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	 “Name?”
	 “Elisabeta Mechitbayeva.”
	 She looked up at me and sighed.   I shrugged.  
Tan’ari jostled the desk, receiving a sour look from 
her that had him scuttling back a step or two.
	 This time I noticed the tag, which read “Lydia, 
Administrative Hero Helper” pinned to her sweater. 
She leveled her gaze at me. “Is that really the name 
you want to be known by?”
	 “Umm … no?”
	 “Well then, what would you like to be known 
as?”
	 “What was it you called me before?”   I asked 
her.  “Miss Mecha.”
	 “Sorry.”  She said after she tapped at the keys.  
“It’s taken already.”  She hit another key.  “So are 
several variations on it.  Ms. Mecha.  Missus Me-
cha.  Mecha Maid.  Mecha-underscore-Maid and 
even Mecha Made.”
	 She looked up at me.   “What’s your second 
choice?”
	 “Ummm … I don’t know.   I hadn’t thought 
about this part.”
	 “No one ever does.”   Lydia sighed.   “Oh you 
heroes complain about it.  ‘Why can’t we decide on 
our names first?’  But do they really put any thought 
into what they want to be called?  No.”  I winced as 
she sighed again.  “Never mind, we can come back 
to it.  What are your powers?”
	 “I’m sorry?”
	 “You’re going to be a super-powered hero, right? 
That is why you’re here?” She said, looking up again.  
“How do you plan to do it?”
	 “Tan’ari has thorns!  Many thorns!”  The imp 
hopped ecstatically before she glared at him, word-
lessly sending him back a step as he snapped his 
mouth shut with a click.
	 “Oh, well my suit is armored, high impact resis-
tance and insulation.”  I replied quickly, before he 
could get into more trouble.  “And I can generate 
an electrical current up to a terawatt--”
	 “Hold on a second.”  She interrupted.  “You’re 
only being granted level one security access at the 
moment.  You can’t just go blasting out a terawatt 
of power, not until you’ve proven yourself.  Keep 
it down to 10 or 12,000 volts if you don’t mind.  
When you move up in classification, you can crank 
up the amps.”
	 “Yes, Ma’am.”  I responded, quietly deciding to 
not mention the stasis field generator I was working 
on.   “Until the people of Paragon know that I’m 
not more of a threat than the ones I’m arresting, I 

understand that there will be some restrictions.”
	 “Tan’ari can--”
	 Lydia snorted harshly and turned a withering 
glare on Tan’ari, stopping him before he said an-
other word.  He clapped both hands, paws, over his 
mouth and I wondered if “Glare” could be her own 
personal super power.  It certainly seemed handy.
	 “Uh-huh. Anything else your power suit does?”  
She asked, pulling her gaze up to ignore Tan’ari, 
and once again smiling politely at me.
	 “Well beyond the protective features and a small 
amount of muscular amplification, not really.”   I 
told her, hoping to not be on the receiving end of 
one of those scornful frowns.   “It has a radio re-
ceiver, but most of my auxiliary functions were 
damaged when I came through the portal from my 
own home.  I’m working on fixing the stealth field 
generator, and my gravitic compensator barely lifts 
me more than half a foot.”
	 “Good.”  She answered.  “We prefer that lower 
security personnel restrict themselves to ground 
level anyways.  But that’s all explained in the hand-
book in your complimentary apartment.
	 “Standard issue for all heroes, you will receive a 
modest allowance, deposited in a blind trust.  Your 
security card permits you to draw funds from any 
ATM, but do not lose it.   There’s a code key re-
quired so it will be difficult for someone to access 
your account, but the paperwork to replace them is 
complicated.
	 “The quarters are nice, if a bit bland,” she con-
tinued.  “You will also be issued a radio transceiver, 
which you can integrate into your personal systems 
if you like.  It has several modes of operation.
	 “Broadcast mode is open to everyone, though it 
is blocked by the War Walls. You can look for other 
heroes who might be out and about, try to find 
friends, or solicit advice from more experienced he-
roes.  Then there is the Request Channel, which is 
higher priority.  We ask that you restrict chatter on 
Request to calls for help or true emergencies, but 
nothing really prevents you from asking for help 
in Broadcast or trading cookie recipes in Request.  
Please refrain from discussing politics or religion on 
either channel.
	 “The transceiver is also capable of limited mul-
tiplexing that allows for you and up to seven oth-
ers to establish a private channel.  This permits you 
to coordinate tactics and keep track of each other 
without spamming the airwaves.  Team channel is 
very useful for small groups.”
	 I mentally filed the information and resolved 
to convert output from the transceiver into a print 
mode for my heads up display.  No way was I going 
to actually listen to a hundred odd heroes all talking 
at the same time.  If anything important was said, I 
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could always have my internal computer highlight 
and scroll it back for me.
	 “Now then, we still need a name.”
	 “Huh?”  I had become distracted.
	 “You need a name so I can finish filing you on 
the server.”
	 “Server?”  Tan’ari chirruped.  “Am here to serve, 
not be served.”  And then he ducked behind me 
before Lydia could fully focus her stunning stare on 
him.
	 “Yes, yes.”  She settled for shushing him.  “I’ll 
get to you in a moment.
	 “We have eleven supercomputers here at City 
Hall to track all the heroes contracted.  There are 
redundancies, of course, but your primary informa-
tion is going to be kept on Liberty, which is the 

name given to the server that is connected to my 
system here.
	 “But before I can register you and give you your 
Identification Card, I need a name.”  She sighed. 
Her sighing was like an art form, or possibly her 
defensive power.  “Before you ask, just about every 
variation on ‘Lightning’ is already taken.  Every bad 
spelling, hyphenated, scrambled and suffixed thing 
one could think of has already been done.”
	 “Why not name of Blue Armor Lady?”  Tan’ari 
asked.  “Is how you look.”
	 “I don’t think so.”  I rolled my eyes.

	 “What about Zot?”  Realizing he was safe from 
Lydia’s Evil Eye, Tan’ari continued to try to be help-
ful.  “Lightning goes ZOT!”
	 “Only in cartoons.”  I scoffed.
	 “It’s not taken.”  Lydia said, blinking in surprise.  
“I can’t believe it. Zot is available.”
	 I looked at the grinning devilkin, who smiled 
even more broadly.  What the heck, why not.  
“Sure.  I’ll take it.”  I told her.  “Zot.  It’s easy to 
remember.”
	 “Tan’ari helped Blue Armor Lady!”
	 “Favor for a favor.”  I nodded at him as Lydia 
entered it.  There was a bright flash as the camera on 
her monitor took my picture and then the printer 
on her desk hummed and spat out my ID Card.
	 Tan’ari tried to follow when I got up and in the 

end I stayed to help with 
registering the impatient 
imp.  He appeared to 
have adopted me and his 
blissfully merry attitude 
made it difficult to turn 
him away.  We were is-
sued passes to board the 
tram for the Hot Zone 
where he went a little 
nuts and captured over 
fifty of the infected thugs 
wandering loose in the 
streets.  Coyote issued us 
a special citation, prov-
ing in the process that he 
was as nice, and as flirty, 
as gossip in the Ladies 
Room had predicted.
	 We passed the initial 
tests, and were trans-
ported back to Galaxy 
City where I volunteered 
for an assignment against 
the Clockwork.  I had to 
know if my suspicions of 
them were true.
	 Three months ago I 

had arrived in this Paragon City, a refugee from the 
Rikti domination of my home.  It was very possible 
that my father in this dimension was a lunatic king 
of wind-up toys, that my mother had died before 
they ever met and that I had never been born.  I was 
a stranger in a familiar land.  I was homeless.  But as 
I watched Tan’ari launch himself into a trio of Hel-
lions, bouncing off of them like a pinball, I realized 
I wasn’t friendless.  I had a purpose, a quest, and my 
own personal attack imp.  What more could any 
self respecting blue armored lady ask for?
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	 Giulio lit his next cigarette from the embers 
of the last. The last few rattled softly in the pack 
as he stowed it in his coat, and he wondered how 
long he’d been here, stamping his feet against 
the cold night fog that rolled in over Crey Cove. 
Several smokes 
worth, that much 
was certain. On 
nights like this, it 
was hard not to 
smoke, as a pana-
cea against the 
damp and chill if 
nothing else. 
	 No amount 
of nicotine could 
calm his nerves 
tonight, though. 
Every time a car 
rattled along the 
bridge overhead, 
every time a 
distant headlight 
or blinking buoy 
momentarily 
illuminated the 
roadside shadows 
where he stood, his heart skipped, and a shiver 
ran down his spine that had nothing to do with 
the cold. 
	 Giulio kept telling himself this was the 
right thing to do. The honorable thing. Before 
he died, Boss Carmine had always said that the 
Family looked after everyone; that was why 
they were a Family. The police, they just looked 
after the rich folk and corporations. The Family 
was there to represent the interests of the other 
people. And that was why Boss Carmine had 
never gotten involved with these newer gangs; 
their interests were, so to speak, out of the scope 
of the Family’s interests. “No good can come of 
it, Giulio,” he’d said. 
	 But Boss Carmine was gone now; even he 
couldn’t beat old age. And almost as soon as he’d 
gone, the Superadine had started rolling in. Giulio 
had seen the effects of ‘Dyne on those addicted to 
it – convulsions, psychoses, mutation. And that 
was for Superadine that was pure – the contami-
nated gunk that came out of the jury-rigged Troll 
and Warrior street labs produced effects that were 
the stuff of nightmares. 
	 Despite that, ‘Dyne remained all too popular 

among the kids in the neighborhoods, the ones 
that hoped to take a quick and easy road into the 
new Boss’s favor with a few flashy super powers. 
Too many of them reminded Giulio of himself as 
a kid, hanging with his crew and doing legwork 
for the Button Men, before his gang grew up and 
joined the Family proper. And too many of them 
were getting seduced by the lure of ‘Dyne, and not 
growing up at all.

	 It was one thing to disagree with the direction 
your Boss was taking you. It was quite another, 
though, to take the step that Giulio was taking, 
and call the Paragon Police. “Informant” was the 
dirtiest word the Family knew – a betrayal of every 
principle the underworld had.  
	 Yet that was what he was now. Or soon would 
be, as soon as his anonymous police contact 
showed up. Many sleepless nights had gone into 
this decision – he was betraying men whom he 
might have called brother, in happier times. He 
was betraying his Family, selling them out. At least 
he wasn’t doing it for something as dirty as money, 
not like that rat fink Johnny Gambini, who was 
now sleeping with the fishes somewhere out there 
in Independence Port’s black water. Giulio fought 
to tell himself that this was the principled thing, 
repeated it to himself over and over in his head. 
Fat Tony wasn’t doing right by the Family. This 
isn’t what the Family stands for. This isn’t right. 
I’m doing the right thing, he insisted. I’m doing 
what Boss Carmine would have told me to. 
	 His own life was the least of his concerns, 
which was fortunate, since turning stoolie guar-
anteed an early grave if he were found out. Giulio 
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worried about the younger kids in the Family, 
about what might happen to them when the police 
and heroes started cracking down. He also wor-
ried about his blood relatives – his aunt in King’s 
Row, his sister and her husband and kids down in 
New York. They’d be dead too, if he were discov-
ered – the Family made sure the consequences of 
betrayal were well known.
	 He heard a new sound above the rhythmic 
slap of waves against the bridge pylons.  Giulio 
squinted out at the water, before realizing that the 
sound wasn’t coming from out there at all, but 

rather from the shadows further along the path 
where he stood. Three men emerged from the 
shadows, not ten feet away, and Giulio’s blood 
turned to ice in his veins.
	 “Giulio, Giulio, Giulio,” the lead one chanted 
softly, an unpleasant smile on his crooked lips. “It’s 
mighty cold out for a constitutional, wouldn’t you 
say?” He shrugged deeply into his long woolen 
trench coat theatrically. 
	 “I got nothing to say to you mooks,” Giulio 
said with a slight sneer. Somehow, the knowledge 
that he was dead had brought with it a certain 
calm. There was no indecision – there wasn’t any 
going back now.
	 “Course not, Giulio,” Capo Manolo contin-
ued, conversationally. “But I bet you’d have had a 
lot to say to the cops, hmm?”
	 Giulio’s hand closed around the butt of the 
pistol in his pocket, more for reassurance than 
anything else. Maybe he’d be able to take one of 
them with him. “How did you know about that?”
	 “Oh no, my friend,” the Capo tsked in reply. 
“Can’t give away all of the Family’s secrets. I could 
tell you, of course, but then – I’d have to kill you.” 
He and his men shared a brief, nasty laugh. 

	 Giulio ground his teeth. “Boss Carmine 
woulda tossed gimps like you out long before you 
could disgrace his name.”
	 “Boss Carmine ain’t boss in these parts any 
more.” The Capo’s voice grew hard now, and one 
of his henchmen flicked out a switchblade with 
a harsh, sibilant hiss. The blade caught a stray 
scintilla of light, almost appearing to ignite for a 
second. “Boss Antonio calls the shots now – just 
a shame not everyone can get that through their 
heads.”
	 “Fat Tony?” Giulio scoffed. “He’s still a 

dirtbag – just a dirtbag in a cheap suit now.” The 
three men bristled, and the one with the knife 
ran the flat of the blade menacingly over his 
unshaven cheek.
	 “You’ll die quick, Giulio, one way or an-
other,” he said. “But your sister and her kids … 
we’ll make sure they scream.” Manolo snapped his 
fingers, gesturing to the knife man.
	 “You always were a punk, Manolo,” Giulio 
growled, and went for his gun.
	 Giulio never got it out of his pocket. Without 
warning, Manolo’s henchman gave out a surprised 
grunt and slapped his free hand up against one of 
the wooden pylons, then drove his own switch-
blade through it. The knife sunk into the wood 
with a sickening crunch. The henchman’s scream 
of pain was cut off abruptly, though his mouth 
continued to work soundlessly, his lips form-
ing curses and cries of pain. Then, as if jerked by 
an invisible string, he snapped his head forward 
viciously, slamming it into the pylon, before pass-
ing out, dangling obscenely from one hand like a 
broken marionette.

Continued page 8
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	 “What – ?” Capo Manolo looked around in 
shock, his own pistol out but pointing aimlessly at 
whatever unknown enemy had incapacitated his 
companion. Manolo looked to his other hench-
man, but he was curled up on the path, covering 
his head in his hands.
	 “No…” the big man blubbered, shaking 
and weeping like a child. “Please …  no …  no 
more monsters…” Bewildered, the Capo stared at 
Giulio as if expecting him to somehow be doing 
this, but then his face went blank. Manolo’s eyes 
crossed grotesquely, and his gun slipped from 
nerveless fingers. A moment later, both he and the 
pistol hit the ground with a solid thump.
	 Giulio stepped forward cautiously, still in 
shock. Slowly, his senses returned, and he became 
aware of a car engine growing louder. “Your con-
tact is here, Giulio,” a soft voice said just over his 
shoulder, and he whirled, raising his gun.
	 A slender figure melted out of the shadows 
before his eyes, a ghostly form in black and grey, 
almost a shadow itself. It was a man though. A 
dark hood and blue crystal visor obscured his 
eyes, but an enigmatic smile played across his lips, 
and he lifted a gloved finger slowly. “Put the gun 
down,” he said, and Giulio’s hand opened of its 
own accord, his fingers refusing to obey him.
	 “Where did you come from?” he demanded, 
his voice quavering only slightly. 
	 “Been here the whole time, actually,” the man 
said, kneeling to gather up the weapons from the 

incapacitated gunmen. “I just haven’t let you see 
me.” Giulio leaned over him, peering intently at 
his hooded face.
	 “I heard of you,” he said slowly, wagging a 
finger that was now back under his control. “They 
call you Spyware. Tommy Francone saw you – you 
busted him and his whole crew when they were 
doing a deal last month in Platinum Lake. They 
went down and turned themselves in – begged to 
be locked up. Jimmy the Geek’s still in hospital 
– thinks he’s a dog.”
	 Spyware nodded. “Your friend Tommy has a 
strong mind – I couldn’t fully erase his memory.” 
He stood up, the edges of his armored suit hissing 
slightly as they glided over each other. “Oh, and 
for what it’s worth, I think you’re doing the right 
thing, too.”
	 Giulio’s mouth worked soundlessly for a mo-
ment – he felt the irrational urge to plug his ears 
with his fingers, as if that might stop his thoughts 
leaking out. Instead, he said haltingly, “Hey … 
my family – “
	 “– had the sudden urge today to go to the po-
lice and place themselves into protective custody,” 
Spyware finished for him. He pulled the edge of 
his hood down a little, turning away.
	 Giulio stared down at the whimpering Button 
Man for a long moment, watching him curl into a 
fetal position and start sucking his thumb. “Hey,” 
he called after Spyware, “hey … thanks.” His voice 
was lowered now, in gratitude. “Thanks – I won’t 
forget this.”	
	 Spyware shot a half-smile over his shoulder. 
“Sure you will.”
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