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Secret lives within secret lives, and powers that don't always make things so super.

Nobody ever said being a trans superhero would be easy.

Reeling from his mentor’s murder and accused of complicity with the man who killed him, Toby MacNamara, AKA Double Tap, is quick to lash out at any target that presents itself. His attitude immediately sets him butting heads with reserve squad leader Alex Corbett (Justice), whose visual impairment doesn’t stop him from seeing right away how much trouble his new squad member is going to be. Alex struggles to keep his unruly team on track, and away from each other’s throats, as what should have been a simple mission against minor villain Doctor Defenestrator blossoms into an unexpectedly vicious trap.

Now with his promising career in the Metahuman Defence Corps forced to a standstill and a team of misfits as his only allies, Toby must find the courage to trust these virtual strangers with his life. And, just maybe, with the woman he's still learning how to be.

She knew it wouldn't be easy, but nobody told her it would be quite this hard.

Table of Contents

BY RESERVATION ONLY BRONWYNN ERSKINE

PROLOGUE CIVIL HANDS UNCLEAN

CHAPTER ONE STAINED LIKE GLASS

CHAPTER TWO QUIETLY HIDING FROM SLEEP

CHAPTER THREE DISORGANISED CRIME

CHAPTER FOUR THE MATTER AT HAND

CHAPTER FIVE STRONG BLACK COFFEE

CHAPTER SIX KEEPING MISERY COMPANY

CHAPTER SEVEN BITTER TRUTHS AND SWEET

CHAPTER EIGHT THE GOOD DOCTOR

CHAPTER NINE RIVERS FOR OPHELIA

CHAPTER TEN THE LAST TO KNOW

CHAPTER ELEVEN LILIES FOR HIS GAVE

CHAPTER TWELVE EVERY OTHER GIRL’S DREAM

CHAPTER THIRTEEN DRESSING UP AND TALKING DOWN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN UNDER HIS WINGS

CHAPTER FIFTEEN FRIENDS LIKE THESE

CHAPTER SIXTEEN TACTICAL WRATH

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN ICARUS HAS FALLEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN WISH THE PAST AWAY

CHAPTER NINETEEN DAMNED SMALL WORLD

CHAPTER TWENTY THICKER THAN WATER

EPILOGUE NOT ENTIRELY UNLIKE HAPPINESS

Bio: Bronwynn Erskine

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE
CIVIL HANDS UNCLEAN


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The recreation room of Ivanhoe Correctional Center smelled of old sweat, mildew, and despair. Some two dozen inmates sat or sprawled in the room’s uncomfortable plastic chairs, playing cards or staring vacantly at the flickering television in the corner.

Hector MacNamara watched them all with disdain from behind the careful mask of his blank card-player’s expression. A quick glance under the edge of the cards that lay before him, and he tossed another two quarters into the pile in the center of the table.

His one remaining opponent shifted uncomfortably, fingered the top coin in his own pile, then shook his head and slapped his cards face down on the table.

“Fold, you miserable bastard,” he announced with a scowl.

Hector let the corners of his lips twitch upwards by the tiniest increment and swept the pot over to his own side of the table. Just as well the self-absorbed moron had folded. Hector had only been holding a pair of kings, and he always preferred not to be caught bluffing.

His attention was pulled away from dealing the next hand by a flutter of interest and motion around the television. Someone, he couldn’t make out who, turned up the volume. The others who’d been watching looked more than half awake now. They craned forward eagerly and jostled each other for a better view.

On the screen, a tall, blond man with a chiselled jaw and the tackiest yellow and green outfit imaginable was standing behind a podium. Reporters clustered around him, holding out microphones and shouting over one another. Their voices blended into an unintelligible roar that would have drowned out any answers the blond man might have given. He probably couldn’t tell what any of them were saying anyway. After a moment he held up a hand for silence, and got it surprisingly quick.

One of the inmates watching leaned forward eagerly, and Hector caught a clear glimpse of the news ticker at the bottom. ‘Ironclad announces capture of Bane Chameleon in Ashford, NS’ scrolled in bold letters across the bottom of the screen.

Behind the blond man’s shoulder, Hector could also make out a familiar bright red ponytail. The redhead had one arm slung around the shoulders of a svelte brunette on his right and grinned broadly in spite of a nasty looking bruise darkening the side of his jaw. His head was turned up to speak to the older man on his other side, whose broad, blue-clad shoulders shook with repressed laughter as he grinned right back at the redhead.

“Turn this shit off,” Hector called.

A prison guard leaning against the far wall chuckled. “Isn’t that your boy, MacNamara?” he asked. “Most Daddies would be proud to see their kid make the national news.”

Hector surged up with a snarl, knocking his chair over backwards. Everyone in the room froze for a heartbeat, staring at him. That heartbeat was all the time it took him to wrestle his temper back down and smooth his features back into a mask of bland indifference, but it still galled him that he’d lost control even for that long.

“I’d like to go back to my cell,” he told the guard calmly, as if the dig had not hit its mark so obviously.

“Yeah, alright.”

The guard gestured to one of his fellows on the other side of the reinforced door. After a moment it grated open to let Hector pass. The second guard waved Hector forward and followed at his heels down the hall.

When they reached Hector’s cell the guard unlocked the door and hauled it open, standing aside with a mocking little half bow. The door was sliding shut once more when he met Hector’s eyes with a sudden toothy grin.

“Sleep lightly tonight, MacNamara,” the guard said quietly.

Before Hector had a chance to demand some kind of explanation, the door clanged shut and the guard strolled away, whistling tunelessly. Hector stared through the bars after him until he was out of sight, mystified by the cryptic comment.

Finally he turned away with an irritated shake of his head. He ran both hands back through his short, greying red hair and swore with quiet vitriol. Damn the guards for their cheerful mockery anyway. Damn the other inmates for their childish infatuation with the Metahuman Defense Corps. And most of all, damn the boy, not only for his stunningly public betrayal, but for his tendency to turn up in the public eye with—no doubt—calculated regularity to twist the knife ever deeper in his father’s heart.

Hector longed for something delicate and expensive to smash, just so he could hear it break and know that he had destroyed something so thoroughly it could never be repaired. There was nothing in his Spartan cell to break. If only he were free.

If he were free, he probably still would not have indulged in such a childish show of temper.

But if he were free, he could have done something about the real source of his anger. That would have been a far sweeter release. He flexed his fingers and then clenched them into fists, imagining the sound and weight of those fists striking flesh. He’d do more than bruise the boy’s too-pretty face if he ever got the opportunity; that much was certain. He’d wipe the smug grin away for good, and make sure the news cameras never wanted to parade it in front of him again.

As he heard the other prisoners begin filing back to their cells, Hector forced himself to recover his usual calm demeanor. Sitting on his bunk with his back propped comfortably against the wall, he picked up the most recent book he’d been reading and pretended to be absorbed in it. The pretense eventually became reality, but he found his mind kept replaying the brief glimpse he’d seen of the boy on the television screen. It followed him even into his sleep, and he woke with a start in the middle of the night from vague and troubling dreams.

As he lay awake, glaring at the unrelenting grey of the ceiling, the guard’s cryptic remark returned to him. He couldn’t remember if he’d ever seen that particular guard before, now that he thought about it. A young man with dark hair and a prominent scar just below his right eye. The more Hector thought, the more certain he became that the man was not one of the usual roster of guards. He’d never bothered to learn any of their names, but he had a good memory for faces. He would have recalled the scar, even if the rest of the face was unremarkable.

He was still ruminating on this when the first explosion rocked the compound.

Shouting and alarms flowed quickly into the shattered silence left behind the blast. There was so much confusion that he might not have heard the second blast—if not for the floor shaking under his feet.

Well, if this was in some way connected with the guard’s cryptic message, he supposed it was a good thing he had already had time to shake off the fog of sleep. All around he could hear people stumbling around in the dark on the verge of panic, and it was only the memory of the guard’s words that kept him away from that edge himself.

He might not know what was going on, but one thing was for certain. Whatever it was, he did not plan on meeting it dressed in pyjama bottoms and an undershirt.

He pulled on clothing with hands that shook more than he wanted to admit, and had just finished dressing when the third explosion came. This one was much closer than the first two. The floor bucked, throwing him against the wall as plaster rained down from the ceiling.

Guards were moving along the halls now, unlocking cells and hurrying prisoners out ahead of them.

Hector moved with the crowd, stumbling over bits of broken concrete in the darkness and attempting to keep his feet under him. He supposed the backup generators must have fallen victim to one of the explosions. Thick clouds of dust hung in the air and obscured almost everything outside the beams of the guards’ flashlights.

Someone grabbed Hector’s arm. His first instinct was to shake the offending hand off, but the grip only returned more firmly. In the dim light, he made out the uniform of a prison guard and submitted to the manhandling, though not without a deep scowl.

It was not until the guard began leading him away from the other prisoners that Hector’s suspicions were aroused. He looked more closely at the man beside him. He was not surprised to see the same dark haired man whose cryptic remarks he had been pondering so recently.

A fourth explosion shook the building before Hector could ask any questions. This one sounded like it was practically on top of them. He staggered and fell to his knees as the floor leapt out from under his feet. When he looked up through the shifting veil of dust there was a huge crack visible, running across the floor just ahead of him and up the wall. He wondered how much more of this abuse the building would be able to tolerate.

His head rang with the after-effects of the blast, and he could feel something wet trailing down his neck. Reaching up, he found a wet trail that led down from his ear on the side that had been closer to the blast. The blood on his fingers looked black in the dim light.

The guard gripped Hector’s arm and hauled him upright again. His lips moved, but Hector couldn’t hear anything over the dull ringing in his head. When a second attempt met with the same results, the guard shook his head in obvious exasperation and pulled him along the hall. He had to support Hector and help him keep his balance on the debris strewn floor.

Then, quite suddenly, they were stepping outside through a gaping hole that must have been blown in the prison’s wall by one of the earlier explosions. They crossed a wide swath of grass painted grey in the light of a cloud covered moon and made their way out through a similar hole in the outer perimeter wall as a fifth explosion rang out distantly behind them.

It took all of Hector’s not-inconsiderable willpower not to stop and savour the reality of being outside the prison’s walls. Instead, he stumbled along in the guard’s wake over the uneven ground as they crossed a narrow ditch on the wall’s far side.

Once they reached level ground again the young man, who was on further consideration probably not a real prison guard, glanced over to meet Hector’s gaze. His lips pulled back in a feral grin full of straight white teeth that gleamed in the moonlight, and he said something that was again drowned out by the ringing in Hector’s ears.

Hector shook his head. His voice would likely come out too loudly for lack of hearing if he tried to speak, and he wasn’t sure how heavily guarded the perimeter would be at a time like this.

The young man cocked his head briefly, then nodded as if he understood. Whether he actually did or not, he led the way across the street and around a corner to the weed littered parking lot behind a convenience store.

There, he unlocked the door of an unremarkable looking van. He rummaged around in the back seat and came up with a bundle of cloth which he passed over.

It turned out to be a hooded sweatshirt and jogging pants, and Hector’s lip curled in distaste. He thought about shoving the clothes back at the stranger, but good sense won out over fashion sense in the end. His prison uniform was far too conspicuous, even had it not been covered in dust and debris from the explosions. He pulled the borrowed clothing on over his own, and even went so far as to raise the hood to cover his dusty, blood streaked hair. It would do for now.

The younger man had traded the jacket of his prison guard’s uniform for a faded and unremarkable leather jacket. He sat in the driver’s seat now, fingers tapping lightly against the steering wheel.

Hector climbed in beside him, though not without some trepidation. He was outside the prison walls and in possession of somewhat less incriminating clothing now, and he was beginning to wonder if he might not be better off making his own way from here. Not that he wasn’t grateful to the man who had gotten him this far, but there were more important things in life than gratitude.

As if reading his mind, the stranger leaned over to pull a thick envelope from the glove compartment. Hector regarded it for a moment before gingerly taking it.

Inside the envelope were a handful of photographs. The top one looked to have been taken with a telephoto lens from a window that looked out across a busy street, but it was still easy to spot who the intended subject was. The boy’s red hair caught the sunlight like a halo.

Hector had to stop himself from crumpling the entire stack in a fit of rage. He shot a quick glance at his companion, who was watching from the corner of his eye while he drove, and received another toothy grin in answer.

“Take a look at the rest,” the guard suggested, jerking his chin towards the envelope.

Reluctantly intrigued, Hector pulled out the rest of the photos. There were seven in all. All were of the boy, obviously taken without his notice. Sometimes he was alone, but more often he was in the company of people who seemed vaguely familiar. Hector suspected that if he looked more closely he would find they bore a striking resemblance to ones he’d seen on the news dressed in outlandish costumes.

The ringing in his ears was beginning to fade, and he decided that within the car it would be safe enough to try his voice.

“You certainly seem to have something in mind,” he said. The words were barely audible to him, but he could tell by the other man’s expression that they had been louder than a regular speaking tone.

The stranger shot a glance at Hector and nodded curtly. “I certainly do,” he agreed, speaking loudly and enunciating carefully.

The sound was still not as loud as Hector would have liked, but he could make out the words. When he received nothing more, he prompted again “Why don’t you tell me about it?”

The smile was back. The one that made Hector think this man was not quite all there. It wasn’t necessarily a problem if he wasn’t, but it made Hector wary. A man who looked at the world from behind a wolf’s smile was one to keep a careful eye on, unless one wanted to become the sheep. 

“You and I have a lot in common, I think.”

“Do we?” Hector asked dryly.

“Oh yes, quite a lot in common.” The wolf’s grin stretched almost impossibly wider and a manic light gleamed in his eyes. “You have your little boy there, and I’ve got—well, someone else. It’s not terribly important who. Only that I’ve got someone. That I know what it’s like to be on the receiving end of that sort of betrayal.”

His long fingers clenched and unclenched around the steering wheel while he talked as if he was imagining wrapping them around someone’s neck and squeezing. Oh yes, Hector thought, this one would bear a careful watching.

“Are you saying you broke me out of prison because we’re kindred spirits?” Hector asked, careful to keep his tone steady and neutral. His reduced hearing made it harder than usual to do.

The stranger laughed, a wild laugh with his head thrown back and his breath wheezing in his chest. If it had lasted more than the split second it did, Hector seriously doubted the man would have been able to stay in control of the car.

“Kindred spirits. Oh, I like that. Maybe we are, at that. Both of us left to pick up the pieces behind someone else’s decision. We have so much in common.” He shot a grin at Hector, and the manic gleam in his eyes was brighter than ever as he went on. “But it’s not just that. That’s not the reason I broke you out. I think we can help each other.”

“Help each other with what?”

“With what? With that.” The stranger jerked his chin towards the photographs. “With giving them a little reminder that actions have consequences. I remember reading about your trial in the papers, hearing about what your little boy did. You can’t tell me you don’t want a chance to catch up with your darling son, can you? Catch up with the blade of a knife at his throat, that is.”

He broke off into another short, feral burst of laughter, and Hector found himself chuckling along this time.

“A knife at his throat would be too easy,” Hector said in a low tone, eyes dropping once more to the photographs in his hand.

On the top of the pile was a shot of the patio tables at a small cafe. The boy leaned forward on one elbow and gestured expansively with the fork in his other hand, while the older man across the table watched him attentively with a small, fond smile. Hector was almost certain it was the same man he’d seen on the television earlier, the man in blue with the silver star like a target over his heart.

A slow smile spread across Hector’s lips. “A knife at his throat would be too easy,” he repeated, “but there’s plenty of ways to twist one in his heart before things reach their final conclusion.”

“As you like,” the stranger agreed with a careless wave of his hand. “What matters is that we understand each other. You want to cut your way into Junior’s heart, and I want. Well, maybe you’re right about a knife at his throat. Maybe something more drawn out would be nice. Cut off all the fingers he’s got left, a joint at a time. Nice and slow, like.” He sighed, eyes half closed and a look on his face like a cat settling down with a nice bowl of cream.

“Not to sound suspicious, but what exactly are you getting out of all this?” Hector asked casually.

“Hm?” The other man blinked a couple of times as if he’d forgotten where he was, and maybe even that he wasn’t alone. He seemed to get his bearings back quickly enough. “Oh, that. Nothing you’ll mind too terribly much, I don’t think. I just want you to make a mess of things for them. Just stir up the nest, and watch the ants come boiling out into the light, if you know what I mean. He’s something of a recluse at times, doesn’t get out much, you know. Not unless there’s things going on to make everyone tense and quarrelsome. So, I want you to give him that little push, out into the open where I can make my move.”

Hector regarded him for a long moment, studying the toothy grin and too bright eyes. His own smile widened slowly and he gave a slight nod.

“Yes, I think I can do that. I think this may prove to be a very profitable relationship—for us both.”

The stranger laughed again with wild abandon. “A very profitable relationship. I like that sound of that, MacNamara.”

“I’m afraid I never did get your name.”

“It’s Michael. Michael Steele.”

“Well then, here’s to a long and profitable working relationship, Michael. I think you and I are going to become very good friends,” Hector said, holding out his hand to shake. He privately thought that a short working relationship was much more likely in this case, with a bloody finish for his new friend. 
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CHAPTER ONE
STAINED LIKE GLASS
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Toby MacNamara shoved himself away from the waiting room bench and paced across the room in a half dozen long, swift strides. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and he had to restrain himself from punching the wall when he reached it. Even if there was no one here to see, destroying the place wouldn’t make a good impression.

That thought sounded a little too much like one of his father’s for comfort. With a snarl, he whirled back around and slammed his fist through the drywall. It didn’t take nearly enough effort to salve his irritation.

“Sanctimonious bastard ruins everything,” he muttered under his breath, shaking his hand to ease the brief flare of discomfort.

“They’re ready for you now, if you’re quite finished,” a voice as dry as desert sand said from behind him.

Toby glanced over his shoulder at Viper, leaning casually against the inner doorway, then back at the hole he’d just left in the wall with a faintly rueful expression.

“Yeah, I’m done.” He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders before adding, “Let’s get this bullshit over with.”

Viper nodded and gestured him into the meeting room without comment.

In spite of his bravado, Toby’s palms were damp as he stepped into the open space at the foot of the broad table. The board of directors for the northeast region of the Metahuman Defense Corps stared back at him. He clasped his hands behind his back, mostly to fight the urge to wipe them on his pants, and tried to look unconcerned. He had a good idea it wasn’t working.

“I’m sure you know why you’re here, Doubletap, so I won’t bore you with a recitation of the details,” Stronghold began. He leaned forward in his seat at the head of the table, meeting Toby’s eyes earnestly but not unkindly.

Toby nodded. “Yeah, you want to know if you can still trust me after what he said.”

The director shook his head quickly and raised a hand to forestall the arguments Toby had been preparing in his head while pacing the waiting room for the last two hours. “No, not at all. The board has already come to an agreement on that subject. What did you think we’d been discussing?”

Throat suddenly too dry to speak, even if there had been anything to say to that pronouncement, Toby just stared at him. This was worse than anything he could have anticipated. Reese had been sure he’d at least be given a chance to defend himself. He was too stunned even to feel properly angry, though he was sure that would come in time.

Stronghold went on relentlessly in the silence. “Your record since joining the Corps has been virtually spotless. We could not ask for a more dedicated and talented defender of the people. But we also cannot simply ignore the accusations that have been put forward against you. No matter how much many of us might like to. The public wouldn’t stand for it, and without public support the Corps is nothing.” He paused there to observe the effect his words were having.

Toby was still too stunned to think of any words. He simply nodded, and hoped the director would get it over with quickly.

Stronghold managed to put on a small, forced-looking smile, which did nothing to soften the impact of his next words. “It is the board’s considered decision to transfer you to the reserve team until such time as your father has been returned to prison or is otherwise deemed no longer a threat to the public.”

That, Toby found he was quite able to be angry about. “You can’t be serious. The reserves?”

There were a number of people around the table shifting uncomfortably, but also a few half-concealed smiles. Toby knew his reputation had made him enemies as well as friends, but seeing them so openly was still jarring. He forced himself to ignore them, to focus all his attention on Stronghold.

The director met his eyes, still wearing that uncomfortable half smile as he delivered the deathblow. “The board’s decision is final. I realise you may not be very happy with the idea, but I’m sure it will only be a temporary placement.”

Toby opened his mouth to argue, but in spite of his anger he could easily read the finality in the older man’s face. It was accompanied by no small amount of pity. His shoulders slumped and for once he stopped himself before his mouth could get him into any further trouble.

“If that’s the board’s decision,” he muttered sullenly.

“It is. I’m sorry if it seems unfair to you, but I’m sure it won’t be as bad as you imagine.” Stronghold seemed to relax now that the argument had been averted. His smile took on a bit more genuine warmth as he added, “Why don’t I introduce you to your new squad leader. I don’t think you’ve worked with Justice before, have you?”

Toby gritted his teeth and didn’t give the answer that was on the tip of his tongue. When he was sure that nothing too scathing would come out of his mouth when he opened it, he answered “No, Sir, I haven’t. I’d appreciate that.”

Stronghold came around the table and laid a paternal hand on Toby’s shoulder to guide him back out of the room. “I know you’re not happy about this, but it’s really for the best. You’ll see.”

Toby frowned slightly as the hand remained on his shoulder, but decided not to push it off. Being rude right now was not going to help his case. Even if a little more personal space would make him feel more comfortable.

“I just don’t see the point, if the board’s agreed that they can still trust me,” he said with a glance up at the older man.

“Well, it’s not as simple as trust. It’s a matter of public opinion as well, and that’s not so easy to manage. The Sherriff was very popular. A lot of people are understandably upset about what happened to him. They want someone to blame.”

“And they can’t blame the man who butchered him on national television?” Toby snarled before he could stop himself, whirling around to glare at Stronghold. His fists clenched so tightly they trembled at his sides. The pain of bones grinding together was almost enough to stem the black tide that rose in his gut, as it had every other time someone had mentioned Gideon’s death.

If Stronghold noticed the way the young man before him was shaking, he gave no sign of it. Instead, he answered in an even tone. “Yes and no. Of course people know that your father is the one responsible, and they’re very angry with him for it. But that anger tarnishes everything even remotely associated with him. Surely you can see that.”

“So it’s just because I’m his son, then? I don’t even get a chance to defend myself, because we happen to share a chance accident of genetics?”

Stronghold shook his head and turned to continue down the steps to the main door. Toby had to follow him or be left behind, and they walked in silence out into the bright afternoon sun that made him scowl more deeply than ever.

The older man led the way down one of the broad paved pathways that crisscrossed the Metahuman Defense Corps’s Ashford headquarters. He spoke quietly as he walked, choosing his words carefully. “It’s not entirely because of that, no. It doesn’t help, of course, but the genetics alone could have been overcome. Combined with your father’s assertion that you’re working for him as some kind of ‘man on the inside,’ though, it doesn’t leave us with much choice.”

Toby growled wordlessly and looked away.

Stronghold hurried his words on. “You have to remember that the public, and even many of the board members, know very little about you. They know your reputation of course, but that’s not enough. They don’t know you as a person. Not well enough to counter what your sociopath, escaped convict father said on national television while petting the severed head of one of their favourite heroes. You’ve got to admit, it’s a powerful impression.”

“What about all the people I’ve saved. Isn’t that worth anything?” Toby demanded as they started up the ramp to the building that served as headquarters for the local branch of the reserves.

“Of course it is. It’s worth a lot. As I said, the board doesn’t distrust you. And this is only for a little while. Until the hype dies down, you know. You’ll see.”

“Sir, I’m one of the best the Corps has in this city. I can help you catch him. I did it before, remember?”

“I know you did, and I don’t doubt you’d do it again. But it’s out of my hands. I’m sure you can see that. There’s too much bad press right now, and the board isn’t willing to risk inciting the public any farther.” Stronghold paused long enough to pull open the door and wave Toby past him into a broad, tiled hallway before adding “Just stay out of trouble for a while, and this will all blow over in no time. Think of it as a vacation.”

Toby’s simmering anger slipped its leash. “A vacation? Fuck that. You’re sweeping me under the rug with the cripples and the has-beens and the freaks. I may not have a say in this, but if you think I’m just going to roll over and make it easy for you, you don’t know me as well as you seem to think.”

He turned away from Stronghold sharply enough that the end of his ponytail whipped around to smack the side of his neck, and abruptly found himself face to face with a nondescript man in civilian clothes. The stranger regarded him inscrutably from behind mirrored shades, one slightly raised eyebrow the only hint of expression visible on his face.

“Ah, young master MacNamara joins us at last. I’ve been expecting you,” the stranger said in a tone so acrid Toby’s mouth felt dry just listening to it.

“You have?” Toby asked, glancing back at Stronghold. “I thought the decision had only just been made.”

The older man looked even more tense than he had at Toby’s outburst a minute ago, but he had his hundred watt public relations smile on and he answered gamely. “Glad to hear it. I’ll leave him in your competent hands then, Justice, and I’m sure you’ll take good care of Doubletap while he’s with you.”

“Oh yes, for some time now. Your coming was foretold many months ago.”

Stronghold flinched slightly at the words and tugged nervously at the jacket of his uniform. “Yes, well, very good then. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve really got to run. Things to do, you know how it is.” He turned without waiting for an answer from either of the others and stalked back to the door.

Toby gaped after him a moment before turning back towards the man who appeared to be his new squad leader. “So, you’ve been expecting me for months, have you?” he finally asked.

“For many months,” Justice agreed with a slight nod. “Your coming will be the catalyst of great change for us. You bear a great weight on your shoulders. Shame and fear weigh down your steps until the very earth trembles beneath your feet.”

Toby folded his arms and squared his shoulders. “Funny, I don’t remember anything in your profile about prophetic powers.”

A slight, not entirely friendly smile curled Justice’s lips. “No? I don’t recall anything in yours about being a bigoted asshole, but here we are.”

Heat crept up the back of Toby’s neck and he looked away. “I suppose that means you heard me running my mouth a minute ago,” he said uncomfortably, reaching up to smooth back a strand of hair that had escaped the elastic.

“I suppose it does. And let it be said, I’m not exactly thrilled about this either, but we’re both just going to have to suck it up and live with it. Now that we’ve got that out in the open, why don’t you come in and I’ll see if I can find someone to show you around.”

Without waiting for an answer, Justice turned and headed back around the corner to the hall he must have come from. His hand trailed along the wall as he walked. Toby followed. There didn’t seem to be any other option.

The hall led them into a tidy, modern kitchen with floor to ceiling windows across one entire wall. The air was full of the scent of baking bread and something spicy that Toby couldn’t identify.

Another man stood at the stove, stirring something into a large pot. He glanced over his shoulder with a friendly smile. “’You’re the new transfer, are you?” he asked.

“Yeah, I guess so. Did everyone find out about this before me?”

“Nah, Alex just knows everything. And I know everything Alex knows.” Still grinning, he laid aside the spoon and held out a hand in greeting. “I’m Lark, by the way. Or Whisper, if you insist on being formal about it, but we’re pretty laid back around here for the most part so Lark is fine. And you’ve already met Alex.” He nodded towards Justice as he said the last.

Toby shook the proffered hand, feeling a smile tugging at his lips in spite of his irritation. At least there was one person here who seemed friendly. “Toby MacNamara. I suppose you already know that, though.”

“It may have crossed my mind,” Lark agreed with a good natured chuckle. “How do you feel about curry?”

“I don’t really think I’ve got any strong feelings about it.”

Lark gave him a disapproving look and wrinkled his nose. “Well, you haven’t had my curry yet. We’ll soon change your mind.”

“Lark does make a fabulous curry, but don’t worry if curry’s not your thing. You won’t hurt his feelings as much as he pretends if you don’t like it,” a new voice called from the door. A sturdy looking woman in a bright yellow wheelchair rolled into the room past Toby with a white German shepherd at her side. “Do either of you know where Winn is? I think she’s lost her cell again, or else she’s ignoring me.”

“Haven’t seen her,” Alex answered with a smirk. “Are you busy right now?”

“I am, actually. And you’re not helpful.”

The smirk didn’t waver. “Excellent. This is Toby MacNamara. He’s going to be joining us for a while, and I need you to show him around.”

The woman made an exasperated sound and glared at Alex. “Why do you bother asking whether I’m busy, if you’re just going to pawn him off on me regardless?”

“Because I’m not helpful.”

She opened her mouth to reply, then shut it again with a sigh and a shake of her head. “At least you’re aware of it, I suppose.” Turning her attention up to Toby she added, “It doesn’t look as if I’ve got much choice in the matter, so you may as well come along. I’m Isabelle O’Grady by the way, since our illustrious leader can’t be bothered to make introductions, and this is Virgil.”

Toby shook her hand then reached down to pet the dog, only to withdraw his hand again quickly when he received a low growl.

“Be nice, Virgil,” Isabelle murmured, rubbing the dog’s ears.

“I don’t like him,” the dog replied, ears tipped back unhappily and lips pulled up slightly so the tips of his teeth showed.

“Okay, the talking dog doesn’t like me,” Toby muttered.

Alex pinched the bridge of his nose under his dark glasses. “This is going to be so much fun,” he said to no one in particular.

A mug drifted down from one of the cupboards. As Toby watched, it was intercepted in the middle of the room by the coffee pot and a carton of milk from the fridge before drifting on to float in front of Alex, who plucked it from the air with a low murmur of thanks.

“Come on, Toby,” Isabelle called, turning her chair with a deftness that surprised him and heading for the exit.

“So, who’s the telekinetic?” Toby asked as he followed her. He seemed to be doing a lot of following people around today, and it was quickly getting old.

“Lark. His main power is telepathy, but I think he uses the telekinesis more often. He just can’t be bothered to carry things most of the time.”

Toby chuckled at that. “I probably wouldn’t either if I had that kind of power,” he admitted.

“Lazy bitch,” Virgil muttered under his breath.

“You know I can hear you, right?” Toby asked.

Isabelle shook her head at both of them. “Enough, you two. Virgil, you know I don’t appreciate that kind of language.”

The dog’s ears flattened farther down against his skull and his tail drooped. He nuzzled against her hand on the wheel of her chair briefly. “Yes, Mom. I’m sorry.”

She still didn’t look pleased, but she let the matter drop and focused her attention back on the tour. “Living room is across the way there. I think the layout of the building is similar to what the regulars have, but we’re a smaller squad so we tend to spread out more. I’ll introduce you to everyone I can find, though. Travis Oakley, our old squad leader, is out of town at the moment but I think everyone else should be around somewhere.”

“Your old squad leader? Did he get demoted or something?”

“I suppose in a way. He transferred to the reserves when he started to feel like he was slowing down too much for active duty but still wanted to keep his fingers on the pulse of things. But then when his granddaughter was born and his wife passed I guess his priorities changed.” She shrugged, a fond smile playing on her lips as she added, “He’s basically retired at this point, but he’s section six so he can’t entirely sever ties to the Corps even if he wanted to.”

Toby whistled. “You don’t often hear of one of us retiring. I didn’t think there was anyone in the Corps who was actually old enough to do it, anyway.”

“Not many, for sure. Travis has been around for a while. You remember Mercury?”

He choked on a breath for a second and turned to gape at her. “No way. He was one of the founding members, wasn’t he?”

“He was, yeah. He’s the last one left now though, and I think it makes him feel old to be around us too much.” She shrugged ruefully. “Anyway, you’ll meet him eventually but not today.”

“Well, that’s kinda cool. And faintly terrifying. I worked with Borealis a couple of times, and she had some pretty messed up stories from back when he was her mentor.”

“Word of warning, don’t ask Travis to tell stories when you meet him.”

Toby glanced over with a frown. “No?”

Isabelle shook her head. “No. He lost a lot of friends over the years. Sometimes he’ll talk about the past, but you’ve got to let him come to it on his own. This is the gym. Pretty self-explanatory.”

The door she’d gestured towards slid open as they passed into range of its motion sensors and Toby poked his head in. It was smaller than the one in the regular squad’s headquarters, but he supposed with a smaller team that made sense. He was trying not to think too hard about everything he’d left behind. It didn’t seem to be working very well, but Isabelle was already moving on along the hall so he resolutely stuffed his unhappy feelings back down where they belonged and trailed along behind her.

“This is Billy’s lab,” she continued with a wave towards a door on the opposite side which didn’t open automatically. “He spends a lot of time there, so you may not meet him for a while either. I try not to bother him while he’s working.”

Toby nodded vaguely. In the regular squad’s headquarters, that space was occupied by an enormous greenhouse where Laurie Ann grew orchids alongside the Greenman’s foxglove and belladonna. He sighed morosely at the reminder, even if the humidity in there did make his hair frizz up like a poodle whenever he had to venture in.

Isabelle glanced up at him over her shoulder. “I know it’s awful, but it gets easier after a while,” she said quietly.

He jumped, startled out of his melancholy thoughts. “What?”

“Being transferred to the reserves. It gets easier. I’m not sure it ever stops being awful, but if you let it, it’s not the worst thing that could happen. At least for you there’s some chance it isn’t permanent.”

She didn’t seem to need an answer, which was just as well since Toby couldn’t seem to make his mouth work. It was a novel experience for him, but far less important than what Isabelle had just given him to think about.

They continued on down the hall, deeper into the building, with Toby paying only marginal attention as Isabelle pointed out offices, elevator, and storage rooms.

Finally he managed to sort out his thoughts enough to put them into words as they came up to the end of the hall. “You didn’t transfer from the regular team here.”

“No, I didn’t,” she agreed. “The Corps doesn’t get many recruits in Russia, so most of the teams there are made up of people from other parts of the world. I had a personal conflict with the squad leader in Dublin, which was the closest branch to where I grew up, and I asked for a transfer.” She gave a self deprecating shrug and finished “I ended up on the regular team in Avdotya. It wasn’t too bad, as far as being exiled to Siberia goes.”

“I don’t think that’s much of a recommendation, Issy,” a woman’s voice called through the open door at the end of the hall, which they’d stopped just outside of.

Isabelle chuckled and wheeled her chair through the door. “It wasn’t meant to be,” she replied. “Have you lost your phone again?”

“Nope, it’s right here.” The speaker leapt up from her seat on the floor with an almost musical clatter from the beads at the ends of her many tiny braids, brandishing the phone in question at Isabelle with a proud grin. When she caught sight of Toby, her smile broadened still farther. “Ooh, new guy. That’s why you were telling stories. I’m Winn. Winn Fletcher.”

“Toby MacNamara,” Toby greeted, stretching out a hand for her to shake.

She shook her head quickly, braids rattling once more. “It’s better if I don’t. If you’ve just transferred, you won’t have had your shots yet.”

“Shots?” Toby repeated warily.

A hint of movement at the edge of his vision warned him that there was someone else in the room just in time to prevent him jumping out of his skin when a familiar voice answered “Yeah you know, rabies, tapeworm, feline leukemia.”

“I’m not the one being catty today, Elizabeth,” Toby shot back acerbically.

“It’s Lisbeth,” she ground out, glaring at him with a hint of smoke rising from her clenched fists. “And I don’t think you’re capable of keeping that up for more than a few minutes.”

He rolled his eyes. “Oh yes, how could I forget that I’m not allowed to call you by name anymore.”

“I take it you two know each other already?” Isabelle asked.

“Yes,” Toby and Lisbeth answered in unison, both equally unwilling to break their glares away from the other to look at her.

Isabelle regarded them in silence for a moment then shook her head. “Well, try not to kill each other; you know how Alex would hate the paperwork for that. Winn and I are going to the market. Toby, if Lisbeth won’t show you where your quarters are, Lark will.”

He nodded, still not looking away from Lisbeth. His memories of the last time they’d spoken were still quite distinct and painful, and while glaring would not stop her from setting him on fire again he hoped it would at least give him a bit of warning.

“I tried to call you,” Isabelle’s voice drifted back from the hall.

“But I had my phone with me all morning,” Winn replied. “Oh hey, five new messages and two missed calls. But it never went off. Is this the one that means the ringer is turned off again?” Her voice faded as she walked away.

“You look well,” Toby ventured carefully when he could no longer hear Winn’s cheerful prattle and the hostile silence had begun to wear on his nerves.

Lisbeth folded her arms across her chest. Faint wisps of smoke curled from between her vividly red lips as she said “You look like a pretentious ass, but that’s pretty much par for the course, isn’t it?”

“Right. Well, great talk. I’m going to hit the gym.” He turned on his heel and headed for the door.

“Running away with your tail between your legs, without even a snarky comeback? How unlike you, Tobias.”

His hands clenched into fists, but he kept walking. He kept walking even when he had turned the corner out of sight, though he would much rather have run. He still wasn’t entirely sure where things had gone wrong with Lisbeth, but he’d seen where arguing with her would lead. They were too much alike and too good at pushing each other’s buttons, and he didn’t have the emotional energy to deal with that kind of fight today on top of everything else.

The gym was still a little too small and much too quiet, but it was familiar enough to relax some of the tension from his shoulders. He hit a punching bag a few times, relishing the jolt of contact running up his arms and the sting on his bare knuckles.

But it wasn’t enough. Sparring with a partner was always better than mindlessly beating a punching bag. A sudden, fervent wish washed over him to go back to the regular team’s headquarters and find Reese. Or Gideon. That last thought was almost too much for him. Shying away from it before it could lead his mind down into things he couldn’t bear to think about, he focused for a moment.

The sensation was almost like having his skin peeled off, but it went deeper than that. His narrow shoulders broadened like a linebacker before he peeled himself apart. The split left him disoriented for a second, but he shook it off with the skill of long practice and turned to face himself.

There was no need here for the formal niceties of regular sparring. Both of him knew the moment the other was ready to move, and they collided in a flurry of blows.

He kept the blows coming until he was finally too tired to keep going for the moment. One of him had a broken nose and dislocated shoulder, and both had split lips and bloodied fists. The pair clasped hands and merged back together. He rolled his shoulders a couple of times, settling back into a single body.

“I’ve heard of beating yourself up, but I think that might be taking the idea a bit too literally,” an unfamiliar voice commented.

Turning, Toby found a tall man, thin almost to the point of being gaunt, leaning against the open doorway behind him. “It’s a good workout,” he replied in a guarded tone, studying the stranger and working on getting his breathing back to normal.

“So I can see. You look like you could use a cold drink, and I could use an extra pair of hands if you can spare a few minutes.” Seeing the hesitation in Toby’s face, the stranger chuckled and added “It’s nothing dangerous, I promise. I just need someone to hold pieces in place while I screw them together. Winn was supposed to help me, but she’s wandered off somewhere.”

“She went shopping with Isabelle,” Toby offered. “And sure, I can help. I’m sort of at loose ends right now. Not sure what I’m supposed to be doing.”

“Oh, they were doing that today, weren’t they. Ah well. Come on, then.” He pushed away from the wall and stepped back out into the corridor, gesturing for Toby to follow, but he wasn’t going far.

He pressed his left hand against the scanner plate next to the door across the hall. The lock flickered to green and the door sprang open. The room beyond smelled faintly of acetylene welding and engine grease.

“I’m Billy Steele, by the way,” he added belatedly as he waved Toby past him into the workshop. “I’m assuming you’re the new transfer Isabelle texted me about. Sorry about the mess.”

“Yeah, Toby MacNamara.”

Toby’s eyes swept the room for potential threats and defensive positions as he entered, training engrained to the level of instinct so that it required no conscious thought. There was nothing of concern, so he turned his mind instead to the dozen or so partially finished projects that were laid out with meticulous precision along the length of the table.

“This is a mess?” he asked. “I’m pretty sure I’ve eaten at kitchen tables that weren’t this spotless.”

Billy smiled, eyes crinkling at the corners, and passed over a bottle of lemonade from the bar fridge beside the door. “Well, it’s not as tidy as it could be. My mom always used to complain about the mess my projects made, when I was living at home.”

“All the more reason to grow up and move out, right?” Toby suggested. He took a long swig of the lemonade and grimaced at the sour taste in his mouth. “Not that I really needed more reason.”

“I’m not even going to ask.”

True to his word, Billy headed over to one of the projects on the table and began assembling a series of miniscule metal disks in a complicated array with tweezers.

After watching him work for a few minutes while he finished his drink, Toby shook his head slowly. “I don’t think I even want to try and understand what you’re doing,” he said, tossing the empty bottle across the room into the recycling bin. “Is this what you wanted my help with?”

“Nope, just a little side project. I’m hoping it will allow me to make some improvements to the gauntlets I built for Ironclad.”

Toby’s jaw dropped open. “Wait, you were the one who built those gauntlets? Reese, I mean, Ironclad, let me try them once, and they were the coolest thing ever.”

“I sure did, back when I was in high school.” Laying the discs carefully back down with the rest of that project, Billy led him down to the far end of the room. “This is what I wanted your help with.”

The new project was something a lot larger, but just as incomprehensible, and waited in pieces that took up a section of the table wider than Toby’s arm span.

“Well, that’s definitely a whole lot of something,” Toby said, regarding the spread of gleaming polished metal with approval.

“You have no idea what any of it is, do you?” Billy asked.

“Not the slightest hint of an inkling,” Toby agreed. “What am I doing with it? And what is it going to be when it’s done?”

Billy picked up the first piece on the left-hand edge of the work station and handed it to Toby. “It’s going to be a jet pack, assuming it works any better than the last prototype and doesn’t just explode as soon as it’s turned on. Hold that with the pronged end up.”

“Can I volunteer to test it when it’s finished?”

Billy paused in the act of fitting the next piece into the one Toby held and looked up at him with one brow raised in an incredulous expression. “You heard the part about the last one exploding, right?”

“I’ll be fine. Can I?”

“Maybe. Alex insists that I test everything remotely first, so no one gets blown up.”

Toby huffed irritably. “Alex seems like the kind of guy who wants to take all the fun out of everything. I think he hates me.”

“It’s possible, but I doubt it. Alex is just, well, Alex,” Billy said with a shrug as he reached for another piece. “There’s days when I’m not sure he likes anyone besides Lark. But mostly I think he’s just not much of a people person. He’s not the sort to hold your hand and talk through your problems with, you know?”

“There’s a difference between not being a people person and actively hating my guts,” Toby muttered sullenly.

“I’m sure it’s got nothing to do with your guts. Your attitude, now that’s another matter entirely.” A smile quirked Billy’s narrow lips. “Alex prefers to be the only one in the room with a smart mouth, and you strike me as the kind of guy who might give him some competition there.”

“If that’s the case, I suppose he and I are going to have problems,” Toby sighed.

“He’ll get over it. He has with everyone else on the team. Have you met the others yet?”

Toby nodded, then wrinkled his nose in irritation as that same loose strand of hair fell into his eyes again with the motion. “I’ve met a bunch of people, anyway. Not sure if it’s everyone. Alex and Lark, and Isabelle was showing me around for a bit. She introduced me to Winn. And I already knew Lisbeth, but we ran into each other. I think that’s everyone so far.”

“And Virgil I assume, since you met Isabelle. If you meet another dog around that’ll be Sebastian, regardless of what kind of dog. He’s usually a Basset these days.”

“Usually?” Toby asked.

Billy chuckled. “Usually,” he agreed. “It’s not as weird as it sounds. And Travis rounds out the roster.”

“There’s not near as many as on the regular team,” Toby said. He blew the loose strand of hair out of his eyes, then sighed when it fell right back into the same place.

“We don’t get as many missions, so it balances out okay in that respect.”

Toby shrugged. “Everything feels a little empty without the crowd,” he admitted.

“Yeah, I can see how it would be different.” Billy paused to huff in annoyance when Toby freed one hand to tuck his hair back behind one ear and the whole assemblage wobbled precariously for a second. “I suppose you’ll get used to it after a while. You’ll probably get on well with Winn at least. You remind me of her.”

“I’m not sure how I feel about that sentiment,” Toby muttered.

“I say it in the nicest possible way,” Billy assured. “You two are a lot alike.”

“Oh?”

Billy made a sound of agreement as he carefully worked the next piece into place and adjusted Toby’s hands to keep it there. Eventually he added “Yeah. You both talk too much while I’m trying to work.”

Toby snorted and rolled his eyes. “You’re neither the first nor likely to be the last person to say that about me,” he said dryly.

“Glad to hear it. It renews my faith that people aren’t always completely oblivious.”

Toby stuck his tongue out childishly, but didn’t answer. He managed to stay quiet for nearly two minutes with no sound but the low scrapes of Billy working, but eventually his thoughts began to grow too loud in the silence.

“Can I ask you something?”

Billy’s smile widened a fraction and he raised his eyes to regard the other man over the top of the machine he was assembling. “Just like Winn. She usually lasts about that long too. Ask away.”

“Why are you on the reserve team? I mean, not to be nosy but you seem pretty competent and all.”

“Isabelle is one of the most competent people I know,” Billy countered, smile wilting.

Toby winced and dropped his eyes. “I didn’t mean—”

“No, of course you didn’t.” Billy sighed and ran a hand back through his greying dark hair. “I know you probably didn’t mean it to come out that way, but it’s a common enough theme that it tends to make me snappy.”

Toby nodded, still not looking up. “Sorry. I’m being nosy, but I don’t mean to be an asshole as well. I’ve just never really dealt with anyone, you know.” He trailed off, biting his lip and trying to think of a way to finish the sentence that wouldn’t get him further into trouble.

“Disabled, is the word you’re looking for,” Billy supplied. “Competent, not so much a good word. Isabelle is very competent. So is Alex, when he can be bothered.”

“Yeah, I get that.”

“So am I,” Billy continued. He pushed his left sleeve up over his bicep and applied a careful pressure at the inside of his elbow. “This has nothing to do with how competent I am.”

As Toby watched in horrified fascination, the pale skin split open all along Billy’s forearm to reveal gleaming metal beneath. “That. Is very cool. Kind of alarming, too, but mostly cool. Did you make it?”

“I built everything except the skin, and I had a hand in designing that too. Just don’t have the facilities here to fabricate it. When I first lost it I had a standard prosthetic arm, but there’s no kind of fine motor control and I needed that if I was going to be able to work.”

“That’s really amazing,” Toby said, watching him press the synthetic skin back down. When it was in place, there was nothing to see but a thin white line along the seam that could just as easily have been an old scar. “I’ve never heard of anything like that. The prosthetic or the fake skin.”

“There isn’t anything like it. Or at least, there wasn’t when I designed the first one. This is the second model, and a big improvement over the old one.” Billy tugged his sleeve back down and shrugged. “There’s a few private firms trying to develop civilian versions now, but it’ll be a while before they’ve got anything they can go to market with. I get periodic calls from three different head hunters, hoping I’ll change my mind about staying here.”

“Oh yeah? Why do you stay then? I mean, not that I think you should quit, but there’s plenty of us who have civilian jobs on the
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