropped anyone that didn't stop instantly, in Chicago. I didn't think anyone could have done that. She was facing off with twenty Infected at one point, and they didn't last fifteen seconds, for the entire group. It was frightening. I nearly soiled my pants."
She went to the back, and no one followed her. They didn't have a bath or shower, but she was able to wash up really well in the bathroom sink, and changed into a second set of clothing. It was similar, but had black trousers instead of green and brown. The deep blue shirt had TCC on it in white. Nice big letters too, so everyone would know she was both tidy, and in good with Jesus. When she came out, no one commented on that part of things.
They probably thought she was being a hipster.
She got to eat at least and a few of the others joined her, though no one just hit the food like she did. As she finished a cold burrito, skipping the hot sauce since she'd forgotten to get any, Marcia walked over to her.
"Phone for you. The President? He sounds pissed." She was smiling when she said that, but Bridget figured that it was real enough.
Except that it wasn't. When the man spoke he sounded friendly, even.
"Miss Chambers? This is Michael Lawrence. Director Turner mentioned that you wanted to talk to me about something?"
She nodded, then spoke, since even her head full of rocks wasn't going to clank enough to be heard over the phone.
"Right. I handed out about two or three hundred Presidential pardons tonight. It was done to get people to calm down. Not all of them could. I had to kill a lot of people. You'll back that, right? If it becomes an issue, I mean? Give people those pardons?"
There was silence, and she waited to be told no. For a second that seemed real, and like the only thing that could happen, since she had no right to speak for the man, and had overreached so far that her shoulders should have popped from the socket.
"We should be able to handle this in other ways. I understand however, and if it's needed, I'll back your play. What the hell, it's my second term anyway, so I don't have to stand for reelection. Do you have plans for the future?"
She didn't think so, but her mouth loved to talk, so did it anyway.
"Yeah. You need to make a statement and let people know that from now on there won't be anything like this. People tried to take advantage of the IPB being gone, but we're not. We'll have a press thing here tomorrow, too. Marcia will do that, so that I don't start cussing on live television. The thing is, this is it. This is everyone's one free pass. No more pardons or miss nice guy. Today people got lucky, since we had a sharp crew with us, but we can't afford to let people think that starting a war is a good plan."
"I see. I'll send that basic message to my speech writers and see if we can't make it sound a little less like I plan to use the IPB to assassinate anyone that doesn't agree with me. Now, what do you need? I know that things can't be settled there yet. I saw a clip of that bomb earlier."
The phone was heavy in her hand, and her eyes wanted to close, all on their own. That was just because it had gotten around to bed time. She didn't have one of those, but she'd make do.
"We have seven new Operatives and no place to put them. Um, also we have seven aliens with us. Don't worry, once we pass some messages off to them, they can go back home, I think. Great guys, so not a problem. Alternate reality, not different planet, in case it comes up. I don't know if that's been mentioned to you at all?"
"Does this have to do with the Elcampayn children?" His tone had gone from a bit tired to frigid in a single line. She felt impressed. She could have done the same, but wouldn't have done it as well by half. That was probably why people let him lead, she decided. The man had mad skills. Presidential ones.
"Yeppers. They're gone though, off to find a new source of energy for their world, from another reality. These people need it, in order to save their planet. It isn't really our problem, but they're peaceful, as far as we're concerned. We're getting them hooked up. They'll have to agree not to let bad things happen to the new power sources, but I think that will work. I'll handle that part. I suppose you'll want all this in writing? It might take a few days. I can write, but it takes some time. Editing mainly." She did all right that way, as long as she had a computer. "So, what do I need? A facility? Someplace with beds and food? Showers would be a plus? Other than that, I just need some sleep. How about you?"
The man sighed, and then made a sound she was nearly certain was a chuckle.
"After today? A few hundred more of you? I trust that you're all going to be standing by to help, if anything happens?" It was an order. A politely worded one, but she wasn't fooled. She knew when someone was bossing her around.
She just didn't care, at the moment.
"Yeah. Yes, sir. The IPB is here, and ready." She looked over at Marcia, who really was, and then Doug, who stood a little straighter. The girls all looked either scared or upset, and the rest seemed very uncertain of themselves. Well, not the aliens, who all seemed remarkably pleased, to tell the truth. Whatever that was about.
Mary was smiling hugely, too. It took her a moment to realize why. She'd just told the President, her big boss, that she'd make sure that the situation in their world would be handled. Fixed. Since they had to be panicking over it all that was probably nice to hear. Of course, she didn't really know what to do that way, other than follow the plan they already had.
Maybe send a note to Morten Wester, and get him on board as well? That family was supposed to be filled with really smart people, and were said to be totally honest. That didn't mean they couldn't make mistakes or still be pricks, but it was the best bet, so far when it came to making an alliance.
The President's voice was right in her ear, and sounded confident. No matter what the man really felt. Again, skills that transcended the moment.
"Let me know if you need anything for your work, Miss Chambers. I'll have people in touch with you in the morning. Get some of that sleep, and make sure you stay sharp. Could you hand me back to Director Turner?" That happened without comment, since it made sense to the other woman. She was in charge now, after all.
There was some murmuring, several yes sirs, and absolutely no speaking about the people from another reality at all. She yawned and looked around, finally noticing that Kenny had a yellow legal pad and a pen, which she borrowed without asking, her face smiling.
Then she flipped for a while, since she needed a clean page.
No one asked her what she was working on, which was an outline of their plan for Hobb's world. She called it that too. Right there in print, and out loud, to the people from there. After all, he was the super villain that had stolen that world's energy source from them. Even if the kids could go back, she doubted that he would. They'd pretty much still have to kill him, for what he'd done. It was the right thing, and not an easy one.
An entire people would also revile his name, for generations, no matter how it all turned out. Especially the leaders that might lose some power now that the Elcampayns were coming back.
She tried not to make it sound fancy, or confusing, making certain that she explained everything she could, and pointing out the places where she couldn't. Her handwriting was neat enough, and small, since her little fingers were good for that.
When she was done with it, still sitting at the little card table, she turned the four pages around and gestured for Mary to read them. She did, her face set, until she got to the end. Zevros went next, then each of the others from that world.
The girls and the bald man were sitting on the floor, sharing a bag of corn chips. The old black woman stood in a corner, nearly vanishing in the shadows. Her friend, Purple Light, wasn't actually her personal buddy it turned out. They'd just met that evening, trying to keep a crowd from killing a little girl that looked a bit like a lizard. Two strangers who lost their entire worlds, because they'd tried to do the right thing.
Except that didn't have to be the case. They were IPB now, and had to be, but having most of the people in one physical place was clearly a poor idea. There was really no good reason for them not to keep their own homes if they wanted, and be with their families and friends. If they stuck around, now that the world knew what these people really were.
She muttered that out loud, but the aliens didn't understand. Then, they were also distracted, so other than a few strange looks, they didn't comment on that situation.
It was Chatty Doyle, who turned out to be named Lister, that read it last. Then he placed the papers back in front of her.
"What of your personal demands, mistress? You ask that succor and safety be assured for the newcomers that seek naught but to aid my people, but you have asked not for riches or lands of your own. Do you wish to add that now?" There was a very strange tone to the words, that she wasn't at all ready to try and decipher. It wasn't a thing she understood. They were from a different reality, so she had no clue what he was getting at. Oh, she understood the part about looking out for herself, but she didn't think this was a situation for her to try and capitalize on. She tried to explain, hoping it wasn't the wrong thing to say.
"Your people need this, Lister. Doing anything that would make that harder than it has to be would be... Wrong. Evil. Our only goal in this is to keep the Elcampayns safe, and see that your planet doesn't die. That's it. What more could I want?" Other than a few dozen cheese burgers. Given that she didn't know if they even had cheese, or cows, for that matter, she decided not to scribble that onto the bottom of the letter.
Mary smirked a bit, and when she bothered to look over, Zevros was doing much the same thing.
He looked at the others and took the papers, folding them several times and tucking them into his side jacket pocket.
"I'll take these to Morten Wester directly then. Should your sworn men stay to see to the protections of your lands? For that matter, is this as you wish, my taking this? Perhaps Mary?" He watched Bridget closely, his face not moving much. Nothing was given away to explain what he was really trying for. 
It was a thing she'd seen from Elizabeth and Mary before too. It was how they looked when they were holding something close to their chests, to keep them secret.
"Really you should all go, if it's safe for you. I need to get a bigger base, before I take on six new men at once." She smiled about the double entendre, and Lister leaned in a bit.
"Oh? All of us at once? That's a bit advanced, isn't it?" It was meant to be a joke, but Zevros jumped in and hit the man in the back of the head.
He didn't go down, or respond in any way, except to duck a little and cover his head.
"Ah! Apologies. I should not have sought there."
Mary sniffed, and seemed offended by the words, but Bridget shrugged.
"No worries. Anyway, let's get that done? We won't get finished sooner by waiting."
Zev bowed to her and patted his pocket. "I shall return with an answer, if one is provided. Thank you all, for your kind welcome here. We had feared instant war between us and instead find friends that already seek to save us in our hour of need." Then with a bit of a flourish, the man was gone.
So were all the Doyles.
Mary covered a smile with her left hand.
"If I make no mistake, it seems that Lister Doyle is seeking to improve his station in the world, do you not think, Marcia?" There was a sly and slightly teasing manner to the words.
Turner was off the phone, since apparently the President hadn't called to chat about what she was wearing or anything that would get them going for a longer conversation.
"Was that what he was going for? Here I figured he was just flirting a little." She looked at everyone, including Bridget and nodded. "Now, I think we need some hotel rooms. What do you think the odds are of anyone being willing to let the IPB in right now?"
It was a good point. Still, Bridget looked down and waved at her shirt.
"With my camouflage? No one will ever guess. Actually, if anyone is there, we might try the Ridgemont? They're a bit pricey, but they have great rooms and don't refuse people just because they're Infected. Poor, yes. Infected is fine, as long as you don't cause problems."
That didn't set very well with her boss though, who suddenly wanted them to grab some tarps and sleep in the lot behind the shop. It would be cheaper, she insisted and let them do some team building on the first day, which was important. Plus, cheaper.
She mentioned that several times. Fiscal responsibility was, it was clear, a big deal when you were at the top of the organization.
"Makes sense to me." Bridget tried not to sound disappointed. She could sleep anywhere, but did like a soft and comfy bed under her. "Some of the places out in the woods are nice. We'll need money to rebuild the base, or get a new one. That's going to take some scratch. Let's get those tarps around and make someplace to sleep for the night. Someone has to stay here, to man the phones. When we have them. Do we have an ETA on that?" She asked the room, figuring that Kenny would answer, but one of the phone guys waved at her.
"We should be good in five on that. We found a bit of static on one of the lines, so replaced some faulty wires. The lines in here are pretty old. We're checking that now." He was the older of the two men, the other one just looked at his work, and seemed like he really didn't want to be part of the conversation. Not even a little. He wasn't old, being young enough that Bridget wouldn't have felt bad about asking him out. Even her parents would have been fine with it, and they could be picky.
She looked at that man for a bit. Something was off about him. Not, I'm about to kill you all, but more like he didn't want to be seen. That could have been fear, and he was anxious enough, but scared people looked at what they feared. It was skewed the way he was trying not to be noticed...
Wrong.
"Marcia?" Bridget smiled, and looked at her boss, remembering that she was the Director now, not just someone that she'd known her entire life. Except she was that, too. So, she wasn't a person to give orders to. Which was a shame, since being bossy was so handy, at times. Bridget had picked that up from Brian, who did it as naturally as other people breathed. "Would you show Doug and..." 
 She waved at the room. "Everyone really, how to find phone taps and whatever? We all need to be looking for that."
Before the woman in her yellow shirt and pretty if out of place skirt could speak, the younger man tried to run for it. Bridget rolled her eyes, but waved at the door.
"Don't let him leave, please." She nailed the delivery too, and waved lazily, rather than seeming tense. She could have caught the man, and still could, but it was the teleporting girl that got there first, standing in the way, with her arms spread, and a panicked look on her face. She'd gotten were she needed to be, but had suddenly realized that she didn't know what to do next.
They could work with that. That showed good instincts. No one else had moved yet, so Bridget jogged over, and put her hand on the shoulder of the man that was nearly to the door.
"Okay, that one isn't happening. Come with us. To, um... Well, this is the place, actually. Marcia, if you'll start that class? I bet these two will help us out, if we ask nice." She gestured to the older man, who seemed like he didn't know what was going on. "In fact, um, Frank, why don't you show us the new system and see if you can figure out what junior here did? If you do good work on that, there might be a new job in it for you." If he was willing to work with the IPB.
That seemed more likely than not. Frank was there, after all, in the first place.  He even started to move, just based on what she'd said.
"Big guy, Doug and um, angry girl, you're on guard duty. If this one tries to get away or do anything strange, hit him in the head." Then, happily, she clapped. "This is some good team building stuff right here! What fun! First, let's see if he has a name. Joe? Is that right? Your shirt told on you, but if you're actually NSA then that could be a lie. By the way, if you are with the government, I suggest you let us know now. Embarrassing, but going home to tell them all about the sorry state of our tech department is a lot better than us trying to rendition you for some special treatment. Canada maybe?" She didn't know really. That there were places like that was an open secret, but it wasn't her kind of thing to know about.
Marcia did. Intimately, it seemed.
"Camp Jones, in Venezuela. I know the man in charge, so we won't have to leave a paper trail. All right, you heard her, let's get this done. I want a full run down on all the wiring. Inside first, then I want to do the perimeter, look for lasers on the glass, people with line of sight listening devices, and cameras. Does anyone have a special talent for that kind of thing?"
Joe the spy, or at least possible espionage agent, struggled a bit when the big bald man took his arm. Not really getting away, more to let them know that he was annoyed with them.
"Hands off, penis head. I'll break your arms if you touch me again." It was said with conviction, but the large man didn't let go.
In fact he laughed.
"I don't think so. Half the people in this room could take out all the people you know, much less you, dickless. Come along now, or I'll get one of the little girls to kick your ass before we send you back to your bosses. Complete with video footage of it." There was a jerk of the other mans arm, which got Marcia to shake her head.
"Watch the name calling and threats. We don't threaten anyone. Ever. We might have to hurt them, kill them, or even torture them for information, and there's allowance for it under the law, and our charter. Name calling and threats need to be kept to a minimum, if we can. It makes us look bad. Image is king right now. When you speak from now on, every word represents the IPB and all Infected people, everywhere. It's part of the package, I'm afraid."
She headed toward the back, only to have one of the girls, the teleporting one who had blonde hair, clear her throat. It sounded polite, rather than like she was gargling glass. That meant that Phoebe was a good bit better at healing than Bridget would have guessed. She'd basically smooched rapid healing into the girl, unless she was a fast healer in her own right.
"Excuse me, um, Quartz? I was... Is this real? I mean, do we all have to stay in the IPB? I thought you had to be... I don't know, cool or something, just to get in." She glanced at Bridget, which got her to clap again.
"Yay, I'm cool. Not that everyone doesn't know that. To answer the question, yes. This is real and you can't get out of it. It's always been the rule. Well, there's more to it than that, but it's part of the deal you all made. So, you know, grab a good job now, in the beginning. If you snooze you lose. So, tech squad, front and center." No one came forward, so rolling her eyes, she did it, moving toward Frank the telephone guy and Marcia, and pushing in beside the woman.
Refusing to grab her butt when she did. Grinning, Bridget saw where Frank was pointing as he traced an open line along. It wasn't long, and it didn't take a genius to see where a small box had been put, inside the little wall phone box. It was a light blue color, on the outside, and made of plastic. Inside of that was a slick looking matte black box that was about the size of the body of a wrist watch. Hers at least, which was a women's Timex.
It had been, until they'd blown it up, along with her entire set of Debbie Danger books. It was a sacrifice, but she could at least take solace in the fact that they had interesting adventures to look forward too. She pointed, and let her voice lilt, playfully.
"Iiiits a boy! Or a bug. Take your pick. Let's get this off the line, I guess and then go over how to sweep the whole place. Oh, and Marcia? Will you call that friend of yours? Camp Jones? I've heard of that... Isn't it where they start the new prisoners out by taking a big butt plug and shoving it so far in that they-" She was making that part up, trying to be mean to the spy, but Marcia cleared her throat, sternly.
"No. They use water boarding, psychotropic drugs and confinement in absolute sensory deprivation to break down and turn enemy agents. He'll wish they offered free anal play, before he's done. Don't threaten people with rape though. It's beneath us."
Bridget blinked, since that was a change in plans. She'd kind of thought that they were just making stuff up, but the new Director was doing it in a way that seemed to be having an effect, where she hadn't been. Probably because that was the reality of the situation. Marcia could play, and even joke around, but she didn't like to mix that sort of thing with work very often. That meant that Joe, if that was his real name, was in for a time of it.
"That, then. Or... If you want, I can call your boss and have you collected, for the low price of telling us where all the bugs you planted in here are. If you do that, and get them all, we'll just let you go, and not break your legs first." Holding up a hand, she closed her eyes and took ten deep breaths. To anyone else it probably seemed like she was hyperventilating and about to lose it, emotionally. It was really all about giving herself a moment to decide not to break his legs for him.
Not yet.
It occurred to her that it wouldn't be a threat, if she actually did it.
"Sorry. What do you say? Help a girl out?"
"Fuck you, bitch." He tried to stand up straight, and move toward her, but the big bald guy who liked to steal didn't let him go more than a step.
Bridget smiled.
"Agreed. Sex, and you'll tell us where they are? That's a twofer, isn't it? Throw in dinner first and I might let you try anal." She was trying for menacing, but it came out flirty. She thought that was the case, at least, and a few people, including Doug, laughed.
Joe the telephonic spy blew out hard and looked away.
"Great, now I have to be raped by the world's tiniest mad woman, too? I should have never taken this job."
Everyone was watching him, which got him to be quiet again. That wasn't what they wanted. Bridget rolled her hands, toward herself, trying to keep the flow going.
"That's a good starting place. What was the job, exactly? Was it trying to get a camera into our locker room for porn uploading? You look like the kind that watches a lot of porn." Being young and male, that was probably a safe bet.
The teleporting girl, who Bridget decided was going to be her new BFF, suddenly groaned and grabbed her forehead with both hands. It was dramatic and was pretty obvious, as to what she had planned. It was almost exactly the same thing that any psychic on every show, ever, did when pretending to read someone's mind. It was cute, but she didn't want to spoil whatever the new girl had planned.
"I... I can see it... In his mind... He does watch a lot of porn! It... gay... something about... horses..."
The man turned beet red, and stammered at the blonde girl. Bridget had to imagine that he was having a flashback to high school, from the look on his face. She'd never gone to a real school, herself. There were a lot of young, hormonal boys there, so it would probably be fun for someone with her general lack of concern over social rules.
"She's lying. I don't watch horse porn!"
She looked up at the man and smiled.
"No? Are you sure you haven't caught some, by accident? She couldn't have gotten that from you if you've never seen it. That isn't how her power works. We know that you've seen both gay and horse sex online. Now, before we have to take all your innermost secrets, tell us about who you work for, what they want, and why you don't need to go to special spy summer camp." It was a pretty safe bet that he'd at least seen both of those things at some point. Bridget had and she'd never even put in a search about horses that didn't involve riding. Doing that without a search filter on could get some interesting results in an image search, however.
Watching two guys going at it was just hot, though.
"I work for Monteliss. We're a government sub-contractor. My day to day job is just like Franks, installing phone lines and troubleshooting if it comes up. Then, at times, I get called in to do this kind of thing. I don't ask what it is, just install whatever I'm told too. I get a nice bonus for it. A few thousand. It's not enough to be worth being sent to prison for. I'll show you what I did. That's half of it, the rest is out on the line. We did that before coming in. I did, I mean. Frank doesn't know about my other job."
If the man was trying to protect his buddy, that was a good sign. Still, he could also have been covering for his partner. That the older man was better at pretending not to be a spy might just be down to acting ability and poise under fire.
It was still light outside when they all traipsed to the outside hookup box, which was on the corner of the building complex they were in. So one full shop front over from the Sho, along the far edge. It was a more complicated thing that had more lines than seemed reasonable for him to have put up without Frank noticing. The man grimaced, but didn't explain why that was. The blonde girl did, or tried, clearly faking the whole thing.
"He... was distracted by..." She went wide eyed and stopped talking, then looked away. Whatever else she was, the girl was a good actress. Not perfect, but solid.
Bridget crossed her arms.
"Come on Frank, what were you doing while he was doing that? It has to be pretty dicey if she's not going to tell us. What's worse than horse porn?"
The man gave them all a slightly annoyed look, then licked his lips.
"I was using the restroom next door. It took a while. I had a lot of dried fruit earlier, and prunes will do that to you. It's an age thing. Either you're backed up for half a week or get caught out with a time schedule and a desperate need to not be standing around. The door wasn't locked, so I just went it. The computer place? No one was there, but I didn't take nothing." If talking about bodily functions was embarrassing to him, it didn't show. That was probably due to his being all old like he was. In his fifties at the very least. She realized something then, that she'd only thought about occasionally before.
Marcia and her grandma Rachel were both older than that. Neither one of them looked like it however, and probably never would. People that had really fast healing just didn't. It wasn't the most common Infected trait, since that was actually greater than normal strength, but it was in the top ten, pretty easily. True, not everyone could just take a rocket to the chest and heal up from it, but slow aging was easy, compared to that. To her this man, Frank, was old and slowing down already, but she wasn't going to do that. Chances were that she was around for the long haul, no matter what else happened around her.
Suddenly that felt scary, instead of giving her comfort. Everyone around her would die before she did. Except Marcia, who might just be unkillable. Other than that, she was eventually going to end up all alone, with the whole world changing around her. It had a weight to it, that idea. One that was nearly too heavy for her that day.
After all, she'd killed a lot of people earlier. In a few instants, responding on instinct mainly, she'd changed the face of the world. Her alone. That, she felt, might well end up being a big part of her existence, if she wasn't careful. Bridget Chambers, ending up on her own, over and over again as all her people died. Not that the ones she'd done away with hadn't needed it. They were being insane, and Infected or not, they were going to hurt people, if someone else hadn't stood up and made them cut it out.
They'd had their chance to go along with the program. Not that the press would see it that way, when they were making her look bad the next day on the news. No, it would all be about how she should have given out candy and kisses to the people trying to kill everyone else. If not that exactly, it would be something nearly as stupid sounding. She was, after all, Infected. It didn't matter who you saved, in the end, if you had that hanging over you.
Honestly, she didn't know if it would have made a difference even if she weren't. Her favorite kid's book series, Debbie Danger, was all about a regular girl that delusionally saw problems and tried to fight them. No one loved her for it either, did they? It was part of the culture Bridget lived in. People would beg desperately to be saved, but once you did it, well, then you were marked as an outcast. Debbie wasn't even Infected, just a bit imaginative. People still kind of hated her for being a superhero.
It was, no doubt, a thing that would always be with them, one way or the other.
The outdoor telephone hookup box was a light mint green, and made of smooth metal that seemed to be of one piece, but the installed device was black again. It showed a lack of style, she thought. It looked menacing, as she waved to it as Frank and Marcia crowded in beside her. The man's arm touched hers, but he pulled away, almost instantly. She hadn't thought he was a bigot, so frowned at him.
He grinned, "Sorry, not trying to get cuddly there."
That was all he said, and Marcia looked at him, but didn't seem too suspicious of the scene, which was odd. It was, she realized, that the woman simply accepted that it was all about the man trying to act normally. Not hidden bigotry or anti-her hate coming out.
She forced herself to nod.
"No big thing. Now, how do we get the box out? I want the phones up in ten minutes, so let's get at this." It didn't take that long, since it was just a matter of disconnecting some screws, which held a bunch of wires in place. One for each phone line. Joe had probably gotten them completely monitored in about four minutes while old Frank let his prunes work.
After that they went over every part of the system, which took longer, since there were lines on poles, and Marcia insisted they follow them at least three blocks away. Even that, she allowed, wasn't really going to be enough.
"This is just the tip of the iceberg, and it always is. Just having phones means that people will be able to remotely listen to us. Cell phones are just as bad. The NSA owns that technology. Anything you say can, and probably will, be listened to." She was looking at everyone, but Doug and Bridget were the ones there that had secret info they could let slip. For now at least. The rest of them, if they didn't have to be killed, would eventually end up knowing things that other agencies didn't really need to worry about.
To Bridget, that was just part of life. Everything was watched, all the time. Always. If you touched yourself in the shower, there was a record of it. There had been for her, at any rate. Her entire life. If she kissed a boy, or copped a feel, there was a nice video held in the files. Nothing got past the system. Even the contents of what she ate and then pulled a Frank with, was analyzed for chemical content. They'd monitored the health, as well as the illicit drug use, of everyone at the old IPB.
It was, after all, part of the law. They were required to give over all the information that they collected to congress too. That meant whoever was sneaking around trying to get this system into place either didn't know that, wasn't in the system, or had been trying too hard, thinking they were going to pull a fast one. Since the real answer was that last one, Bridget smiled.
"Now, what do we do with Joe here? He did his part, as far as we know so far, but his bosses need to know that trying this kind of thing costs. The best plan would be to sue them, and have their top people arrested for treason, but since we're the IPB that isn't going to happen. So, Camp Jones for all of them?" She yawned right at the end, really needing to get to bed soon. Apparently killing hundreds of people just wiped her out.
The teleporting girl, whose voice was sounding a lot better already, after being healed from a crushed larynx, cleared her throat again and spoke to Bridget directly. They were about the same age and anyone not getting that she was in charge hadn't been with them that night.
"I can take them. I mean, teleport with them, if we can get close enough. My top range is about five miles, if I have to carry other people. If we sneak up on them and I... get them while they sleep?"
Bridget looked at Marcia, who went wide eyed, and threw off a vulpine grin.
"Damn, I like this one already. What's your name again?"
"Sinclair. Just the one name." She blushed a bit when she said it, but no one there cared if she wanted to be called that, did they? Bridget didn't.
She nodded.
"Right. I have to nap first. We'll get to that in the morning. Right now, Frank and Joe..." If they let them go, they'd tell those people about the plans to kidnap them. If they didn't then they'd need to have a reason why. That was doable, but Frank seemed pretty innocent. They could hold him for questioning however, given the nature of things. "Why don't you two go home? Don't talk to anyone about this until the morning. Got that Joe? Mess this up and you, personally, are in for a hard time."
The men both looked nervous then, like they suspected a trick, and the big bald man with the funny accent grabbed Joe by the arm firmly, so he couldn't escape. Thankfully he didn't say anything. Marcia gave her a look, but no one else got what she was planning.
It went slowly, since they had to ask Joe to write down all his information and everything he knew about his bosses first. It wasn't that much but it was pretty clear he was holding a lot back from them. For instance, he refused to actually admit that he was working for the government, or which agency was part of the action. They'd been saying NSA, but that was probably wrong.
That crowd didn't need Joe to put in hardware like that, did they? As Marcia had pointed out, they owned big parts of the system, and could infiltrate the rest. They didn't even have to leave their desks at work to do it and had people that could probably do that with one hand while they surfed porn with the other.
Her bet was the ATF. For some reason that branch hated the IPB with a passion. Probably because the Infected people of the world didn't need them at all. Except the alcohol part. A lot of them drank, but that was almost always legal. It didn't do a thing to Bridget however. Being drunk was the kind of luxury that her system just didn't allow her.
When they let the two men go, she stretched, and spoke loudly.
"Okay, we need them followed. Who can do that? We need someone that's fast, or can ride with them and not be seen, any ideas?" She could do it, but the fact was her head felt about ready to shut down. She needed at least seven hours of sleep a night and liked nine, if it was possible. She really doubted she'd make it to a tent.
The older black woman who had been dressed in shadows earlier, raised her hand. She wasn't that old, being about Franks age, at a guess. So fifty give or take a bit. She'd looked older with the deep shadowed lines on her face. At a guess that happened when she used her power harder.
"I can do that? Only for one of them though. Do you want the boy followed, or the man?" She had a slight accent, but it was just inner city, not full on Ebonics. Marcia stepped in then, and asked about how it would be done and got her name, which was Delaura.
"I can walk through the shadows and follow them that way. It works a lot better at night. It isn't really that fast, but... There's less time in the dark."
Bridget didn't really get it, but when the woman had her orders, to follow and if possible listen to and write down whatever Joe said, she was simply gone. It was just that she'd walked out, Bridget saw, mainly because she moved from shadow to shadow, all of them getting darker when she passed within. Between them she was visible, but seemed stretched and blurred. It was totally incredible.
Bridget yawned again, and waved a hand.
"I'm going down now. I'll... Sleep in the corner?" She was trying to ask, but her feet moved and she ended up doing exactly that, and not waking until light came through the front of the Sho. The big windows let it in directly on her, making it hard to sleep. Her mouth tasted pretty bad, which meant she'd either slept with it open or one of the new guys was a prankster. If so she'd been sucking feet all night, and not anything more interesting. That tasted different.
She ate before doing anything else, going to the other side of the room where there were plastic bags just sitting on the floor. Being good and thrifty, she drank a bottle of oil first, taking the last one they had, and then started in on a six pack of donuts that had a clear top made of plastic on a cardboard box.
It was wasteful, packaging them like that. It was the kind of thing that she hadn't given a lot of thought to before, because she rarely ate from boxes like that. Most of her life, food had been prepared for her, by people that actually did a good job with it. She ate a lot too, so it was a big part of her life. Now, being responsible for herself, it seemed like there was a lot that went into things that she'd never considered. Like the cost of keeping herself fed each day. She'd gotten two hundred dollars worth of chow earlier, and it was nearly gone already. Sure, some of the others had eaten a bit too, but over half of it had been split between her and Marcia.
They couldn't really set up a full time chef yet, either, so they were going to have to make things cheaper somehow. Really, per calorie, the cheapest thing she'd gotten was clearly the oil. It was also her least favorite part of the meal. The donuts were delicious, being sweet and slightly buttermilk flavored. The liquid grease though, was a fight to get down. An honest battle of will that required her to use mind control tricks to prevent gagging.
Part of her wanted to dump the problem on Marcia, and whine about not having cake for breakfast. It could have been done cutely enough that she wouldn't be kicked out into the street, she guessed, but the fact of the matter was that she, little Impulse the kid, was the third in command of the entire operation. That was a trick, true, but she nodded, knowing that it couldn't seem like it was, if they were going to protect the others.
"We need another food run. That means getting a vehicle or two." She was speaking to Wendy, the bird girl, who was the one sitting by the phones, at the table. Also the only person that was there at the moment. She answered though, if not helpfully.
"I can't drive. I was never allowed, because..." She waved at her face, the words perfect, and sweet sounding, like a cute girl. Even if the beak should have been in the way.
"You'll learn. I can drive though, and have a license, so that part isn't the big issue. I'll have to pick up something cheap though. The IPB better reimburse me for all of this. My savings isn't going to support us all for long."
The girl looked down, and then back at Bridget, her eyes a bit wide.
"I... Have twenty bucks I can chip in? I know it isn't a lot, but... Well, I haven't even called my parents to tell them about this yet. They have to be freaking out. A lot of us probably need to do that."
That got a nod in return, but Bridget winked on top of it, trying to deflect the worst of it.
"Keep that twenty in reserve, for now. I'll get with Marsh and work out the food and vehicle part of things. As for your peeps, get on that, as soon as they should be awake. You're right, in that everyone needs to be in touch. You'll mainly be home in a few days. The others, I mean. You should stay with us." She didn't think about it, the words just popping out.
"Why?" The bird girl seemed baffled by that, as if she couldn't possibly be important enough for that kind of treatment.
The answer was that they needed to protect her, and could do that better if she were close by. That wasn't what Bridget said however.
"Because the IPB isn't going to cater to the norms anymore. That starts with you, Wendy. Our secretary is going to work right out front, directly with the public. If anyone has a problem with a... distinct person being there, they can shove that idea up their ass and try to dig it out later."
Wendy didn't say anything for a bit, but finally nodded.
"You talk about behinds and shoving things in them a lot. You realize that, don't you?" It sounded very innocent, coming from her. Cute and friendly, which was rare in the world.
Thinking about it, Bridget titled her head, and winked.
"I'll work on that. I don't want to be one of those boring and predictable people. You know, that always say the same three things no matter what's going on?" She put her hands on her hips, and moved to stand next to the table, then put her hand out toward the other girl, to shake. "So, what do you say? Do you want to be the first poster child of the new IPB?"
A soft and pale hand, which was perfectly normal as far as she could tell, touched her own, grasping gently.
"All right. I'll do it, if you think it will help?"
She didn't know if it would. It was all she had for the moment however, so smiled and nodded, lying her...
Bridget nearly thought ass off, but stopped that and decided to get to work. It was daylight and they had a whole lot to get done, and not much time to get started in.
 



Chapter nine
 
"I hadn't realized how much being in charge of the IPB was like babysitting. Tell me Marcia, did you ever consider stuffing me in a tiny room and only bringing me out for special occasions? Because I can see that as a viable option, suddenly. We just don't have any closets here." It had occurred to Bridget that morning, several times already.
That was just for herself, too. Worse, she wasn't even counting the people that she'd basically kidnapped the day before and forced into their new unit, as government slaves. Given what they had to be going through, most of them were being complete dolls, really. Even Phoebe.
The one that couldn't help swearing all the time. True, she apparently thought that Bridget's real name should be Bitch Cunt, but other than that, she was keeping her mouth closed. It was taking work to do it too, but the girl was trying and that really counted, as far as the IPB went. First modes were hard to get a handle on. So much so that most people just wrote off anyone Infected, the instant they found out about it. That part was playing out over the phones, too, since about half of their new people had kind of been asked to not go back home. To stay away and not make the family look bad.
The morning had been stressful for Impulse, since for the first time in her life she had to go and buy a car, which took a lot more work than she would have thought. She didn't know the first thing about doing that, and was buying a used van from a man that had finally learned that having a bed in the back of his "Love Machine" for sex wasn't going to work once he was out of his twenties. From the scent coming off of the old and worn pad in there, it hadn't worked even then, not very often. The thing was cleaner than most hotel rooms she'd ever been in, for instance. No bed bugs either.
There was paperwork though, which was one of her least favorite things. She was willing to do it, in order to get at the van, which sounded like it would hold up for a few months, or even more. The price was about half of her money, but it was in her own name. Bridget Chambers, car owner.
Then she had to get food for everyone, and it took a lot longer than the day before, since she knew that she needed to be more cautious about what she was spending, suddenly. She hadn't even gotten gas yet, or auto insurance, which was going to add up. In the end she had to get a hot plate and a rice cooker, as well as a lot of things that she wasn't certain they could do much with, lacking a good cook. Ingredients however, were a lot more cost effective than things that were already prepared. It took her math to double check that, but Warren and Mark had said as much, many times to her. More to the point, to other people, while she was in earshot. It had soaked in somehow. Now if only their secrets about what to do with the stuff had made an impact on her. She could cook a little bit, and follow the directions on packages, but that was about it. She'd kept meaning to get them to teach her, but hadn't gotten around to it yet. Now she was regretting it.
She bought vegetable oil in bulk, too, at a place called Cash and Carry. She started to feel slightly ill, thinking about it, seeing where it was all stacked, in the back room of the Sho. That was the space that Marcia had designated the office. The place of important business, and all that good and wholesome stuff.
The woman actually shook her head, but didn't smile about what Bridget had said.
"Not even once, Bridgie. You can be a pain in the rump, but there's normally a reason why. Half the time it turns out to even be a good one, from a certain perspective. We haven't even gotten to the hard stuff yet, with this new group. Politicians are the worst, if you can believe it. There was a reason why we always dumped that chore on Karen. Her compassion let her pretend they were human beings, and not psychopaths. They'll be coming in a few days too, in order to either try and have us shut down, or to take credit for the whole thing coming together. Both kinds are insufferable. Try not to hit any of them, if you can. That's hard to get away with. They all have those connections." She didn't seem tired, but there was a slightly subdued quality to the woman. It played out in her voice and the abstract look past Bridget's shoulder.
She could run for hours and not even feel tired, so that part wasn't some huge mystery. Marcia was simply sick of the grind. It had been her life for nearly twenty years, and even before that her job hadn't been all that different, Bridget didn't think. When the phone rang, the new Director picked it up, and seemed to be listening carefully for about ten seconds, then grimaced and spoke her reply a bit louder than was really needed.
"Trouble in Seattle? What kind?" She rolled her eyes, and then made a face at Bridget. "No, I mean combat class and what they're doing. Genders and names if you have it, so we can check our files." She looked around then, because they didn't even have a Playstation in the office. There was nothing more computer like either. Not yet. Even if they had one, it wouldn't have anything as advanced as files on it, not yet.
Saying that was probably habit, but it also made them sound a lot more on the ball than they really were. Any of the Agents would have known that however, which meant that Marcia Turner was talking to someone else. Who that was, Bridget hadn't bothered to listen to.
The voice on the other end of the line was tense, and sounded like a young man. If she were going to be polite and call a little boy a man. From what he was saying, she had to however.
"I tried to stop them, but I ended up with a broken arm. There's six of them... I guess, class three for four of them and one or two for the others. Strength, and speed, but one of them makes you see things. I could use some backup, if possible. If not... I'll have to go back in. They're working up to killing, I can tell. If they get into the rooms, it will be a bloodbath in here." Tense, but still eerily relaxed and calm, considering he was talking about going into another fight with a group of people that had already hurt him. Really, he sounded pretty damned badass, to tell the truth.
Marcia made a hard face.
"I understand. They're at your school? Monroe Elementary? We'll try to get someone there as soon as we can. Don't engage them again, unless you have to, to save someone's life. Evacuate the area if you can. Do you understand me, Timmy?"
"Yes. I'll try. Hurry, I... They're coming. I need to get out of here." Then the line broke with a click.
Marcia stared at the far wall, and shrugged.
"Fuck. I don't know what you caught of that, but Timmy there is just a kid. Not even Infected. There's a group of 'big kids' that have taken over his school. The classes are mainly in lockdown, but the doors aren't going to hold them for long. I'm going to get with the... Damn it, we have to get someone there now. We don't have anyone that can do it. What the hell are we supposed to do? That kid is going to end up dead because we aren't up to speed yet." Marcia rubbed her face, hard. Not that she'd feel it. That was just a habit, left over from when she'd been a real girl. Bridget didn't have things like that, since she'd been so young when she'd popped Infected. Her traits were all pretty well suited to who she'd always been.
There were no tears, but she gave Bridget, the only other person there, a strained look. Like it was all her fault. Which, after a fashion, it was.
If she had kept herself from being seen, and just done her job, then none of this would be happening now. No, it would just be a war going on, since no one would have been there to get things calmed down.
"Mary?" She might help them, to save kids. She hadn't whined the day before about helping out, had she?
"No joy, on that one. She took Brian and the Elcampayn kids to find that helpful alternate reality. They hadn't technically gone yet. They'll be at least a week. Maybe longer. What the hell are we going to do?"
There didn't seem to be an answer, but Bridget had an idea. It was a little risky, but doable, maybe. If she could get Christian Poures to notice her. That would take some skill, since she wasn't exactly a telepath herself. Not normally all that clear headed either, or calm, which meant that a certain super mind reader would most likely ignore her, when she wasn't spying in order to thwart her having a good time.
"We'll get Becky to go and see to it. She... Well, now that Brian is gone we may not be able to get to her at all, but she's a ghost, so if we can get her attention, maybe it will work?"
She was dead, that was true, but also linked to the mind of a powerful person that could project her into other people's heads. It wasn't exactly the same as having a physical person there, but she could talk to the kids that were being a problem. Slap them around a bit, if she tried really hard. Her super spirit powers had finally kicked in, Bridget knew, so she could move small objects and other cool things like that.
She sat down and closed her eyes, using all the skill that Hobbs had beaten into her over the last months, and then imagined Christian as hard as she could. It might be mental yelling, but it was probably needed just to keep from being blocked out. It took about fifteen minutes, but when she felt like she was close to being as deep as she was going to get, Bridget started in, trying to explain what was needed.
'Hello? Bridget?' The voice that came back wasn't one really, but it was clear and had a slight echo to it. The sound wasn't real or there, but still filled her entire being, it was so strong.
Bridget spoke out loud, trying to keep from making her own interior voice too loud. Christian hated that, or so she'd heard, over the years. Mainly from Karen.
"Hey, Becky?" She used that name, to identify who she was trying to get in touch with, without letting any bugs that had been put in place pick up on the fact that Chris Pours was still among the living. "We need someone to stop a school massacre. Monroe Elementary in Seattle. It looks like Proxy junior is there and going to fight the six Infected that are terrorizing them. Again. I hope this isn't too coded for you but we probably have listening devices in here by now. I just, we need someone there and promised Timmy that we'd help."
'I see. Becky says that she's in. I'll send her to you when this is resolved.' Then, just as fast as she'd come, the pretty heiress was gone from her head.
It was really the one saving grace of the woman, Bridget felt. She totally, and honestly, did not want to be in your head any longer than she had to be. It wasn't for moral reasons either, since the lady was nearly as big of a pervert as Bridget was. No, she just hated being near people that much. She was great at a distance however. Over e-mail she was practically a sweetheart, according to Penny. Nice, kind and generous to a fault. As long as you didn't make her be in the same room with you.
Opening her eyes to see Marcia looking at her skeptically, she smiled.
"She's going in. Becky promised to come by and see us, when she's done. If she can. There's only so much she can do though. I really wish we had television. I bet this is on the news."
Marcia looked at the front of the room, toward the door to the front area, which was closed for the moment. Not that a closed door meant privacy in their world, but it was about as close as anyone ever got at the IPB.
"I ordered that hooked up, but we'll have to wait for the military to leave, and let people back into the area. The local crews that do that work all live in Chester. If I heard correctly that should be today. No one really thinks that keeping people out will help anything. You should get with your friends from town and make certain they have what they need. Charity and... Studly, wasn't it?" There was teasing in those words, and Bridget had to agree.
"Will. Too bad his parents suck balls, isn't it? We should go and check on him though. I can drive a team over for that. Charity will want to go, too. Do you think I have time for all that? Not that I can do anything about Seattle from here, but..."
There was a soft grunt and a wave at the door. "Call them, first. We don't know if anything else is about to happen. We need to get fast transportation set up. I miss the supersonic jet already. Brian, too. Do you think Sinclair would be willing to stay on here for a bit? That bitchy girl too, with the healing power? I'm afraid if we let her go, someone else will try to pick her up. Healers have a habit of vanishing, especially if they're any good."
They all knew that one. Even the IPB didn't have any, or at least the old one hadn't. It was a fairly common ability, she thought, but the elite snapped them all up instantly when they could. It would be hard to protect Phoebe that way. Her power wasn't in the same power range as Elizabeth, but it was high enough level that they could use her. Anyone probably could, if they were sane and sweetened the deal with a soft bed, and plenty of cash.
"I don't know. Any word yet from Delaura? The one tailing Joe... the spy king?"
"Yes, actually. She might have been a librarian her whole life, but the woman was built to be a secret agent. She's managed to keep in touch at regular intervals, and has been calling in with reports. Joe actually hasn't contacted anyone, except his boss. The telephone company one. We either scared the fear of God into him, or he's more of a pro than I thought. After all, we threatened to kidnap and export his higher ups. By refusing to get in touch with them, he's keeping them safe. I wish we had a good telepath that could pluck that information from him for us." There was no sense of a knowing look, or anything like that, just an offhand comment.
"Me too. The closest we have right now is Sinclair, I think, with her amazing Kreskin act. That worked pretty well, didn't it? 'I see... porn... lots of smut...' Like all guys his age aren't mainlining the stuff? Speaking of which we need to get some computers in here. I'm going into online withdrawal." Not for sex pictures, or even videos, in particular. It was just the flow of constant data that she missed.
"Another thing that's coming. As soon as we can get people in for it. When they come we'll want to shadow them the entire time to keep the telephone situation from happening again. I almost hate sending people away, but you have that one right. We need to diversify, and spread out so that we aren't as easy to hit. Really, we need to send some agents with them. We have four incoming. A lot of the men from the sub-stations are AWOL. The operatives that were out with them, too."
"Like they should be. It was part of the protocols. Who's coming? Burkes, I got that one from the phone call he made yesterday, but who else?"
"Damot, Clease and Lincoln. They're all from the Dallas office. So this is a promotion for them. Lucky guys, getting to work here, in the big office." She looked around again, since their state of the art compound was lacking in a few particulars. Like almost anything useful.
"I don't know them." The phone rang again just then, one of the four on the table, and it happened to be the one closest to her, so she picked it up.
"Bridget Chambers, IPB main office. How can I help you?" She'd been taught how to answer a phone professionally, and knew that her mother would have given her about a 'B' on that one. She should have said "how may I help you" she knew. Hopefully it wasn't her mom on the other end of the line.
The man that spoke had a rich, if slightly tentative voice. It was sort of familiar, meaning that she'd probably met him before.
"Um, this is Senator John Roberts. I was hoping I could connect with your new Director? I know that after your great loss... Karen Young was a friend of mine. Brian Yi, too. I... I'm so sorry. Bridget, I think we've met?" He didn't mention her parents, which was either cowardly or kind of him, depending on his reasoning. If it was about avoiding a girl meltdown, well, that was understandable. No one really wanted to put up with one of those, did they?
"We have, Senator. Ms. Turner is in, but we have an event taking place, in Seattle? A school being taken over by class threes. We were called in by one of the students. Timmy. He'd already engaged with them, but was injured. Broken arm, I think?" She looked at Marcia, who nodded. "So we sent in Dharma. She's the only one of us that can get there in time to help. We lost... everything. We can't even turn on the news channels to see what's going on."
"Oh? I can. One second here. Let's see if this has made the... There we go, Monroe Elementary. Oh... Okay, it looks like something is going on there. A boy... About twelve or so? He's... uh... fighting with a group of other kids. Given that one of them just flipped a car over, I guess those are the ones we were...." He stopped dead, and cleared his throat. "They all just fell down. Not the boy cradling his arm, but the other boys and girls. They look a bit old for elementary school. It seems that the local police are closing in? That... seems to be taking care of that. I guess your Operative got into place?"
There were sounds that came from the television on the other line, which Bridget didn't need explained. It was soft, being picked up at a distance. The police were shooting the already downed kids. Probably Timmy, too. They did that sometimes, because even when beaten the truth was that the police were afraid of people with superpowers. If they didn't see Becky there, they might just assume that Tim had knocked the others out.
Except that it wasn't that at all.
Roberts swore, but his voice wasn't upset, just excited, like he'd just seen the home team make a goal.
"Whoa! I...That kid, Tim? A man came out of the crowd and started to shoot at the police, he ran over and tackled him. I'm not sure how that worked, but they have the shooter. I don't think anyone was hit."
Bridget repeated it all, which got Marcia to take over the phone, since it was easier for Bridget to eavesdrop on the line than it was for her to get a slow second or third hand report.
It took a while for it to all unfold, but by the time the Senator was willing to get off the line so they could work, Becky was standing there, next to the table. She looked... good, really.
For someone that had died three years before.
The girl that Bridget saw was her old friend, but a little thinner through the body and shoulders. Her hair was a rust red, like Karen's was, and she was pale, with smooth skin that didn't have any freckles. Her skin was unlined, since she'd died at nineteen, and her mouth showed just a hint of lip coloring, so that she'd look professional. She was dressed up in an all black fighting suit, one that looked to be made of some kind of high tech fiber, but was heavy, like Swat armor. It had padding in it. Given that none of it was real, Bridget figured it was all about intimidation tactics. She'd dressed herself up in an illusion meant to scare bad kids straight.
"Becky! You made it. What happened?" Bridget knew that no cameras, if any were in place yet, would see the other girl. There were benefits to not being alive. For some people. The rest of them were just gone, as far as Bridget had heard. There might be an afterlife, but even Becky was kind of vague on what came next.
"It was pretty straight forward. Those kids thought that the IPB being gone meant that they could do whatever they wanted, and had the right first modes to figure that taking on a school full of little kids was a good plan. That kid, Timmy, had different ideas. Too bad Brian's out of town. He would have cried tears of pride seeing that. They beat him up, pretty good, but the little guy didn't give up. They were going for round three when I got Chris to just KO them all. We should get that kid a medal or something."
Bridget nodded.
"Maybe we should? That's not bad, standing his ground like that. It would look better if he'd won, but he got that shooter. That's pretty sweet, right?"
The ghost girl let her eyes glisten then smiled, sadly.
"He did. A grown man. Not Infected either. What's going on? I mean, we expected trouble, but this is insane. I thought the military would move in, and... Martial law... or something. This seems different. Braid, do you think?"
Giving the room a quick glance, Marcia nodded. She didn't speak however, but Bridget did, her mouth working on its own.
"We pretty much have to assume it's her behind it all, for now. That was strange, wasn't it? Timmy calling us like that, directly? Did he just have the IPB on speed dial, or what?"
Becky rolled her eyes then walked over to pat Bridget on the back. She felt real, but wasn't. Not exactly. Still, they were friends, so she returned the gesture.
"I know, it's crazy, but that's exactly what it was. He's a member of the Proxy Union. You know, Brian's wacked out group of cult like followers? They take an oath to fight to the death, to protect people. They all have the IPB numbers too. The main one at least. It was started by some Canadian guy. Tobias. That's all I know about it. If they're all that hard core, we should recruit them though. If nothing else you'd better give him a call, Bridget. That, or visit. The kid deserves something special."
Her instant reply was that she could blow him, because what twelve year old boy wouldn't think that was a good reward, but she held it in, meaning she was silent for a long time, before she was certain her mouth wouldn't betray her.
"I can at least get in touch. Thanks, Becks. We couldn't have done anything without you. I don't suppose you'd be willing to help out around here? We have a bit before the government gives us a new set of planes, and the new people are... raw. I literally got them all by getting them amnesty for their crimes. At least one of them is an actual criminal, too. Like, professionally. You'll like him, he's got lots of muscles, walks through walls, and has a shaved head. It looks totally badass. That plus being a bad boy means he's exactly your type, right?"
She giggled, which was the first time that Bridget could remember that ever happening. Being dead had really lightened Becky's mood a lot. Her first mode had been angst, or so the psych people had told them all. Bridget wasn't certain it had been that exactly, but close enough. She'd ended up stepping off a building, to end her own life. Dharma had been super strong and fast, but only a bit tougher than a regular person. So she'd impacted hard enough to stop the pain.
It made her sad to think about it, so she didn't, just giving the ghost of her oldest friend a hug.
"Please? I know that it's probably hard, now that you aren't attached to anyone, but it could save lives, and who knows, maybe help stop a war."
She held Bridget closely for a bit, then stood back, her unreal hands still on the slender shoulders.
"Right, because anyone listening can hear you, but not me. I'm in, though. Chris too. Oh, Bridgie, your parents send their love. They know you can't call, but visit soon, if possible. Katarine sent her love too. I think she likes you. You know, like a sister?" There was no playing to the words, but that was probably truthful enough.
The woman kept attacking her, since her hyper reflexes forced her too. But when Bridget was there, she didn't hurt anyone else by accident. It wouldn't shock anyone to find out that Katarine, the former Soviet Spetnaz Ultima soldier, actually liked having a tiny red-headed punching bag around. It was even possible that the lady didn't think of her that way, but rather as a friend. After all, when you kept stabbing someone and they didn't do much more than give you a hug, it was hard to really hate them.
"Tell them all that I miss them? Everyone else too. It's true. I wish they were here, and not on the other side. Luckily you can tell them things for us. We're doing the best we can, but it isn't easy. I really wish everyone was still here." She honestly did. Not that they were dead, she reminded herself.
Not yet. Someday it would be the truth though, and she'd still be there, carrying on, without them. There was no other choice really.
Changing the subject, she looked over at Marcia.
"We should be getting some computers in later? I'm going to run out of money soon at this rate. I'm keeping my receipts, so I expect the IPB to cover most of it. That, and pay me more now. As super secret deputy sub-director in charge of babysitting I should be worth at least full time pay, don't you agree? I'm going to need it to get a car that's small enough I can see over the steering wheel. The van is cool, but not what I'd have picked for myself." Her gaze took in Becky too, who looked over at Marcia, meaningfully.
The woman shrugged.
"Yep. Full pay. Full time and hazard for anytime you see combat in that week. It's the standard arrangement. Chief of Operations Coordination is the title, however. Before you ask, that means you need to be on top of everything, all the time. Get all the numbers and names and guard that book with your life. Make sure the computers get encrypted and that everyone has what they need. Soap, soup and socks. The whole seventeen yards. Normally you'd get paid more for doing that job, but I haven't gotten into the accounts yet, since it will take ten days from the reported death of the Director to the first chance to change the codes by the Deputy Director. It would be thirty days if everyone was gone and some lower level person was trying to take over. It's designed that way to make sure no one just kills us all for a cash grab."
Bridget clapped a few times, her face focused however, even as her body moved on its own.
"Chief. That reminds me then. I need to go and see about our new Operative. The local Police Chief? The one that tried to have Brian killed? He's Infected. He has a kind of close time span precognition that I bet is part of the reason he kept going after Proxy like that. When things would start to happen, Brian would jam him up, like he does Braid, and the man panicked, not understanding what was going on, assuming that it had to be a threat to him personally. Maybe not though. Anyway, as far as I can tell, he's a complete tool, but he's ours now. It's the rule."
Becky laughed, and then looked at Bridget and pushed at her shoulder. After a second she looked at Marcia and sobered a little.
"Wait, you're serious? How many of the anti-Infected crowd are, um, our people then? At this rate you'd think that their group members would be starting to have some problems." She looked over at Impulse, and pointed to her black shirt, with its bright white lettering on the front. "Is that why you're wearing that? To convince the wannabe Nazi's that they're on the wrong side?"
She looked down, having forgotten about the fact that she'd become a TCC billboard.
"What, this? Not really. I just had to get some clothing and only the one place was open with anything that could fit me. Still, they sold it to me, and we chatted politely, even with them knowing who I was the whole time. There was no spitting or name calling either. If all of their kind acted like that, we probably wouldn't have half the problems we do with them. Really though, now that you mention it, and the thought has occurred to me, I think that a lot of the hate movement is actually part of Braid's plan. Every time we get to whoever is actually behind something, they all seem to lead back to her, don't they?" Holding up her right hand, she started counting things off. "Hooper was in thick with all of them, right near the top, and was working with Braid directly. Through Stillness, but they were in a meeting at one point, together." The one where Penny killed them both.
Bridget wasn't supposed to know about that part. Marcia did, and she'd overheard Penny talking to Rachel about it, so understood what was going on there. The invisible girl, Cellophane, was their killer. The one that assassinated their enemies. She did it well, too. No one had even suspected that she'd taken out Hooper. Some had blamed the Infected, and one or two had tried to say it was the IPB, but that hadn't gotten any traction.
"The Christian movements all linked back to the Prophet Darren Jones. At least as a chat room buddy or advisor. I... don't know much more than that, but it seems like a trend to me."
Without waiting, since no one expected her too, she hopped up and started looking for a clean writing pad, to take her notes on. There was one left, in a plastic bag near the front door. It was yellow, and like the one that Kenny had been using the day before. She snagged a cheap black pen from the bag of them too, so she was actually set.
Then she started working on a list.
Becky came over, and read it out loud, over her shoulder.
"Contact Charity and Will. Get together with Chief Benton and check in. Check on computers, get price estimate... you know Rat-rat, this looks almost like a grownup's to-do list. I expected number two to be about ice cream, to tell the truth."
Bridget sighed. "We can't afford things like that right now. As it stands Marcia and I pretty much need to be getting eighty percent of our fuel by drinking oil. Speaking of which, we should both top off the tank and get it done. In case you feel envious Becky, it's disgusting."
"Oh? That makes me feel better. Since I can't eat at all anymore. I can taste what other people do, but I think I'll get Chris to skip that for me, this time."
Bridget chuckled, and headed into the other room, seeing that it was the man that glowed purple who was sitting at the phone table. They were the same lines that they had in the back, so he hadn't been doing anything really, except looking at the others in the room. It was Phoebe and Sinclair, for the time being. They were washing the walls, which seemed to help. She could see the water in the yellow mop bucket they were using turning a dingy gray at least.
Heading over to the stack of vegetable oil containers she took two, then turned to the others.
"Make sure that everyone get's something to eat? Oh, and Wren mentioned that some of you had people to call. Phoebe, will you make sure everyone gets that done?"
The girl surprised her then.
"Sure. I'll get to that as soon as everyone comes in? A few have already done it." Her face worked furiously then and she blurted out the rest. "Cunt licker. Rat faced tramp."
Bridget just let that last bit wash over her, not caring about being called names. Not even the one that was probably closer to what the other girl actually thought of her than not.
People had commented that she looked a bit like a rodent for a long time.
"Great. Thanks. I appreciate it. Oh. So... While I have you both here, Director Turner asked me to get you both to sign on, full time. By name. We need to get Sinclair trained up so that she can be the new Proxy and healers... Vanish. We want to keep an eye on Phoebe. So, consider it? If we really have to send Sinclair in like that, then she'll need someone to look after her. All our doctors..." She started to walk away, not finishing the sentence, but then shook herself, and continued. It wasn't all acting, but she'd actually forgotten that everyone wasn't really dead.
Now that was some good acting. That, or a sign of early onset dementia. She did use cell phones a lot, so it was probably that one. Grinning at her own thoughts, if briefly, Bridget sighed and looked directly at first Lisa and then Sinclair.
"You don't have to stay with us. If you do... I don't know what will happen. It could be bad, or it might save your lives. Probably the first one." Turning again she put down the oil containers, then headed outside, not really knowing why she was doing that when her list clearly told her that she needed to be getting on the phone and making contact with several people. It was like she was being drawn there though, and her body just motivated itself along, not caring what her responsibilities told her to do.
Stopping in the door, or trying too, didn't work, and after a few seconds she was walking down the street, to the right. It was still light out, but that would be fading soon. For a moment she didn't understand why she was moving that way, until she started running, a sense of panic behind her. Forcing her to flee for her life. Then she got the basic plan. Someone was screwing with her brain, making her go this direction. Away from her friends.
That could mean anything. It might have been about getting her away from them for an attack, so she couldn't protect them. On the other hand, when she rounded a closed convenience store and entered the back parking lot, the scene in front of her told her a lot.
Looking at the three women in front of her, she paused, then nodded about twenty times, faster than should have been possible. It probably looked like her head had started to vibrate in the air. With a lot of focus, she drove her mind into a blank state, and forced her breathing to slow. It wouldn't do for her to be under the thrall of the one that was trying to control her mind.
Poorly. At least now that she got the idea. It was the short, dark girl on the left hand side of the line. Bridget almost snapped at Charity for being a traitor, but held her tongue and looked at the other two, since they were the bigger threat.
Braid... and Trivia.
"If it isn't my old nemesis, Snookiepants." This was directed at Trivia, who was the tallest of the other three. For some reason those words got her to smile, then shake her head.
"Nemesis? Moi? Not at all, cutie. In fact I'm here to help broker a peace treaty, after a fashion. It seems that Brian Yi is gone for the time being, which is letting Devorah see the future far more clearly. Except for things right around you. Do you know why that is, in particular?" It had the tone of probing, which shouldn't have been coming from a woman that literally knew everything. So she was either trying to instruct Bridget, in a high handed and evil seeming way, or knew that she just didn't know why or how that could happen and was letting Braid in on that too.
No one would be caring too much about Charity, except Bridget. She hated being betrayed. It was her third least favorite thing. Right next to having to kill traitors and bok-choi. It tasted really bitter to her sensitive palate.
So did the anger that was building in her heart. Charity was supposed to be her friend. A new one, sure, but they'd been buds, right? She was with Braid though and didn't even seem to feel a bit guilty over what she'd been doing. Spying on her. On all of them. Probably sabotaging them, at Braid's command. Subtle things being put into play, to mess them all up. Forever.
Braid was standing on her own two feet, looking pretty healthy, which meant that either Bridget had failed to do her job even a little the last time they'd met, or she had a secret to share herself. Waving in her general direction Bridget ignored the question she'd been asked.
"New legs? Do you know a good healer? Those are always in demand. Perhaps one related to Liz?" It was just a guess, and the woman didn't seem to desire sharing her secret that way, which was indicated with a shrug.
"Why would you care? As far as I can determine you'll never need the aid of such a being. Not personally. We came to enlist you to our side, Bridget Chambers. We have something that you want, and all we ask in return is that you leave this place, and do not return for five years. You're young and that seems like a long time right now, I know, but the fact remains that you being here will harm my plans. I cannot tell how, but as soon as Yi left, I found yet another set of obstacles to my rightful path. With you standing right at the heart of them." There was no sense of rambling or real madness behind her eyes. Just a clarity of purpose that sent a chill down Bridget's spine.
A literal one. Her whole body tried to go goose-bumpy over it. That didn't work, since she was too warm, but she got the idea. The lady was a freak. Worse than most Infected ever got.
"Nope. Not interested. So, plan b?" Which was her rushing Braid so fast that nothing would save her. Charity gasped, and tried to run, as Devorah smiled gently and looked away, which got Bridget to do the same, in case she was being snuck up on. She wasn't.
Braid chuckled though, as if her doing that worked for her plan, somehow.
"We have Clark Clarkson, and are holding him in a secure facility. He's unharmed, but if you attack us, or seek to save him, we'll have no choice but to kill him first. Is that enough to get your attention?" There was a pause, as Becky appeared behind the woman, her face enraged.
Trivia looked back, her eyes going wide, but she didn't speak about who, or what, was there. That was fine really, since Becky, while a sweetheart, probably couldn't really do much to Braid. Not beyond distracting her a bit.
Bridget however could do that as well, by finding an action that no one would think of as serious. A thing that she would never do, in a million years, that Braid might well have discarded from her own idea of what was real. How she knew to even try that...
Well, honestly, it was a guess. A raw and probably stupid one that would end up with people being killed. Like Clark. Her old boyfriend. They'd been in love, once, but no one else had understood that, so they'd called him a child molester.
Which, Bridget knew, now that some time had passed, was actually correct. He probably hadn't even really liked her particularly. She was just the only girl with the right parts that was willing to do him. That had caused him to do things that he might not have, otherwise. At least she tried to tell herself that. She still loved him, and didn't want him to die.
There was no other choice though, was there? If Braid had already set them up to be betrayed, by Charity, then what else would she be willing to do?
"Fine, kill him. I'll take..." She shrugged, and raised a finger to point at Charity. "Her. I suppose you have her father, too? You can't use that against me. You have to understand that." Without hesitating, even as she cringed inside, a white nimbus of power formed around her hand. With a thought she let the line touch Charity's head, drawing a perfect bead on her and tracking even as she ducked.
Then she removed her skull with a flicker of intention. There was a sickening pop, and a red wave of blood as Trivia screamed.
"No! Bridget! What are you doing?" There was real fear in the words, as Bridget reoriented on the remaining two women. The body of the girl that she'd thought of as a friend, crumpling to the pavement still as she did so.
"I'm making sure that you both realize that you can't force me to do anything. I'll kill you all, even if it means losing everything. Braid. Devorah... Your vision of what the world should become is flawed. If we follow your plan, then in a few thousand years the world will be dead. All of humanity gone. Except for me, sitting there, with a tiny handful of survivors. Don't you see? I have to stop you. No matter what the price is for it. Now, die, please."
The fight this time was different, since she focused on Braid, and Tesseract didn't come to save her nearly as quickly. She started with energy blasts, but didn't manage to hit the woman, who scurried away slowly, but managed to be exactly in the right places to not be killed.
Becky, looking hard, appeared in front of her suddenly, which made the older lady gasp.
"Not so fast, bitch. The world of the dead has some news for you... We don't like your plan. You have more enemies than you can see, or know, and we won't stop until our side has won. Now, like the Rat-girl said, fucking die already." She slapped the woman, which rocked her from her feet, even if the move couldn't have carried a lot of force behind it. Ghosts, at least Becky's kind, just couldn't do much that way. Still, hitting a person that thought they could see what was coming, when they were missing things...
Actually, that worked really well.
Bridget suddenly understood that one first hand, when a big fist caught her from behind. In the back of the head, and from the angle the person behind it was huge.
Bald too.
"Sorry love. I hate to be that kind of man, but there you have it. The other side made a better deal than yours did. For one thing, I get to be free." He punctuated that last word with a kick that caught her in the legs and didn't hurt her even a little. When she got to her feet, Braid standing at the same time if more slowly, she rolled her eyes and jumped in with a back fist.
One that should have ripped a new hole in his leather jacketed middle. It, naturally, went right through him. When you could walk through walls, that kind of thing was probably a given. Still, he didn't fall into the ground, did he? She glanced at his feet, which looked to be resting on the surface of the paved parking lot. Not hovering above it. 
"There are some people you just can't beat, sweetie." His words were smarmy, and annoying, both at the same time. It was probably making Becky all wet with bad boy naughtiness powers, but it didn't do much for Bridget at the moment. She actually hated loudmouthed jerks, herself.
Shrugging slightly, Impulse cleared her throat.
"Ah. Well, let's see then." The energy blast took time to prepare, but not that long. Less than half a second. She didn't aim for his middle however, but his feet. After all, if he wasn't falling into the ground, something had to be holding him in place. She was betting that something down there was solid. The bottom of his flesh body, and the shoes beneath that, at a guess.
He yelped, screamed, and fell into the ground suddenly, not stopping. He did make grabbing motions first, but she just stepped out of the way, and watched him vanish. It was nearly instant. 
That might mean he'd be back in five seconds, or that he was going to die soon, because hurtling through the Earth like that meant not having air. She wasn't certain which, but was surprised when Trivia looked at her like she was gone in the head. That Bridget had totally lost it.
"He's dead... I... She really will kill Clark. Even if she dies here, so does he, there are orders."
"I know. Or guessed. It can't affect me. Sorry, Devorah. This ends, now."
She nearly did it, she thought. If it hadn't been for the purple and black energy that warped in front of her, moving her blast out of the way, the woman would have simply been gone and the whole thing finished.
"No! Damn it Tessie! Why the hell do you keep saving her? She's insane. We have to stop her!" Bridget yelled at him, using his old nickname. Her grandmother had told her about him. That he was, surprisingly, a sweet and relatively polite man. Or had been before he'd thrown in with Braid. No one knew why he'd done it, either. So she asked. "Why? Why do you keep helping her? You have to know that it's wrong to kill people. What she wants to do..."
The man that walked out of the air, things rippling around him like heat off of a desert road at mid-day, looked... horribly normal. For him, at least. He wasn't all black and elongated, but was the other version of him that she'd seen before. A man that looked a bit Japanese, and part white. He was dressed in a suit, but it was a relatively normal looking thing. The kind that anyone could have. Off the rack. Probably from Sears or Target. Not horrible, but not a sign of wealth or power.
Even the shoes on his feet were just loafers that had seen some wear over time.
So, given that the man could have had pretty much all the money, if he wanted, Braid hadn't promised him riches. What did that leave?
Remembering what he'd said the last time they'd met, she nodded.
"Love? She promised you... Um, true love or something like that? That she'd find you your happiest future, with a person that was perfect for you?"
The black barrier was still in front of Braid, if she hadn't run off already. Trivia was still just standing there, her hands at her sides, looking scared, and uncertain. Nearly frantic, Bridget thought. That, or she was acting, and doing a great job of it. Given who she was, and the nature of her powers, it could have been either.
Tesseract smiled at her.
"You. She told me that Rachel's granddaughter would be the love of my life and that if I followed her, and did what she requested, we could be together, forever. I know that we haven't met yet, but I've been watching you, for a long time. I feel like we've always been together. Isn't that strange? Parts of that has to do with time flowing correctly for me, but you can learn to see that. You have, already. In another part of this reality. Come, join me?"
It was, naturally, about as strange a thing that could have been said as anything. Becky was gone, for some reason, possibly to haunt Braid, and Trivia was looking at her, trying to communicate something with her eyes. Probably that telling the man no wasn't a brilliant idea.
No matter how powerful she was, Tesseract was a class nine. The only known one in existence. Officially known, at any rate. That was the legend at least, and he really was about that powerful, so it wasn't a game.
Bridget shook her head, which got Trivia to wince. That was a sign of something, wasn't it? She was Impulse though, so shrugged.
"No. You come with me. We'll stop Braid and save all those people, then we can run off together. I don't know why she told you that only helping her would get me to be with you. You aren't that hard on the eyes. A nutbar, to spend your whole life so far waiting for me, since that had to take decades, but... Wait, is that your first mode? A desire to find true love or something?" If so it was a new one to her, but Trivia nodded, her face relaxing a lot.
"That's right. Tess?" She turned to the man, who was pretty close to the purple and black glowing wall. On the other side of it was Charity's crumbled form. The girl that she'd killed. To make a point. It was a real one however. She would not be screwed around and used to kill off millions of people. That wasn't in the cards. It never could be, or else everything would be lost.
She still felt horrible about it. Charity... She hadn't known her long, but she'd been a friend. She'd thought. 
The man dropped the light show, which had nothing behind it now. Not even Becky. Hopefully she'd be all right. It was clear that Bridget had failed to take Braid out of play, even after getting two chances at it. That left the three of them, standing there behind a Quick Stop, jockeying for position in a game that might just control the fate of the world.
Which, for the moment, seemed to be about her love life.
Trivia looked at the other man and smiled, warmly.
"I... She really means it. If you do what she said, and help her, she'll be yours. It isn't a game for her, or a trick."
The man shook his head then, and bowed toward Bridget a little.
"We will be together, but this is a trick, even though you mean it right now. Devorah told me about how you would attempt to lead me astray, which ends with us never truly being one, my heart. No, I must return to the correct path, and bring you to me. We will meet again. We already have, and it's worth it, darling. I promise you that." Then, a bit strangely, he kissed his own hand and blew it to her. It was just an action, she thought, but she could swear that the kiss landed on her cheek too. A gentle tickling on her flesh that was both odd and intimate. A sweet gesture, but one from a man so deep into his first mode that sanity wasn't exactly going to be coming out to play. Ever, Bridget guessed.
It wasn't that bad of a first mode, except for the part where he was going to trust Devorah Timberland to get them together. The woman had to know that she didn't have that power. At least now that Bridget had been thwarting her like she had. If that was real. If not, then the woman had set Charity up to die, knowing that would happen the whole time.
The world flared, before she could do anything. It was all purple and black and reminded her a bit of what happened when Mary took her places. When it was over however, she was standing alone. Even the body of the girl she'd killed was gone.
There wasn't even a bloody spot on the ground to remind her of it.
For a moment she hoped that meant it was all in her head, and that she still lived, but it wasn't. Tesseract had just cleaned up after them. She didn't even know if Charity had been a traitor all along, or a spy. Maybe they really had been keeping her father? If so, he'd probably die now that they didn't need him, along with Clark. A thrill of horror ran through her, since each of those deaths could be very fairly piled at her door. She was too young to have to deal with this kind of thing, wasn't she?
Death... She'd always known that it was part of her world at the IPB. People died, and went away. Sometimes in a fight, and at others they killed themselves, but it could happen. It hurt, when it did. It was different though, when you killed someone you knew. A person that had a name, and a face. All of the bodies that had dropped to the ground because of her the day before had mattered, to someone. Even Charity had. Bridget had ended their lives, and took away every last chance that they'd had to become better than they were.
Sure, to try and save the world, but she'd taken her chance and missed.
Failure on an epic scale that might well have been part of what Braid had planned for her the entire time. Even recruiting Charity like that might have been designed to set her back now. Some convoluted scheme meant to break her mind, or even just get her to understand that the line between sane and good and unbalanced and evil were a lot closer inside her mind than she'd ever thought.
Walking slowly, she headed to the Sho, and didn't bother to hurry her pace. It took a while, since she tried to let herself be distracted, not wanting to report to anyone about what had just taken place. She had to however, and dragging her feet wasn't going to help anyone.
Not even in the slightest bit. Running wouldn't either, she didn't think, so she walked. Each footstep taking her closer to a place that she suddenly didn't want to be. How did she tell them all that she was evil now? Dirty. Tainted by her own actions. She hadn't even let the girl try to defend her actions first, had she? She died because Bridget couldn't handle being betrayed again, even a little.
Because knowing might not have been good enough to stop her, and waiting would have let Braid think she might win.
Everyone inside the new headquarters was pretty normal, since as far as they could tell, she'd gone out for a walk, and then come back. The girls were still working on washing the place up. Purple energy man was still on the phones, and actually talking to someone this time, and Marcia was still off in the back. She was on the phone too.
"That's right, at three-thirty, at the new location, tomorrow. Our press man will be in touch to confirm any changes. Glad to be of help. Bye." She didn't so much as roll her eyes to the ceiling when Bridget came back in. "I thought you were going to get food?" There was a bit of skepticism in the words, and Bridget nodded her head, realizing that she'd put the oil down in the other room for some reason. Jogging she went and got two containers, then closed the door and explained.
"I was under mind control." She sounded pretty serious to her own ears, but Marcia grinned.
Then she started to work the cap on her own container, popping the little foil cover inside.
"By the idea of other food? I hear that. I can still remember things having flavor. Well, bottoms up!" They both drank then, after Bridget scrambled to catch up and ready her own jug. When they finished, a few minutes later, she suppressed a shudder and shook her head.
"Gah, that's awful. Anyway, no, I was under real mind control. Forced to walk down the street, about a half mile away. Charity did it. So, given that, she was probably a class four. She was with Braid and Trivia. A traitor, or maybe a spy the whole time. I didn't get a chance to ask. Um, Charity is dead now. I killed her. The big British sounding guy with the bald head? He was one of Braid's people, too. For all I know there are more of them here still." She looked at the pale container in her hand, and felt the slightly dappled texture, meant to keep it from becoming too slippery if you spilled any of the contents.
"Was?"
"Yeah. He tried to fight me, so I removed the soles of his feet, or whatever was keeping him above the ground. He went into it. Trivia seemed to think that meant he was dead. I can't swear to it. I... didn't get Braid. I tried, but Tesseract showed up again and stopped me. Becky is on Devorah Timberland though, I think. I hope that's what happened." She pulled out one of the three chairs from the little card table, and dropped into it. That took a bit of hopping to make happen, but the result was about the same. She looked tired. Exhausted by life.
"Seriously? You aren't just making a joke?"
"With death as the punch line? Not even I would do that. No. I... They told me that they have Clark, and wouldn't kill him if I left and didn't come back here for a long time. Five years."
"Clarkson? Did they offer proof of life? A picture or video link? Did they let you talk to him on the phone?" She went through the options on that like they were things that she'd dealt with before personally.
Bridget hadn't even considered any of that.
"No. Nothing like that. They didn't get a chance. I... told them to go ahead and kill him, then killed Charity, so that they'd know that I couldn't be turned into a puppet that way. I... I murdered her. She hadn't done anything, except for get me there. She wasn't hurting me or even trying to, and... I killed her anyway. I just did it. Without warning. Boom, blast of energy to the cranium, and she was gone."
Marcia didn't get up, or come around the table, instead she pulled a note pad and had Bridget go through everything again, taking careful notes. It wasn't until they got through it all twice more, dwelling on the deaths, that Bridget got to the last bit.
With Tesseract.
"I guess that Braid told him that if he helped her killed all those people, that he'd get to have his soul mate. I think that wanting that is his first mode, so it's kind of been working for her. Only, I guess that I'm supposed to be his dream girl? Not that I'm not fabulous, but... Yeah, it's a bit screwed up, isn't it? I told him that I'd be with him if he came over to our side, but Braid had already told him that when I said that, it would be a trick. It wasn't though. I would have done it. Trivia told him that, but his mind was already made up."
Marcia didn't comment, just writing, until the story was done, and she described walking back.
"All right. That's a bit more intense than I'd figured on. So, can you function? We have the first set of super soldiers coming in tonight, and for all I know, we're going into an ambush. I give it a seventy percent chance. We also need to get the situation Delaura is watching handled. She's been in the field for most of a full day now, without backup. I was going to have Murphy take over for her, but that's out now. The guy you dropped into the Earth? Tibs will have to do it. He's the only Operative we have that has any training other than you and we can't afford to have you off in the field right now."
Bridget stood up, not knowing what she planned to do. It was, as it turned out, just pacing back and forth, rapidly.
"Was it always like this in the head office? Or is this special? Every time we do anything it makes six more things we have to get done. It's impossible."
Marcia, who was still in her clothing from the day before, not having cool TCC gear like Bridget did, patted at it, trying to remove a wrinkle.
"Pretty much just like this. Before we had more people to help with things, and that makes a vast difference, but there was always something going on. A lot of it that the grunts like you just didn't know about. Every press conference needs ten hours of calls to be made first, or more. Every event means someone has to protect whoever did the actual fighting from the media. That's mainly what the press conference tomorrow is about. You killing those people in Chicago. On the good side, the hate groups have actually thrown in with the Infected on this one, all of them calling for your head on a stick. It's a vast improvement, don't you think?"
The sad thing there being that it actually was.
"Yay. What a fun time. While, with luck we'll be under attack here in a few minutes and can use that as an excuse to not hold the darned thing." She knew that wasn't going to be happening. Even if the incoming soldiers were set on them. They simply weren't a match for the IPB.
Not even the weak and anemic one that she'd help cobble together, in the absence of the old.
"Let's get to it then? We need to get some of the people here out of the building and meet them away from the Sho. Also... We probably need to get a new building. My guess is that Charity's dad won't be that pleased to host us, when he finds out that I killed his little girl. If he ever existed. Well, I'll deal with that tomorrow. I need a computer and... I don't know what else. A staff? I wonder if any of the new military guys will be willing to fill in on the admin side?" Probably not. They were almost certainly fighters, and would be all uppity about things like doing real work.
That, it turned out, was rather unfair of her to think. The six men that came in were all dressed in military fatigues, had duffels in their right hands, held easily, showing better than average strength, and when she started out by asking if any of them could cook, answer phones or even just keep things tidy, all of them volunteered. Instantly.
Even the one that had deep tan skin and pure white eyes like Crandall had, back when he was alive, was pretty nice about everything. Even when they were told that everyone was sleeping in a makeshift tent out back.
"That'll work for us." The Crandall clone, or at least man that had the same process used on him, spoke efficiently, but didn't sound mean or snotty. Her old Team Two teammate hadn't managed that, that she could recall. He'd always been a giant prick, about pretty much everything. It looked like it wasn't the process that had done it at all. Just him being his wonderful self. "We have orders to do whatever you need us too. Scrub floors, wash dishes and dig latrines. We all... have different special skills, too. We'll provide you with a list of those? We were informed that this was a known thing? Not a surprise to any of you?"
She nodded, even if some of them, like Wendy the bird girl, probably hadn't known what to expect at all.
"Not specifics, but I've worked with a guy like you before. Some of the others here could pass for normal. I don't suppose anyone here is a telepath?"
That got a small man on the end, who still looked like a badass, to hold up his left hand.
"Ma'am, I can read minds and use limited precognition."
"Bridget. We aren't a military organization. Plus, you know, I'm sixteen. I know, that hardly inspires confidence..." She actually felt worried for a second, when one of the men in the middle, who was tall and super thin, like Clark had been, spoke up.
"We saw the footage of Chicago. I think you have our attention, Bridget. No one here will make the mistake of taking you too lightly. We wouldn't anyway. We have orders, and they say that you and your people are in charge."
It was meant to be polite and possibly even kind, but knowing that a lot of their enemies had a finger in the super solider pie, she had to wonder if that was a good thing.
Then, there was no end to how much a girl like her might be underestimated, was there?
She gave them the five cent tour, and got them settled just in time for the next set of emergency calls to come in.
There was a war on, and it seemed that the whole country was a part of it now. Bridget could only hope that it would end up coming out their way.
For some reason she didn't really think it would.
 



Chapter ten
 
For three weeks they'd done nothing but scramble. For all that she'd worried about the military men betraying them, all they did was work and sleep. They didn't even complain about the cruddy food, and it was that. She'd been pretty much living off of vegetable oil and beef jerky the whole time. A big portion of why that was had to do with the level of work they were all doing. In twenty-one days they'd had four attacks on major cities. Not little uprisings or riots, like Chicago.
It had been so busy that even the press had cut her slack on that one. The rest of the things too. She'd had to kill a lot of people, in the last few weeks. Too many to even properly haunt her dreams. Not that she got much sleep, anymore.
L.A. had been virtually taken over by the gangs on one side and the police on the other, for instance. That one didn't even seem to be overtly related to the Infected. It had been however. A single woman had driven all of those people to fight, and she planned to keep them going until they were all dead. Bridget wouldn't have even known to look for her if their new telepath hadn't noticed the signal. The short military guy. Marty Shultz.
Miami was laid into at the same time, but that was a group of people blowing up buildings. They were a right wing group, but one that didn't care much about the Infected. They just felt that the government wasn't doing their job right, trying to take away peoples freedoms. The bombings had the congress and President declaring martial law inside five hours. It kind of showed that the initial plan those people had been working on was flawed, at least to her way of thinking.
That didn't stop the fighting.
After a week they were given several fast jets, and had to move back to the hole in the ground that used to be the IPB headquarters. The landing strips were still fine, after all. At least with a bit of major construction work. That meant they lived in tents, moving from one place to another. Sometimes without ever coming back to the base. When they were at home, Impulse lived and worked out of the Love Machine. It was hers, after all, and while Marcia hadn't gotten around to reimbursing her for anything, even if she had put in for it, they were all collecting regular pay, finally. If she ever had enough time, she could afford a nice meal out.
Maybe she'd take Will with her? He was alive and recovering. Oddly, his parents had decided not to stick with their old troop of bigots, given that Gene Satai had managed to make some giant waves online, telling the world all about Braid and her Infected madness that was pitting them all against each other, as well as her personal goals. Marcia was working with him, to make sure he had clean video feeds when possible, as well as statements from the President, backing him up.
It had more impact than she would have thought, since even if they hated liberals, the militias hated being used by evil people even more.
The first real break that Bridget got, on the twenty-second day after killing Charity, was interrupted by Marcia showing up at the side of her van, dressed in a black military uniform. A smaller version of the same thing, along with a pair of black boots, was tossed in, landing on her as she tried to sleep. She needed the rest, but got up anyway, since the Director knew that. She wouldn't have been there if it wasn't important.
"Delaura got the info on Joe's bosses. I was thinking that we could get Sinclair to help us pay a visit. You can sleep on the plane."
It took all day, naturally, and while she got a little rest, it wasn't enough. It was the nice jet though. The one that used to belong to Christian Pours. She asked about that, since the woman was dead, as far as anyone knew. It looked a bit funny to her, but Marcia had an answer ready. One that seemed to fit, even.
"Christian's parents volunteered it to us, when they heard about how hard it's been to get around. They're footing the bill for it, too. Fuel and pilot. We should go visit, tell them thanks." She said it darkly, which Bridget understood.
They really thought their daughter had died the day the base had blown up. Going to them would mean seeing their honest grief, and not letting them know that their little girl was still alive. That was going to be brutal.
It also probably needed to be done.
The three they picked up from Montelliss, two older men and a middle aged woman, were beaten lightly, but refused to talk about their work. It was pretty clear that they weren't just soft paper pushing sub-contractors, or anything even close to that. Marcia decided not to risk letting them go. That had them promptly taken out of the country, to Camp Jones. Where they could be tortured and questioned in secret until they gave up everything they knew. Then probably killed. Bridget didn't know that, but she'd never heard of the place other than what Quartz had told her. That meant people didn't blab about it online. When she checked the name there, she'd gotten nothing. Not even a hint that it might be a real thing.
That meant it was a real secret base, and the whole internet had been scrubbed to keep it that way. Thinking about what that would really take made her brain hurt.
When they got in, later that night, Bridget was surprised to find Mary driving up to the front gate of the compound. Where that used to be, before it had blown out, at any rate. There was no guard set up there, so one of the people taking that duty, Phoebe, had to jog over. That got Bridget to head that way at a run, since she didn't really want Mary to be insulted a thousand times without knowing what was happening.
Phoebe, naturally, managed it all perfectly.
"Hello! This is the IPB base, is that where you want to be?" She didn't even seem to be struggling this time, and her voice seemed happy and calm.
"Right-o! This then, would be the correct place. I'm seeking... Bridget, actually! I've returned from my trip." The woman threw her arms open, and got a hug, because that's what you did when relatives visited.
"Did it go all right? Over there I mean? I never got a return note from... Morten, I think the name was?"
Phoebe looked at them both and then, smiling, walked away. They didn't try to keep people out, as a rule. They had nothing to attack, except a pool of decently tough fighters. Anyone coming there was either a friend, or dead. That was the theory. Frankly, it was really just that blowing up a hole in the ground seemed redundant.
Her bio-grandmother waited for the girl to be out of earshot before explaining. That was a bit strange, since Phoebe actually knew that there were aliens, or people from other realities, around. It had all been explained to her by Marcia. To all of the new people, including the military men. It could have been an issue, so it was discussed.
It was her way of winning them over, letting them know the truth like that.
Mary smirked a little and then flared her nostrils.
"It was, as my people oft manage, a mess of our own devising. It took less than three days to find a world filled with people that had the right energy producing skills, many of whom were willing to come and give us aid. They didn't even suggest we pay them, or give them food or shelter. They heard of our suffering and need, and even why such dire things had happened, and came to help. That started a large political battle, as you would imagine. Finally Ed declared that the other families could, and I believe this is an exact quote, 'suck his salami', which had him challenged to five separate duels from the major families and two from minor ones. Brian handled them, fighting the respondents all at once, including a representative of the Doyle family. That rather nicely ended the debate. Morten Wester did, however, throw in with us, based on your words. He looks forward to hearing from you again, I ponder." The words were a bit stranger than normal, but casual at the same time. Of course spending time at home like she just had might do that. Falling into her native ways, and all that.
Bridgie grinned, not meaning it.
"Cool. A pen pal. Things here have been a mess, too. I don't know if you've seen the news, but we've been running almost the whole time. It's a war, but the battle lines are forming everywhere. I kind of think that Brian leaving might have been a mistake, in hindsight. Is he all right? You mentioned a fight?"
"Oh, he's fine. No more than some light bruising. Ed and Deidre had to stay, since the plan requires Edmund take control of his family's place in the political scheme. Hobbs and Elizabeth came back with Brian and I, however. Hobbs... That one did not go well, I fear. He was restricted from acting as an advocate in perpetuity, and asked to leave the lands of our people. All sectors agreed with the ruling as well, and no appeal was allowed him. He doesn't show his pain, but it must be there. To be exiled from an entire world... Well, at least they held the wisdom not to execute him. That would have led to bloodshed."
There was truth to that, since Brian had been there, and even trying to kill Hobbs, who could take care of himself, would mean that Proxy would fight. She would too, of course, when she managed to get there herself. So would the rest of the IPB. Most of them. Hobbs was ridiculously popular amongst that crowd.
Bridget was about to get Mary to follow her in when the bell started sounding. It was their low tech signaling device. A big old bell that someone had to beat with a mallet to use. It got the attention however.
She looked at the other woman and smiled, shaking her head.
"That means we need to get ready to leave. I wonder where the fight is this time? Well, send my love to everyone you see. Um, Mary?" She waited a bit, not certain that she should say anything. It was so hard to know with the strange woman what was right or not.
"Yes, granddaughter?"
"Take care of yourself. Get to someplace safe, if you can find one. Things here... They aren't good. I... I think that Braid may have won, already. We're trying to stop her, but even the people that have been getting the word out aren't enough impact. It's like people want this to happen now, a war between the Infected and the norms. Every day we've been losing people, on both sides. I don't think..." She couldn't go on, the deaths of the people that she'd killed suddenly weighing on her.
There were no tears, but Mary held her for a moment. It felt nice. Safe.
That was an illusion of course. Nothing could be safe now, and never would be again, for anyone. Not unless she made it happen. Pulling back she went to do just that. It was her job now. Keeping her people safe, and killing those that wouldn't fall into line. She didn't even think about patriotism, or even right or wrong. Not now.
She didn't look back, or ask the woman to be safe again. That would either happen, or, more likely, be out of her control.
Carefully, trying to move past the debris that still littered the ground in places, she headed for the airstrip. It felt strange, but she didn't even stop to ask where she was going. It didn't really matter.
There was a war on, and another battle to fight. People would die, and for what was essentially a stupid reason. Because one person didn't see that they were wrong.
It was insane, but she really wasn't certain that most wars didn't boil down to something similar, in the end. One confused or ego driven person, ruining everything for the rest of them.
All she could do was keep her head down and keep fighting, for now. Until she got another chance to end it. When that time came, she couldn't let herself fail. 
Not again.
Not even if it killed her.
Not even if it killed them all.
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