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I was always the nurture rather than nature kind of person. Had to be, if I had to admit it to myself. You don’t grow up with the background that I did and not hope that it was all about how you were brought up, rather than who you came from.

Then the Change happened. The Awakening. The Rebirth. You could pick a half-dozen other terms that have been used over the years, ever since humanity realised that those occasional weirdos who turned up in history books or the news had become a regular occurrence.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. Sorry, I’ve never done a confession before. And sure, I know you’re more interested in the proximate reason why I ended up destroying a half a dozen city blocks than the remote reasons, but this is my story.  So give me a few seconds, let me get used to being in handcuffs again. And let me get this confession on the road.

So, where was I?

***
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Nurture, not nature. Right.

Aunt Roberta was the best. Even if they dumped me in her one bedroom apartment when she was thirty four and I was three, she never once complained about me upsetting her life. Just got on with taking care of me, in-between partying it up and breaking through glass ceilings. Lead salesperson at the paper manufacturing plant she was in, beating all the records that her male colleagues ever set until they gave in and made her the Sales Manager. It was she who showed me that you could be a woman, hot and an ass-kicker. I just kind of wish I had her legs...

As for my mom, well, I never knew her. I mean, I knew of her, but I never knew her, you know? She never took the time to visit and Aunt Roberta never told me who she was till I was old enough to keep the secret. And then, of course, mom was killed in the Battle for Philadelphia in ’07. Never did get why she was there. It wasn’t her usual style.

Huh. You’re right. Maybe I’ll ask the Swarm.

Anyway, nurture not nature. I grew up normal, you know? Maybe I got into a few more fights than normal, but having an opinion and being willing to share it didn’t always sit well with others. It didn’t matter, it wasn’t that bad. Kids are kids, you know and shouting at one another, getting into fights, it was all kind of fun. 

And then...

Then the Change happened. 

I remembered it, remembered how it was just another Saturday. I was getting ready for work – bagging groceries if you have to know. Aunt Roberta always felt it was important I learn how the world worked early on, so a job it was as a teenager. One second, I’m slipping on the store’s uniformed polo shirt and the next, I’m smelling frying circuity. Only realised later that was me. My skin blistered, the nerves in my body feeling like lightning had been shoved down them. My muscles spasmed and locked up, and I remember falling and then twitching on the ground. Thankfully, the entire Change hurt so much that my body blanked itself out well before I became a raving lunatic.

Way I hear it, that’s not always the case for everyone when they Change. The Change, when it activates, creates a cascade effect all through the body. Which means all your genes, all your cells turn on and mutate at the same time, as they attempt to transform into whatever new configuration it needs.  It’s all a nice way of saying you go from normal human to supe in one long, agonising moment.

By the time I woke up, Aunt Roberta had me in the hospital. The anti-septic, overly sterilised smell was not something I wanted to wake to, nor was the constant buzzing. As I managed to get one eye open, I found myself staring blearily around.

“Jane! What happened? What did you do?” Aunt Roberta practically shouted the questions at me. 

“I don’t know.” I touched my head, found a bandage on it and frowned. That was also when I saw what had happened to my skin. The way the skin branched out with burns, the Lichtenberg scars mixed with the glint of silver and steel was – is – quite a sight.

I might have screamed. There might have been a breakdown or two. And yeah, if I had realised it, if I had paid attention, I might have caught the first hints of my Power. The way the lights flickered, the medical equipment went on a fritz. But it wasn’t exactly what I had been paying attention to at that time. Especially when I managed to stagger to my feet and catch sight of myself in the mirror.

Now, I’m not saying I was anything to look at before the Change. But, you know, I wasn’t well – this. I didn’t make metal detectors go off at fifty paces or score high on the Bride of Frankenstein potential list. And I liked my blonde hair – not this platinum thing. I’ll admit though, the eyes are rad. Silver irises are really the hottest thing, as my fans will tell you.

But I’m digressing. I should have noticed the Change and my Power then. But, I didn’t. And once I calmed down, well, the entire thing happened, you know? The Metahuman Integration and Training Department took over. All the testing, the psychiatric visits, the school briefing, the Power bracelet. All of it. You’d think for a bureaucratic organisation whose entire raison d'être is handling new supes, they’d be better at it. But nope, they throw you in the deep end and expect you to swim.

And I did. I really did. 

Sure, school sucked. Who wants to hang out with the weird looking kid with the Powers bracelet that might or might not fry you or read your brain or dribble at any moment? Back then, my ability didn’t really manifest unless I was under a lot of stress, and with the Powers bracelet on, everything was muted. I had no idea what I was doing then. No one did.

Anyway, high school was hell. Carlos who’d I’d been seeing – on and off – took one look at the freak-me and skedaddled between Rosa’s legs. That bitch. And the few Power-lovers had Lenny to hang on to, to drool over. His power was so much cooler – to sixteen year old kids anyway. Being made of steel was kind of dumb, but what do I know?

Still, I did good, okay. I toed the line. I graduated, even went to college. It might have been community college, but university was out. Ever since it was ruled constitutional to charge supes extra, only the really rich or those who managed to pass as norms could go. Truth be told, I liked community college. They teach you how to do things, not just theory. 

I kept to the plan, now aided by the burgeoning realisation that I had a thing for computers. We were still trying to figure out my Powers back then, but we were beginning to realise it was more than just random electric shocks. 

That’s the problem when you rely on technology to find technopaths like me. We slip under the radar if we want it to happen. Because, you know, technopath.

Even as we figured out my Powers, even as I extended them, it was still kind of piddly, you know? Turning on a phone, adjusting the digital thermometer, accessing a computer without a monitor. Nothing that made anyone too excited, even if it did mean I could diagnose and fix a computer faster than any tech at the Nerd Herders. I was scheduled for a good life.

Until you guys fucked it up.

***

[image: ]


Twenty-four hours ago.

Mordant Enterprises loomed above me as I walked into the building. It was over forty stories tall, not one of the tallest buildings in the city, but like most, made of glass and steel beams. More impressive to those in the know were the fifty stories underground that truly made up the company headquarters. I knew about it, after all, I’d worked in the basement for nearly a decade. I’d been working for them since I was done with university; ever since I finished my Masters and began the process of selling my soul.
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