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      Brain Drain - Chapter 1
    

    
      We were screwed. For the first time since becoming the Thorny Devil Ranger, I was going to have to fight a monster alone. Brain Drain had left my team drained and unconscious. Its giant leech-like tendrils latched on to their helmets, and a small stormy field surrounded them; its colour matched their suits at first but dimmed as they fell to the ground one by one. Something told me they weren’t gone; they couldn’t have been, right? Something like this couldn’t have gotten them. They were so much stronger than this. I was meant to be much stronger than this, but I couldn’t get up. It had barely gotten the chance to bite me yet and I was on my knees, trying to use my Thorn Sabre to prop myself up. 
    

    
      Kepler’s voice came through my communicator. I needed something, any information I could get. Anything to help me beat this thing. 
    

    
      “This shouldn’t be happening, the team should not have been drained so quickly!”
    

    
      My heart sank. There has to be something we were missing, but unless I could get up, or push myself further… Oh.
    

    
      “This is all my fault.” I muttered.
    

    
      “Yes, it is, Little Miss Leader.” Brain Drain laughed.
    

    
      This was meant to be an after school training session. Stella asked if we could skip it but I insisted. I insisted because after sitting down in class all day some exercise would do us good. Even if exams were coming up we couldn’t neglect training. If we didn’t train enough, and keep up with school, how could we expect to make it through life? She’d said that life had breaks, but did I listen? No. Of course I didn’t, if we break, or get sloppy, we could end up hurt. We could always rest later, right?
    

    
      Stella’s suit had faded, her skin turned ashy but I could at least see her breathing. Clay faced away from me, their suit gone, their jacket scuffed. Blain looked the worst, his muscle mass had visibly faded underneath his salmon tank. Alex was on all fours, reaching out to Blain before he finally dropped as well.
    

    
      And I’m too exhausted to stop it. There wasn’t going to be a later at this rate.
    

    
      The monster waddled over to me, its leeching had left its white fabric belly full. Enough to be taut. Maybe if it latches on to me I can stab it before I pass out? It’s risky though. If I fail we are all probably dead. 
    

    
      “Kepler, if I pop this thing, will it save the others.”
    

    
      “Astrus has a plan, just get away from it.”
    

    
      “Can you get the others out?”
    

    
      “The monster is latching on to them, if I do it could bring the monster back to the command centre.” Kepler explained.
    

    
      “I’m going to risk it then. If it gets me, I hope Astrus can make do.” I got them into this mess, I had to get them out.
    

    
      “What are you talking about, ranger? Leaving me out of your conversation when I’m right here absolutely sucks.
      * Did Dysphorus program these things to make stupid puns? It had to be some kind of psychological warfare.
    

    
      Giggles came out of its toothy smile. Its confidence would be its undoing. I stop trying to keep myself stable with the sword and let the arm holding it fall to my side. It looms over me, its appendages dangle over my head.
    

    
      “Get up, Red!” A voice I couldn’t place shouts, the monster's smile briefly turned to a look of shock as a black boot connects with its face, and sends it flying into a tree.
    

    
      “Huh?” I struggled to process what or who had run past me, or why my body felt lighter than it did before. A ball of small red light flows into me and I drop my sword.
    

    
      “Get up, please! I need your help!”
    

    
      I looked up. 
      A person in a suit like ours was pounding the monster
       with reckless abandon. His suit was different from ours; it shimmered gold in the sunlight, rippling with every movement he made. His hits were fast and strong as he pounded against Brain Drain's inflated, vacuum bag-like stomach. Each punch from Gold elicited a belching noise from the monster as coloured light came out of his mouth. Gold was giving me time. Their fight was preventing Brain Drain from continuing his leeching. 
    

    
      I needed to catch my breath. The lights moved towards my teammates, and colour returned to their faces. The monster’s tendrils flew around desperately, trying to retake the small amounts of my teammates' energy that kept being burped up by the monster, but Gold wouldn’t let them. Whenever it tried to stop their energy from leaving, he would hit it again. 
      His moves were kind of 
      sloppy
      , as if he wasn’t trained properly,
       but he had a good sense of timing. His attacks formed a rhythm that prevented Brain Drain from gaining ground.
    

    
      “I need you to stab it for me!” 
      he shouted, before he took a hit to the face
       from an anemobot. “I’ll keep it on it's toes.” His voice rang with urgency; he couldn’t hold for much longer. 
    

    
      “Got it!” I shouted back. I scrambled to my feet, strengthened my grip on my sword, took a deep breath and charged with the last of my energy. No matter how tough the material, nothing short of a neutron star could withstand a stab from this. The power coursed through my body. Running this fast was terrifying. Everything else disappeared from view and all that I could see was my target. Gold moved out of the way, and my Thorn sabre went through the monster's stomach and the tree he’d been pinned to.
    

    
      “Uh oh!” was the last thing I heard from the monster behind me before an explosion of energy threw Gold back. Blue, yellow, black and pink lights flew through the air over to where my teammates had fallen. Their faces regained their colour. They’d come around soon; they had to come around soon.
    

    
      Gold offered me his hand up. I hated to admit it, 
      but I was running on fumes before this. I needed a hand. 
      We’d been going for at least five minutes before Gold showed up and it took about two minutes for us to get that stab in. At the best of times that would be exhausting, but when you’re running on adrenaline and a prayer, it’s so much worse. Some of the monsters' stolen energy must have been keeping me awake. I estimated there were about five minutes tops until I couldn’t fight any longer. This fight had finished just in time to get everyone back to the command centre in time for their parents to not freak out.
    

    
      “Feast, my minion!” 
    

    
      “Astrus, teleport the others to the infirmary while it eats.”
    

    
      Blue, pink, yellow and purple lights cover the others before the monster grows.
    

    
      “Gold, think you’ll be able to keep going?”
    

    
      “I should be, I only just got here.” 
    

    
      Brain Drain quickly devoured the meal he’d been given and as usual with these monsters, began to grow. Each bite doubled his size, and when it was done, its disgusting toothy tendrils were as long as four-storey buildings, the thing’s face, with 
      even more layers
       of sharp teeth, was monstrously huge, and its energy pouch was about as big as a truck. Taking it down would take a while. You’d think I’d have gotten used to this. It was never worth banking on getting out of a fight after one defeat. They’d always get back up. Hopefully, the command centre had enough caffeine to keep me awake after this.
    

    
      “What is in that stuff? I need Thorny Devil Power!” The ground rumbled in response as my giant spiky lizard mech came running through the quarry to where I had landed. If it weren’t for the scifi/magic, I probably would have been crushed by its giant spiky foot, but Thorny was too gentle for that. 
    

    
      “Hahaha! Now I can drain the entire city's energy!” 
    

    
      “I won’t let you do that, Brain Drain!” I shouted defiantly. No one touched my friends and got away with it.
    

    
      I didn’t know where Astrus and Kepler could have been hiding Gold’s mech. It was a beautiful thing, a kangaroo inspired robot glittering in gold. Compared to Thorny’s quadrupedal form, it was far taller. I would need to transform to even have a chance of meeting it eye to eye. How would it interface with our current setup? All questions for later I guess.
    

    
      It didn’t seem to have a weapon, but most people know that a kangaroo doesn’t need one to mess someone’s day up. Before I’d even finished admiring the beautiful piece of tech in front of me, he had charged towards Brain Drain 
      and 
      continued his frontal assault in his mech. He began punching. Gold was far more graceful now than he was before. Every time the monster reached for an energy pylon, he came in with a swing to knock it off balance. Every time its leeches came for me, he’d go for a gut punch. In the 
      end
      , it had no choice but to focus on him. 
    

    
      The tendrils latched on to the only source of energy they could get, and the golden 
      mech’s
       swings got slower. He wasn’t going to be able to do it alone, but I was struggling to think through the noises and vibrations.
    

    
      “I can’t pop the bag!” Gold yelled.
    

    
      The thorns could pop it, but getting close enough without getting caught and without interfering with Gold’s barrage was going to be difficult. For now, the spikes and tail could swat the tendrils while I tried to think. I just needed to graze his kangaroo, while not getting in the way too much. Easier said than done, sure, but it was something. I’d tried driving in circles for simulated training, though I never thought I would use it.
    

    
      “Good idea, Red! Build up some speed and then go for the bag.”
    

    
      That’s as good a plan as any.
    

    
      “It’ll have to be a surprise or it might slow me down.”
    

    
      “I can keep it distracted.”
    

    
      Every punch from Gold made the ground shake,
       
      which alongside my general exhaustion and driving around in circles, I was getting nauseous. Thorny could push me a little bit past my limit, but not for much longer. On the brightside the Roo was able to hop around me with no issues. For what Gold lacked in martial arts training he more than made up for with piloting prowess.
    

    
      With the tendrils being disconnected almost as fast as they latched on, its gut deflated. It was barely able to get a return swing on Gold.
    

    
      Without transforming into fighter mode, my best bet was Thorny’s tail, a runway and a stationary target. One more loop around Gold’s giant kangaroo, pulling off two more tendrils as I made my way around.
    

    
      “When I say jump, jump.” I reversed behind Gold. He hadn’t let me down so far, I just needed him to keep it up for a little longer.
    

    
      “Got it.”  Gold continued to slam his fists into the monster.
    

    
      I reached the edge of the quarry, my mech's legs folded up into tank tracks and we started barrelling towards the monster.
    

    
      “Time to pop this windbag!” I shouted. “Jump.”
    

    
      The massive feet of the kangaroo thumped into the ground, lifting it high enough that I could slide under it. The tail penetrated its dust bag, the sound of fabric tearing reverberated through the cockpit. 
    

    
      “Well” it paused for a second as if forcing us to listen. “This blows,”
       it laughed, before
       we were blinded by the explosion of remaining energy pouring out of Brain Drain's remains. The ground rumbled as Gold’s mech landed. 
    

    
      “You’re amazing, Red.” Gold said, but I was struggling to parse anything with my head spinning like this. I’d thank him later. There was a later now.
    

    
      “Everyone is waking up!” Kepler’s voice crackled through the radio. No permanent screw ups yet. 
    

    
      “Thank goodness.” My seat was more comfortable than I expected. It wouldn’t hurt to close my eyes while we 
      head
      ed back to base.
    

    
      Secret of Gold - Chapter 2
    

    
      “Is she gonna be okay, Kepler?” Clay said. It didn’t sound like they were too badly injured. Thank the Power. 
    

    
      “She should be, Clay. Just exhausted. She needs to rest.” Kepler; I must have been somewhere in the command centre. Somewhere warm, covered in a very soft blanket. I didn’t know we had those. The lights were dimmed. I wished I could roll over and go back to sleep, but checking on everyone mattered more.
    

    
      “I’m just glad we all made it out,” Blain interjected. 
    

    
      “So everyone’s all right?” Even speaking was difficult like this. 
    

    
      “Thanks to you,” Stella responded. Good, they heard me.
    

    
      “But what about the Gold ranger? If it weren’t for him I might have…” I might have lost my friends. If it weren’t for him showing up, they might have been drained of everything and it would all have been my fault. Their parents might not even know what happened, they wouldn't even know it was my fault and for some reason that made me feel worse. There would be no accountability. 
    

    
      “He’s been silent since he came here. Kepler said Astrus briefed him,” Clay said. “How did things go after he showed up?” 
    

    
      
        “Well we won, that’s good enough for me.” Gold saved my team, my friends. I needed to thank him. I needed to tell him how glad I was to have him on the team. “Where is he?” I peeled my back off the bed, much to my back’s dismay. Sitting up quickly turned into slouching over.
        

        

        “You need to rest.” Stella laid a hand next to mine. A compromise we'd come up before any of this happened because I still wasn't the best with touch. 
      
    

    
      “Your parents -- you all need to go home." They’d already spent enough time worrying about me.
    

    
      “We are all studying at your place,” Blain responded with a wink.
    

    
      “Lay down,” Kepler said. Trying to keep me calm was admirable, but it wasn’t going to work, not now. 
    

    
      “Not until I can talk to the guy in gold.”
    

    
      “Ay yi yi, I’ll go get him.” Kepler rarely showed anything close to exasperation, unless it was around me. Stubbornness tended to not compute. Before he came back, though, there was something I needed to say to my team. To my friends. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry for pushing you all so hard. I was so worried about us not being prepared that I left us wide open.”
    

    
      “It’s okay, none of us blame you for what happened out there.” It sucked that Stella always knew what to say. It was hard not to feel at ease when around her. Hard to hold on to the feelings that I needed to so I could avoid making the same mistakes.
    

    
      “Besides, we didn't have to listen to you. We could have left if we didn't think you had a point. You don't just lead because of your colour, we trust you.” Blain placed his hand on the other side of the bed.
    

    
      “You are too relaxed about me almost getting us killed,” was all I could say before Kepler returned with the still-costumed Gold. “You guys should go. I need to talk to Goldie here alone.”
    

    
      Stella and Blain got up to leave, Clay was already near the door and Alex was getting shuffled out by Blain. 
    

    
      “This isn't over, Jo.” Alex said, “I haven't even gotten to say my piece yet.”
    

    
      Kepler followed them out and closed the door. Hopefully, he could convince them to go home to their families and get some proper rest. I still had work to do. Gold stood near the door, almost as slouched as I was and his foot tapped. It was uncomfortable being alone in a room with a stranger whose face you couldn’t see and who you had only met on the battlefield, but that discomfort was a small price to pay to thank the person who had saved my friends. He’d been chosen as well, so he probably wouldn't hurt me?
    

    
      “You can take your helmet off here.” I said, in a poor attempt to break the ice with this new team member. Besides thanking him, there were other things I needed to know. He was my new teammate. I at least needed to know his name and how he got here. 
    

    
      “I can’t,” he said quietly. 
    

    
      “Why not?”
    

    
      “I don't think you'd like what is underneath.” Maybe it was best not to ask too many more questions for now. It was going to be on me to keep things light-hearted. I was great at that.
    

    
      “Well, what’s your name then?”
    

    
      “You called me Gold earlier. Stick with that.” His voice was monotone, and rough. He was a lot more talkative when he was fighting. Interesting, and I guess I could understand. Maybe he was tired. 
    

    
      “Well, Gold, I’m Joanne, in case you didn’t know. Astrus has probably given you the short version on who we are, but I’ll catch you up more when we are both feeling better.” I probably should have introduced myself first. It’d be fine. This was just a first meeting. First impressions aren't everything.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, I'm not really one for small talk.” I didn't know if introductions counted as small talk. Whatever, that wasn't the point. 
    

    
      “Then I guess I’ll leave it at this. Thank you Gold, for saving my friends and welcome to the team.”
    

    
      “Thank you for having me.”  
    

    
      He left the room after that. It was disconcerting, to say the least. No face, and a monotone voice, but maybe he was just exhausted. Kepler returned and informed me that everyone else had gone home and that I would be teleported to my bedroom to sleep. They would be monitoring me through my communicator in case something happened. 
    

    
      “There will be a meeting tomorrow afternoon, Joanne. There is a lot to discuss.” Astrus’ voice boomed through my communicator. 
    

    
      Red light, the infirmary disappeared and I was on my bed. I was tempted to just tuck myself in and go to bed, but I hadn't eaten anything since lunch and that was going to be a problem if I wanted to recover. I check my phone. A text from Dad saying he wouldn't be home till late, a bank deposit notification and all the motivation I needed to not bother with cooking. It was only seven so at least places would still be open for delivery.
    

    
      Being alone in the house was a double edged sword, I didn't have to worry about being caught sneaking in or out, I didn't have to justify why I looked like I’d been in a fight, I didn’t have to make small talk, on the other edge, take away would probably be the best meal I ate this week.
    

    
      Pizza would probably be easiest. I called up, ordered and laid on the couch listening to a playlist of rock music while I waited. 
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Waking up after a fight where your friends almost died shouldn’t feel normal, but after fighting for two months now, it was basically par for the course. I went to the bathroom. There wouldn’t be any bruises or scars, nothing to prove what had happened. I splashed my face with water to help wake me up. Today was going to be a long one. I needed a shower. Even if there was no physical damage, the sweat and dirt from the unmorphed fight were still there. You would think the magic healing would come with magic cleaning, but no. We still had to do that like mortals.
    

    
      I felt human again when I was finally clean, even if it left me with no reminder of what happened last night and knowing my friends they would forgive and forget way too quickly. I spent maybe too long in the shower thinking about that. I loved them all, but I wish they held me accountable for my failures as a leader and as a friend. 
    

    
      “Joanne, you are needed at the command centre.”
    

    
      “I’ll be right there, Astrus,” I spoke into my communicator. The person that made this must have been a genius. From the parts of the explanation that I understood, each communicator had a homing beacon that allowed Kepler and Astrus to teleport us to them while also doubling as a communication device. There were times where I wondered how they made the homing device or why this technology wasn’t being used around the world, and then I remembered I got power from a red spandex suit powered by an invisible grid of Infinite Power and maybe the rest of the world doesn’t have access to any of that. I put on some pants, my jacket, and a pair of jeans. 
    

    
      “Ready.”
    

    
      A red light enveloped me, as my surroundings disappeared into a blur of shapes and colour. Here I was weightless, there was nothing, there was so much and then I found myself at the command centre. Teleporting never got less cool, or less terrifying. 
    

    
      “Hello, Joanne,” Astrus said from one of the many holograms he could inhabit. For some reason, he always liked to appear behind us. It was likely for drama’s sake; he seemed like the type.
    

    
      “Hi Astrus, where is everyone else?” 
    

    
      “They are not required for the meeting. You are their leader. It’s imperative that you understand what is going on so they can trust things are fine.”
    

    
      “So what is happening?” The emphasis on leadership reminded me of my complete failure from the day before. Was I even worthy of being the leader of this team after I almost got them all killed?
    

    
      “A few things.” He started. “Firstly, I am sorry, Joanne. I failed as your mentor. I should have intervened. There is a lot of pressure on you, and I should have recognised that. I will be working harder to help you become the leader that Kepler and I know you can be.” 
    

    
      “I almost got them killed, Astrus.” How was this his fault? Why wasn't he just removing me from the position? Kepler waddled up behind me and reassuringly placed a hand on my back. 
    

    
      “Any failure of yours is a failure of mine. Your friends do not blame you.”  Of course, they would be. They are my friends. There are a lot of things friends can forgive, but that doesn't mean they should. “Your mistake was a normal one. You could not have known what Dysphorus was going to send.”
    

    
      “I need to become a better leader,” I said.
    

    
      “You will, and your team will be by your side.” Despite being a mysterious old hologram that appeared in random parts of the room, Astrus was a surprisingly comforting presence. “You are teenagers, and as your mentor, I am responsible for your wellbeing.” 
    

    
      “But Astrus–”
    

    
      “Your mistakes are my mistakes, and we can't change them. All we can do is focus on the future.”
    

    
      “Okay.” There didn't seem to be a point in arguing this further
    

    
      “Now the second reason I invited you here. The new Gold, he is not comfortable revealing his identity to everyone.”
    

    
      “I figured.” Gold had given a mixed first impression. 
    

    
      
        “Trust me when I say he has the makings of a great team member.”  Astrus was frustratingly cryptic at times. I guessed that came with the alien mentor territory. “He will be here soon. I would appreciate it if you could talk to him.”
        

        

        “About what? He wasn't exactly talkative last night.”
      
    

    
      “He agreed to show you who he is. You two will need to figure out how to proceed with the rest of the team.” 
    

    
      “Alright, where is he?”
    

    
      The command centre went dark. Then I saw the light coming from behind me, and fog rolling over the floor. Of course, Astrus would organise for him to be behind me.
    

    
      “Welcome, Gold.” 
    

    
      I watched as Gold walked past me and up to Astrus. It was obvious they knew each other. Astrus recruited him, after all (He probably also set up that entrance). Astrus always made a spectacle of this type of thing, when we got our mechs and when we got our suits, he’d done the same dramatic reveal. Was it a custom where he was from? Or did he just want us to feel special? Either way, 
      I was surprised Goldie didn’t float down from the ceiling like an angel.
    

    
      “Do I have to?” he whispered to the floating giant. Gold knew how to defuse drama. It was a struggle to not burst out laughing. Did he want to be a mystery or something? 
    

    
      “We went over this. She is your leader. I won’t make you reveal yourself to anyone else after this,” Astrus said calmly. How was I supposed to take Gold seriously when Astrus was treating him like a child who was too scared to leave his mum? The thought of Astrus telling Gold to ‘go play with the other kids’ cracked me, and I let out a snort. Oops.
    

    
      “I don’t want people to know me,” Gold responded, as monotone as ever. He was looking at his gloves and rubbing his fingers together.
    

    
      “I can hear you, Goldie.” He didn't even look at me. The nickname wasn't my best work either.
    

    
      “They can not trust an ally they do not know.” 
    

    
      “Okay. I’ll show her. Only her though, Astrus.” 
    

    
      He slowly reached up to his helmet. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to defuse the drama but instead add to the suspense. It hadn't worked. I was getting impatient with him. The guy that had saved my life yesterday was starting to get on my nerves. Would it be appropriate to tell him to hurry up?  Most of us just morphed our helmets away, it was more convenient since it avoided the hassle of fiddling with buckles and straps but no, he had to waste my time and be inefficient. Finally, after what felt like five minutes he reached his helmet buckle.  He started pulling his helmet off to reveal…
    

    
      A boy, one who looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks. There were dark bags under his eyes and his skin was a pale white like he hadn’t seen the sun in years. His hair was a shaggy blonde and his eyes seemed to say nothing, it was unsettling. He was familiar, but I knew a lot of kids in the area, so it wasn’t really surprising. I felt like I should know him though.
    

    
      “Justin?” I blurted out. I’d seen him around the school and in a few classes. He was usually alone, and overall pretty harmless. He seemed at least content with it being like that. Blain and Stella had both tried to talk to him at different points in time, invited him over to hangout with us but he’d declined every time. 
    

    
      “Unfortunately.” He sounded disappointed.
    

    
      “What does that mean?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Sorry, I don’t really know how I'm meant to do this.” That answered nothing. 
    

    
      “It’s all good?”
    

    
      “Please, keep calling me Gold from now on. I don’t want the others to find out who I am.” 
    

    
      “Do you really wanna keep up that mysterious vibe that much, Goldie?” I said, hoping he wouldn’t get pissed at me. Guys tended not to react well to being mocked. Instead, I saw a faint smile on his lips and his eyes seemed slightly less empty than they were before. He quickly turned around before I could call him out on it, and then put his helmet back on. “I'm not done talking.”
    

    
      “What else is there to say?” He turned to face me. 
    

    
      “I’d like to at least know why you don't want the others to know.”
    

    
      “I like being left alone. If the others knew, they might want to talk to me.” With the small talk comment from last night, I guess it made sense. A misanthrope? Probably not. He probably wouldn’t be chosen by the power if that was the case.
    

    
      “They're nice people.”
    

    
      “I know. That's why they can't know.”
    

    
      “How am I supposed to justify that to them?” I asked. 
    

    
      “I don't know. I'm not interesting enough to justify their curiosity,” he didn't make it easy to trust him, and considering I'm the only one who actually saw him fight they’ll be relying on my recount. “They'll forget about me soon enough.”
    

    
      “What about training?”
    

    
      “I'll do any onsite training you schedule.”
    

    
      “Justin–”
    

    
      “Goldie,”
    

    
      “You like Goldie?”
    

    
      “What of it?” He snipped. 
    

    
      “Nothing. Goldie, I appreciate you saving us yesterday, but I need more than that.”
    

    
      “I don't want you and your friends getting involved with me. That's all there is to it.”
    

    
      Astrus looked between us.
    

    
      “I will call you both back here with the others this afternoon. For now, enjoy some rest, you two. I’ll be here if you require anything.” 
    

    
      We nodded and suddenly I was back in my room. It was only twelve. That gave me four hours of off time to figure out what the deal was with Goldie. I laid down on my bed and started thinking. Justin was quiet but he never really came off as edgy or dangerous.
    

    
      How did he become the new ranger? He never seemed like the type to do martial arts. The suits had a lot of knowledge built into them, but they couldn’t turn someone into a pro fighter. Maybe that was why his moves seemed un-coordinated. But why choose him as a member instead of someone who had some previous fighting experience? The guy didn’t even seem like he was built at school, then again it was hard to see things like muscles when baggy hoodies cover you. There had to be some reason he was chosen.
    

    
      Maybe it was the piloting skill, he was a natural at it. It took the rest of us multiple simulations to pilot our mechs effectively, but he was hopping around in that thing like it was a second skin. For now that's what I was going with. 
    

    
      A Nice Afternoon At The Mall Chapter 3
    

    
      That was an hour staring at the ceiling that I would never get back. Was it really that easy to lose yourself to wallowing in self-pity? I should have been out there doing something, not wasting time lying down. Even sleep would have been more productive, but no! I wasted an hour trying to figure out why a self-imposed pariah was chosen to be the new member of my ranger team. Our entire thing is working together! Why was he chosen when he can’t even tell the others who he is? How was he meant to train with us when half our training wasn’t even at the command centre?
    

    
      “I have to go to work. Dinner is in the fridge,” Dad called out. Good ol’ Dad. Working his ass off and allowing me to risk my life every week since he’s never around enough to notice my absence and doesn’t care enough about school to notice the fluctuations in my grades. Part of me wanted to care more. The other part of me wanted to fall asleep. So that’s what I did. 
    

    
      “BEEP BE BE BEEP BEEP,” my communicator rang out. Was it time to go back to work already? I needed to get to the command centre and yet, I was still having problems waking up from a dream about a new cute girl on the team, instead of Justin. Was it selfish that I enjoyed that dream? I couldn’t control how the gay brain mixed with stress brain, I was unconscious! I pressed the transport button on my communicator, hoping to interrupt the thoughts about a cute gold ranger, and closed my eyes as the red light enveloped me, taking me back to my second home, the command centre.
    

    
      “Hi, Joanne!” Kepler said excitedly. “I’ll take you to others!”
    

    
      “Is it a girl day, Kepler?” The way Kepler used her voice tended to be an indicator of how she wanted to be referred to that day. I’d once asked her about why a robot had or needed gender, and to that, she said it was something about understanding the human experience. I dropped it after that, it wasn’t my place to question what a person wanted to be referred to, and I had to admit her voice was cute like that. 
    

    
      “Affirmative! Remember, you have to vouch for Gold. We are counting on your leadership skills here.” Her chipper voice would usually be a comfort, but right now it felt like mockery. This was going to suck.
    

    
      “Alright.” Now I just had to vouch for a guy I barely knew, who refused to talk or take off his helmet unless it was just us for no obvious reason.
    

    
      Kepler walked me to the main meeting room. As the door opened I was greeted by my team, the team I’d almost failed. Stella, our blue ranger, was discussing the last fight with Clay, our black ranger. From what I could gather they were trying to pick apart how the monster worked; I’d given up on trying to understand how Dysphorus made his monsters, they all seemed to be some weird combination of machine and some form of aquatic life. They had come to the conclusion that Brain Drain was likely a combination of a leech and a vacuum cleaner. Not the weirdest combination at least. Those things kind of worked together.  Better than Crabby Patty, the weird crab stove-top monster we’d faced off against the week before.
    

    
      Blain, our pink, was fiddling around with something. He always had something new to fidget with, while Alex, our yellow, tried to split his attention between Blain and the conversation between the other two. Maybe it was because they were the only guys on the team, but they were always together. Would Goldie be that close with them if he was less of a loner? Was this just how boys were? 
    

    
      “Hey, Joanne, sit down! Kepler told us you’d talked to Gold,” Alex called. Straight to the point. 
    

    
      “Talked is a bit of an exaggeration. He showed me his face, asked me to call him Goldie and then put his helmet back on.”
    

    
      “Are we allowed to know the mystery teammate’s name?” Clay asked.
    

    
      “Sorry, he asked me not to tell.” 
    

    
      “Is he an alien or something?” Blain always was the first to jump to fun conclusions. If only it was something that interesting, and not an awkward kid trying to be a lone wolf.
    

    
      “No–”
    

    
      “A robot?” Alex interjected.
    

    
      “No! I’m pretty sure Kepler's the only robot here. He's from around here. I don’t know why he doesn’t want people to know who he is. Maybe y’all can try and figure it out. He seems to like being a mystery.” Was that too snarky?
    

    
      I heard the door open behind me. Hopefully, it was Kepler.
    

    
      “I’m not a mystery. I just don’t want you to know who I am.” Of course, it was Goldie. 
    

    
      “Any reason for that, Golden Boy?” Alex asked. I was glad other people were also frustrated.
    

    
      “I don’t think it would change anything.” The monotone and muffling through the helmet made it really hard to tell what they were trying to mean when they said that. “I’m on your side. I promise.”
    

    
      “That’s fine by me then,” Stella said cheerfully. If they didn’t take my word that he could be trusted, they would listen to Stella’s.
    

    
      “I’m pretty sure he’s trustworthy.” It was my job to back her up, and back him up.
    

    
      “If you say so,” mumbled Clay. I couldn’t blame them for not trusting this total stranger, but it did make my job harder.
    

    
      “I don’t see any reason not to trust the person that helped save our lives yesterday,” Blain said matter of factly. 
    

    
      “Hope you don’t mind me calling you Goldie, Goldie.” Alex seemed to calm down with Blain’s acceptance of the new guy. 
    

    
      Goldie nodded and then left the room. Kepler passed by on her way in. Her arms were up in the air, a sure sign that she was either freaking out or that she had something important to say or both. 
    

    
      “Rangers! Important news. I’ve been tracking Anemobot readings around the city, and I’ve found a correlation with a certain radio wave frequency. I think Dysphorus might be keeping his eye on all of you.”
    

    
      “That would make sense, I mean, know your enemy is basic,” Clay said
    

    
      “Of course, but I think the latest creature you fought was built from observed data. Brain Drain is just the first and I’m afraid that they will only get more specific.”
    

    
      “So, Brain Drain was created to exploit our low energy after working too hard?” 
    

    
      “Precisely, Clay!” 
    

    
      “So it was my fault.” He used me to hurt them.
    

    
      “We just need to be more careful next time, that's all,” Stella said.
    

    
      “I’m pretty sure the blame lies solely with the c
      rab
       that’s spying on a bunch of teenagers.” Blain argued. 
    

    
      “That’s what I was trying to say last night.” Alex agreed. “Your biggest crime is being a worry wart, Jo.”
    

    
      “We were in that situation because of me.” 
    

    
      “Because you’re a worry wart.” Alex smirked.
    

    
      “Which is something we can work on,” Clay added. “We can set more clear boundaries, set up a proper training schedule, and maybe enforce some recreation.”
    

    
      Enforced recreation sounded like something out of prison, but aside from that, I appreciated that everyone was trying to help, and a schedule would probably be good for working Goldie back into things.
    

    
      “Maybe we should get a start on that.” Stella said. “It’s Saturday.”
    

    
      “I would prefer not to spend my Saturday planning after last night.”
    

    
      “I meant the recreation part.” She smiled.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      “Ahh, just the fish I’ve been looking for,” said Dysphorus, The Crab King. He had conquered numerous planets, battled many heroes, yet he always came out on top. There was no way to stop him; he could outlast anyone.
    

    
      “Yes, your majesty?” said Loch, Dysphorus’ faithful servant. A right-hand man who had never failed him. 
    

    
      “I need you to send a platoon of Anemobots. I want to see them fight again.” Loch wasn’t one to question his master’s orders. After all, Dysphorus was an undefeated brilliant strategist. There had to be a reason behind his actions. 
    

    
      “Yes, your majesty, right away.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The mall: a place full of shops, food and things to do. Things that I largely wasn’t interested in. Window shopping, for one, didn’t appeal to me at all. Why would I look at things I couldn’t afford or that didn’t really cater to my fashion senses? For another, being out in public was hit or miss; sometimes I’d be happy just walking through and talking to friends, other times it was just stressful. Especially pre-rangering when I had to rely on Dad to get anywhere or walk home in the dark. 
    

    
      Generally, I preferred to spend time at the command centre training, or listening to Astrus talk about his time as a ranger, and how he used to train, or helping Kepler move boxes of broken parts and upgrades, I always felt useful there. There was always another job to do and being helpful, seeing your hard work pay off, and occasionally getting praised was just nicer than worrying about pickup times and money.
    

    
      What was recreation for Stella, Alex and Blain almost felt like a chore. That didn’t stop them from dragging me out with them. Being around them made up for having to deal with the noise. We took turns paying for lunch, and with the leftover money from last night, I was actually able to pitch in. Food and friends, was there anything better?
    

    
      “Joanne, want some sushi?” 
    

    
      “Uh, sure. Thanks, Stella.” She held out the piece with her chopsticks and I held out my hand. 
    

    
      “I’ll give you some if you talk to me.” She pulled the sushi away. Teasing me wasn’t fair when I hadn’t even eaten breakfast.
    

    
      “I’m not gonna tell you about Goldie.”
    

    
      “It’s not about that. You’ve been quiet since we got here.”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “So, brooding isn’t a bad look on you, but that doesn’t mean I like seeing you like this.”
    

    
      “I’m fine. Just thinking about what happened with Brain Drain, is all.”
    

    
      “You're still worrying about that, Jo?” Blain asked from across the table. 
    

    
      “How could I not? You were only that tired because of me, and now I’m meant to act like that isn’t the case.” I didn’t want to come across as scolding them, since that’s what got us into that mess, but I needed them to hold me accountable.”
    

    
      “Joanne, if we were the grudge keeping type, I’m not sure we’d be here,” Blain started. “Plus, if I was, Alex and I would fight way more.”
    

    
      “Hey!” Alex poked Blain in the side with his chopsticks. 
    

    
      “You know I’m right, remember when you…” Those two were back in their own little world. I didn’t try to listen in when they were obviously having a bro chat.
    

    
      “He’s right. W
      e’re 
      teenagers. We mess up.” Stella said. Trying to push the conversation back on the right path. “And that includes you.”
    

    
      “But--”
    

    
      “No buts. I know you are our team leader, and you pushed us too hard, but you were just trying to make sure we’d be prepared for anything. “We know our limits now.”
    

    
      “Almost anything, at least.” Clay jabbed. At least someone was taking this more seriously.
    

    
      “Thank you Clay. Yes. Almost anything. We know our limits now.”
    

    
      “If Gold hadn’t shown up, we wouldn't have learnt anything. We’d have lost, 
      maybe been killed
      .” I argued.
    

    
      “But Gold did show up. We can’t live in a land of hypotheticals. You’re not going to change that fight by dwelling on it, so snap out of it and have some sushi!”
    

    
      I opened my mouth to respond with another very well thought out argument on why I was a bad leader and how I need to improve, but before I could even start she shoved the sushi in my mouth. Girl was quick, and I felt stupid for blushing. It wasn’t fair that she was both really sweet and really pretty and that she knew that I was a gay and then did that.
    

    
      My gay feelings were interrupted by shouting from Clay. Of course a good time couldn’t last. We were rangers and that meant if we weren't fighting something, then Dysphorus was cooking some new scheme.
    

    
      “Duck!” Clay shouted. 
    

    
      I did as they said before a finned arm flew over my head. Anemobots? Now? This had to be a joke!
    

    
      “Anemobots, there's gotta be a whole pod of them here!” Clay said.
    

    
      “A pod? Wouldn’t they be a school? You know, since they are fish,” Alex shouted, back in between dodging a bunch of them. 
    

    
      “Maybe they’d be a colony!” Stella said. “You know, like coral?”
    

    
      “Anemones are like flowers, right? Maybe it would be a bouquet!” laughed Blain as he grabbed two of them and threw them to the ground next to Alex. “For you, handsome.” Alex rolled his eyes.
    

    
      More of them started flooding into the centre of the food court where we were sitting. Thankfully, the civilians had cleared out. We could morph before things got ugly. 
    

    
      “Euphora Power!” 
    

    
      A flash of multicoloured lights and we were all suited up. The way the suits energised us felt weird: it was like a rush of strength and knowledge. I was into martial arts before all of this, but it was incredible how it augmented that knowledge. My body reacted faster to different blows, and it was easier to learn new moves and apply them on the fly. The faster learning made me want to try it when studying, but Astrus had scolded me when I brought it up. 
    

    
      Anyway, I dodged under one’s attempt at punching me, and threw it over my shoulder. Looking up I saw another wave of these annoying pains in our collective side.
    

    
      “Jeez, there’s so many of them!” I shouted. 
    

    
      “Red, do you know a way to call Gold?”
    

    
      “I’m here!” Goldie stood at the other end of the food court. “Sorry, I’m late.” 
    

    
      “Come on, dude! We need you!”
    

    
      He jumped into the fight. Each of us had a group of anemobots attacking us. They weren’t hard to deal with on their own. A punch or a kick would usually push them away -- and if you were lucky, bust their circuits -- but in a group like this, 
      it was impossible to dodge everything and get a hit in
      . I jumped to avoid a low sweep, then moved back to avoid getting decked in the face, then looked for an opening to land a hit. Too many bots. How had this become the normal fight structure? I’d probably have to cop a few hits if I wanted to thin the herd.
    

    
      “What are you doing, Gold?” Clay shouted.
    

    
      “I’m trying to help.” His voice was monotone and I couldn’t spare the seconds to look over at what was happening.
    

    
      “You hit me!”
    

    
      “I’m sorry, you got in my way.”
    

    
      “Do you not know how we do things?” Clay asked.
    

    
      “I haven’t been doing this for long.”
    

    
      “Whatever.”
    

    
      I couldn’t pay attention to that now. I had my own battle to fight. They’d need to hold their own without me while I dealt with the cluster of enemies that was trying to get on top of me. I copped. 
    

    
      “Red, watch out!” Was that Gold? It had to be. Then it hit me, an Anemobot. “Sorry!” Was that feeling in his voice? Worry?
    

    
      Stumbling to my feet, I tried to comprehend what happened. There was a flash and the Anemobots were gone. That was a good thing, I think. My team seemed unharmed but scattered. Clay was saying something to Gold.
    

    
      “We need to get back to the command centre. You two can keep talking there.” I commanded. 
    

    
      “Talking? He threw a Bot at you, Red!” Clay was frustrated. I was too, but it wasn’t something I could show. Not when we were being watched. 
    

    
      “And we can talk about that back at base.” I said. Gold really wasn’t making the best second impression.
    

    
      “I’m sorry.” Gold said quietly.
    

    
      “We can talk about it later, okay?” Stella interjected. 
    

    
      “Red and Blue are right. We’re being watched. They can probably still see us. We need to get to safety.” Alex said.
    

    
      The blinding red light once again enveloped me, and for a brief second, I couldn’t touch the ground. Or feel the air around me. I was weightless. Then the ground reappeared and I felt the weight of the battle hitting me again. 
    

    
      “You have to be more careful!” Clay shouted. Were we really going to pick up where we left off? 
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” Gold replied. 
    

    
      “They are looking at us, watching for weaknesses. We can't give them any." 
    

    
      "I'm sorry."
    

    
      Nothing productive was going to come from this conversation. Clay might have been our analyst, but that didn't mean much when it came to other people. Their social skills were inconsistent. 
    

    
      "We can sort this out later. Clay, what do you think they wanted?" I asked. Get their brain working, and distract them from lashing out. 
    

    
      "Give me a second to think," they responded.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Dysphorus looked through his telescope at the fight he had ordered. The way they fought was primitive, weak. It was a wonder how these children had been able to hold his forces off for so long. The extra ranger had been what the humans called 'a wrench in the works' during his last plan. That was fine, though. It was time for him to use that wrench to his advantage.
    

    
      "What is your plan, my king?" Loch asked. 
    

    
      "I need you to make me a monster. One that can copy someone's appearance," Dysphorus replied.
    

    
      “It will be done, my king.”
    

    
      Goldilocks - Chapter 4
    

    
      I messed up again, and worse, I got Joanne hurt because of it. It shouldn’t be this hard to be useful! I have super powers. I somehow managed to save them last time so how did I fuck up so badly this time? Was I just distracted? Deep down I know what the problem is, even if I don’t want to admit it.
    

    
      My helmet’s visor tinted my vision. I was hoping it would help me avoid looking at Clay, since they were shooting glares at me every couple of seconds, but straining my eyes to prevent crying was probably doing a better job than the visor. I should expect that -- after all I hit them -- but what got me was the fact that Joanne was just ignoring me. I wanted to apologise to her, but getting words out around any of them was difficult normally, and I was still struggling to keep my voice consistent to avoid coming across as panicked or desperate.
    

    
      “Hey, you okay?” It was Stella; of course it was. Just like at school. I thought my face was what usually gave me away but she still somehow knew. 
    

    
      “I’m fine, Stella.” I managed to maintain a passable monotone. 
    

    
      “Are you sure? You’re shaking, Goldie.”
    

    
      “I’m fine.” I insisted.
    

    
      “It was your first fight with everyone else.” Blain said from behind me. I turned to look at him but he placed a hand on my shoulder and I jumped away. Like a coward. He jumped back as well. “Sorry, I should have asked.”
    

    
      “It's okay. I should be the one apologising to them.” I needed to get away from these two soon or I wasn't going to be able to keep calm without them noticing. I walked away from the two mind readers and up to the two people I’d hurt. “I'm sorry for the trouble I caused. I'll be leaving.”
    

    
      It's a struggle to look confident when you're struggling to keep yourself remotely composed. As soon as I was out of sight I bolted away from the room to find a quiet place to call Astrus so he could beam me back to where it was safe. My room. With my headphones and music and distractions to keep me from losing myself to the currently bubbling panic and frustration that could otherwise only be resolved by punching a concrete wall until my hand was a bruised, bloody mess.
    

    
      Which led to regret.
    

    
      Which led to more anger. 
    

    
      Which led to more regret.
    

    
      And the cycle continued. 
    

    
      “Gold!” Stella called out. I tried to tune her out and continued running. The command centre was massive. A labyrinth of concrete hallways leading filled with who knows what. Eventually I'd lose her. “Can you wait up for a second?”
    

    
      I continued to ignore her and kept running until I couldn't hear her footsteps behind me. I wasn't going to waste anymore of her time. I wasn’t going to waste the time of any of them. They were out being friends, being a team, and the only thing I want to be is useful to them. And I wasn't this time. And I might not be next time either.
    

    
      And if I can't even be a useful meat shield, what's the point of me?
    

    
      “Astrus. Can you teleport me home?”
    

    
      “Are you alright, Justin?”
    

    
      “No. I need to get home now.”
    

    
      “Your vitals are elevated, Justin.”
    

    
      “Now.” I growled.
    

    
      “I will check in later.”
    

    
      The concrete walls I'd been hiding between disappeared in a spotlight of glittery golden light, and I was in my room. My band posters, my bed, my punching bag were small comforts, and I started cooling down.
    

    
      My hands throbbed and ached, they were probably going to bruise if I didn't ice them immediately. Mum shouldn't have been home, but just in case I threw on a hoodie that covered my knuckles. This was so stupid. There wasn't any reason for doing any of this. To avoid questions, I should probably disinfect as well. There was no point in any of this clean up if my bloody knuckles got infected. 
    

    
      Heh, bloody knuckles. It barely stung anymore, which sucked. The stinging was usually a decent reminder not to do it again. Or at least a punishment for doing this shit. I wrapped my hands and grabbed my icepack from the freezer before walking back to my bed and collapsing. The punching bag in the corner of my room taunted me, if I'd just had more self control I wouldn't be in this position. If I hadn't completely embarrassed myself in front of them, I wouldn't be in this position. 
    

    
      What was I jumping away from my teammates for? Running away from them? Great job on getting them to trust you, Justin. You basically hit them and ran. Pathetic. That's what I was. What kind of person panics after someone tries to comfort them? Am I just broken? 
    

    
      Probably. 
    

    
      I slid my earbuds in and started blasting something loud to distract me. Eventually I'd have to do something else today, but that would require a brain not constantly replaying the last hour trying to figure out where everything went wrong. 
    

    
      After an hour I felt as close to human as was possible for me and logged on to my computer. Flight sims seemed appropriate. I hadn't messed up while in my mech yet, I should aim to keep it that way. Mum had arrived home at some point and checked in, and I'd been able to hide my knuckles from her, which kept a lecture or another attempt to get me into a club or dojo away for another day.
    

    
      Hypothetically those things would 
      be good. Something to get me out of the house and socialising, but those were two things I wanted to avoid more than anything right now. At school I'd managed to avoid being targeted through sheer luck, and a sports team seemed like a great way to mess that up. Contact sports with a bunch of sweaty men and nowhere to hide seemed like a recipe for disaster. The punching bag gave me the release I needed without any of the risks.  Maybe if I hadn't screwed up I could have sparred with the rangers. I doubt they’d trust me now.
    

    
      Distractions weren't working.
    

    
      My communicator beeps.
    

    
      “Hello.” Astrus spoke through my watch.
    

    
      “Hi?”
    

    
      “I said I would call you to check in. Are you feeling better?”
    

    
      “I'm okay.”
    

    
      “You do not sound particularly okay.”
    

    
      “I will be. I just need some time to think and sleep probably.”
    

    
      “Well I hope you get it. Your teammates asked me to keep you informed on training schedules. Would you prefer I have Kepler print you off a timetable when they figure out what they are going to do or would you like me to call you?”
    

    
      Logically, training was probably the best option to prevent today from happening again. That didn’t make it any less daunting. I’d hoped that hiding behind the mask would mean Joanne would ignore me. Repeatedly playing today’s fight over in my head should also be enough to avoid fucking up, right? That was safer. Being around them in
      creased the
       likelihood that I would screw up again.
    

    
      
        And if they figured out who I was and I fucked up then there goes the only human interaction I got on a semi regular basis. Being on the periphery is better than total isolation. 
        

        

        “Print off. I think I'm more likely to remember that.”
      
    

    
      “Alright, what would be the best way to get that to you?”
    

    
      “Do you have any training I can do solo? I can come in and do that and pick it up then?”
    

    
      “Of course. I will let you rest and we can discuss further when you are feeling better. Take care.”
    

    
      The others were almost definitely continuing their day at the mall. Something that had no right to make me jealous. Something that, if I wasn’t scared of them knowing 
      me
      , I may have been able to participate in.
    

    
      The call had destroyed any chance of keeping my mind occupied. I looked over at the punching bag. At least I could exhaust myself. My knuckles had already stopped hurting from earlier. I could at least train until I dropped.
    

    
      Mum knocked on my door, waking me up. Probably just for dinner. I hid my hands under my covers. There was no point in worrying her if she couldn't do anything to help. 
    

    
      “Mhm.” I groaned.
    

    
      “Dinner's ready.” Mum said. “
      Can you come out?
      ”
    

    
      “I’ll be up in a minute, sorry.”
    

    
      “No rush.”
    

    
      I turned on my room’s light. To eat with Mum I should be somewhat presentable. I ran my fingers through my hair, sprayed myself with deodorant, and started changing the bandages on my hand.
    

    
      Under the bloodied bandage, my hand looked fine. As fine as it could look anyway. No bruising. No scabbing. Not even redness. Was there even a point in rewrapping it? It would only make her ask questions.
    

    
      There was an urge to continue to ruin them again, one I ignored to get dinner.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Lights pulsed along the skin of the new monster as it sat in its tank. It wasn't done yet. Loch estimated that it would take a few more days to be ready. It could see the dismantled components of its future body in front of it.
    

    
      Dysphorus had requested to observe the process. His menacing crustacean form loomed over the cephalopod.
    

    
      “What is your name?” The Crab King asked.
    

    
      “Cuttle Copier, my king,” Loch responded. “It’s organic component is an Earth cephalopod, while it's robotic half is made from a–”
    

    
      “A photocopier. I can read the local language, it's on the machine in the corner. What can you do, Cuttle Copier?”
    

    
      There was no need for words, (not that the monster could make any yet) as the creature scanned Dysphorus’ crab like physique. Its skin flashed red, yellows, and blacks. Its body grew, and protrusions began to come out of its front tentacles, creating the king's claws. Its skin hardened. The squiddyness of the creature was quickly being replaced by the king's crustacean appearance.
    

    
      “Stop, Cuttle Copier. I have seen enough!”
    

    
      Its body contorted back to its original shape.
    

    
      “I will need you to copy the appearance of Euphora Gold,” Dysphorus said as an anemobot wheeled out a model of Gold’s suit for the creature to copy. “Over the next five rotations you will be studying Gold's fighting, mannerisms and voice. Do you understand?”
    

    
      The cuttlefish flashed green, and a screen was wheeled in for it to study.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Being in bed all day was not the most thrilling of Sunday plans, yet I still had mixed feelings about being called into the command centre again. Why was I chosen for this team? There had to be a multitude of better options. My strength is nothing special. I have no technique outside of what the suit gives me. Training in general sounds like hell. Training with others was going to be worse even if I stayed masked. What did I bring to the table? Where am I meant to fit? 
    

    
      My hands were once again fine when I got out of bed. A relief if I was going to train today, but still uncomfortable to think about. It was the bruises and the aches that kept me grounded. They were how I knew when to stop.
    

    
      The command centre's training room was stocked like a small gym and made me wonder how literal aliens got gym equipment. Two treadmills, racks of weights, various punching bags sorted lightest to heaviest from left to right, and the floor was cushioned with textured black eva foam tiles. 
    

    
      Standing in the middle of the room was Joanne, who did not seem pleased to see me.
    

    
      “Justin, out of the suit. It’s just me here.” Joanne instructed.
    

    
      “I’d prefer not to.” She already knew who I was, so it should have been fine. She’d see me at school tomorrow without a helmet. 
    

    
      “I need to see how you fight without it.”
    

    
      “But I’m not going to be fighting without it.”
    

    
      “Justin–”
    

    
      “Goldie.”
    

    
      “Goldie, the Power in the suit helps you fight, it corrects your form, helps you learn faster, gives you an intrinsic understanding of how to fight.” 
      I’d
       gotten the basic rundown from Astrus and Kepler. It wasn’t a compelling argument against unsuited fighting. “But it isn’t a substitute for training the hard way.”
    

    
      “Why not?”
    

    
      “Because they do not care about your secret identity. Eventually, you will have to fight some bots without the suit.”
    

    
      “But–”
    

    
      “No. I get you have some weird hang up about people seeing you, and it’s why we are alone right now. Drop the suit so we can get started.”
    

    
      At school, I’d never been this intimidated by Joanne. Largely because she wasn’t concerned with me. She was polite to everyone, yet a little standoffish. In her element, she scared me. Tracksuit pants and a tank top, standing confidently and asking me to fight when I could barely stand her seeing me suited.
    

    
      I dispelled the transformation and immediately felt vulnerable. Naked. Not literally, obviously my black band hoodie, and tracksuit pants covered every inch of exposed skin on me, but she could see my face. She could see me.
    

    
      “So are you trained in anything?”
    

    
      “Not really,” I mumble.
    

    
      “That’s fine. Blain’s a dancer,” she says. “Do you have a fighting style you prefer? 
    

    
      “I’m okay with my fists.”
    

    
      “Alright, that’s something we can start on.”
    

    
      Joanne took me through some basic stretching and warm ups, which I tried to follow to the best of my ability. I’d never thought of myself as unfit, but I struggled to keep up with her. Still, she was surprisingly patient considering she had to deal with me.
    

    
      “How’s your form?”
    

    
      “Bad, probably.” 
    

    
      “Okay, put on some boxing gloves and show me the damage.” She walked over to a crate of gloves and pulled herself out a pair of target gloves for me to hit.
    

    
      Hitting a monster trying to suck the life force from people is one thing, but hitting someone, a person, a person who I had hurt the previous day felt wrong. I didn’t want to hurt her. Even if it was training. Even if realistically she was probably more dangerous than me. Even if it wasn’t an actual attack. 
    

    
      I shouldn't have been chosen for this team.
    

    
      “Get those boxing gloves on,” she instructed impatiently. She was waiting with the gloves on.
    

    
      “I don’t want to hit you.”
    

    
      “It’s just training.”
    

    
      “I don’t want to hurt you,” I complained.
    

    
      “Yeah that’s not going to happen,” she laughed.
    

    
      “What’s funny?” 
    

    
      She walked back to the crate and swapped her target gloves for some proper boxing gloves.
    

    
      “You’re worried about hurting me. When I was going to have you punching gloves just to check how much work we had ahead of us,” she started, strapping the gloves on tightly and getting a mouth guard out of a case. “But if you’re that worried, let’s start with some sparring.”
    

    
      “How is that meant to be any better, Joanne?” 
    

    
      “It’s not.” She smiled. “I think you need to be shown that you are not nearly as dangerous as you might think you are.” She put her mouth guard in and I shuffled over to the gloves. “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine by tomorrow.”
    

    
      This sounded like a bad idea, but I put on the gloves anyway and 
      met
       her in the middle of the room. She counted to three and invited me to start.
    

    
      I jabbed at her side, trying not to hit too hard, and she jumped out of the way. Which yeah, she’s better at this than me, that's to be expected. I tried to read her movement but she seemed to be staying defensive. I swung for her body, and she blocked with her left arm and countered with her right, hitting me in the gut. Before I could recover she swept my already unstable feet out from under me.
    

    
      “Let’s go again.”
    

    
      Training Montage - Chapter 5
    

    
      I hadn't planned on having to train Justin from the ground up. My entire Sunday had been consumed by teaching him how to throw a proper jab that wouldn't break his hand. The unfocused swings he'd thrown at Brain Drain were even more undisciplined when he had nothing to augment it. Still, it wasn't like I had anything better to do and Justin was at least cooperative. He stayed behind after I was done instructing him to continue practising.
    

    
      That was my best bet for getting him to work with the team more easily. The others all had their own clubs and commitments while as far as I knew Justin had none of that. It was my responsibility to get him to open up. Which I hated. Men were not my forte and neither were strangers.
    

    
      Justin sat in the back of the class like usual, his headphones blasting something that I had heard glimpses of when I had walked past. Loud, thrashy, noise. Not my favourite either. His hair was messy, his clothes hung off him. Even when we were training he’d kept them on. The layer helped mask his body odour while we trained so I couldn't really complain. Better than Blain and Alex did at least. A glimpse of white gauze poked out from under his hoodie sleeve and I averted my gaze.
    

    
      There was no reason his hand should be hurt right? We heal faster. The others and I had tested it and figured out how bad an injury had to be to stick around longer than a day through trial and error (A really bad black eye could stick around for a day apparently. At least It didn’t look horrible on me.). Had I pushed him too far yesterday? Unfortunately, I had no way of actually figuring that out for now. Talking to him would almost definitely end with me being rebuffed for taking a new interest and giving away his identity or something, or I might be ignored. I glanced across quickly and at least it didn't look particularly bloody, but it was just a quick look.
    

    
      The first classes of the day flew by with Justin’s wrapped hands eating at the back of mind. It could be something normal for him, and because I didn't really care much about the guy before this I didn't notice. Why would I notice? He wasn't my responsibility but now he was and I needed to check on him for my own sanity. 
    

    
      “Again with that concerned look, Jo.” Blain snarked.
    

    
      “Please tell me you aren't still tearing yourself up--" Stella started.
    

    
      “No. Not that.” I'd have to justify my sudden interest in the guy. “Your friend Justin’s knuckles are wrapped.”
    

    
      “Oh?” Clay's ear perked up. “And?”
    

    
      “It's weird isn't it? He doesn't seem athletic.” I explained.
    

    
      “Could be bullying or something?” Clay asked. 
    

    
      “No, probably not.” Blain thought out loud. “Not many people are willing to get on Stella and I's bad side.”
    

    
      “I asked him about it before. Boxing apparently.” Stella said.
    

    
      Which left me back at the start, they had no reason to be suspicious or more worried about him than usual which meant I'd have to talk to him about it, ranger to ranger, which I hated. Punching each other and training was one thing, but showing concern for this guy felt like more emotional investment than he wanted.  
    

    
      “Oh that explains it.” I lied. And conversation went back to the usual fair. Alex talked about his recent footy game, Clay explained their latest attempt at teaching a robot to think, and recess ended with me getting no answers. 
    

    
      My watch vibrated during my last class before lunch and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a bit relieved to have an excuse to leave the classroom. 
    

    
      “Euphora Squad, you're needed at the Lakeside Markets, Anemobots are harassing customers and businesses alike.”
    

    
      “On it, Astrus.” I whispered from the 
      janitor's
       closet I’d hid inside. 
    

    
      The janitor's closet disappeared and the smell of the market hit my nostrils. One by one my team appeared around me, all suited up, bar Gold. Bots and panicked shoppers looked at us before the bots jumped us. Blain and Alex split off to help escort shoppers out, while the rest of us focused on the anemone-headed monsters charging at us. Taking out my worries on a bunch of replaceable mooks was just what I needed.
    

    
      
        Three groups of three surrounded Stella, Clay and I. It was short work disposing of them in numbers like these. A well placed punch to the neck of one sent its head rolling back, making it disappear. Another disposed of by crushing its rocky leg with a stomp, and the last one pushed to the ground and crumbled. Looking over at the other two, they seemed to have dealt with theirs similarly. 
        

        

        “Pink, Yellow, are you being swarmed?” I yelled as I scanned the environment for the rest of them. Or for whatever monster was likely going to follow this attack, but I couldn’t make anything out with the hustling and bustling of the market goers running for cover. 
      
    

    
      “It's manageable.” Alex yelled back. “Pink’s escorting. I've got the bots under control. Are you managing alright?”
    

    
      
        “We're done, actually.” Clay said.
        

        

        “You two go help Pink and Yellow, I'm going to see if I can find anything else.” I instructed Stella and Clay, and they ran to join the boys. 
        

        

        I walked towards the bustling crowds at the other end of the markets, where I was approached by a woman pointing urgently towards a loud group of people who hadn't run. A group I hadn't been able to see through the crowd. Elderly shopkeepers and brave shoppers were swarming a decently sized cluster of Anemobots and hitting them with canes and handbags, which prompted no reaction from the bots. 
      
    

    
      “Leave that young man alone!” I heard as I got closer. I caught a glimmer of gold and realised what they were likely swarming around. One of the bots exploded backwards revealing a very tired looking Goldie. 
    

    
      “Gold? Are you alright?” I asked, as I ran to join him. There had to be at least ten still on him.
    

    
      “I'm fine. I can deal with this, you go help everyone else.” He was audibly struggling to 
      catch his breath
      . 
    

    
      “You need to get out of here, Goldie. The others don't need help.” 
    

    
      He jabbed at another one's face. He was about as slow as he was out of the suit, and he was lucky that Anemobots aren't designed with reflexes in mind as its head popped off. I got his back as one tried to 
      kick him
      , and I took the brunt of it, before returning with a kick of my own. It crumbled. Another swung at my head and I dodged, its arms weren’t long enough to reach Justin, but it still followed through anyway stumbling after missing any target and it fell to the ground where it was jumped by the crowd before finally crumbling to dust.
    

    
      “Think you'll be able to make it through the last few, Goldie?”
    

    
      “I should be able to.” I blocked another blow heading for him. His situational awareness was not great, but I couldn't blame him. He'd probably been cornered. 
    

    
      His form had definitely improved as we mopped up the last six, with him taking down two and me taking down the rest. I'd taken a few hits, but his suit was looking visibly scuffed. I'm not sure he could handle a monster attack at this point.
    

    
      “Go back to the command centre. I'll meet you there.” I ordered. 
    

    
      “I'm okay.”
    

    
      “You were ambushed. Don't push yourself.” 
    

    
      “I had to step in, they were attacking people.”
    

    
      “You should have called us, but we can discuss that later.”
    

    
      “I had them. I didn't need to bother everyone.”
    

    
      His cockiness was entirely unearned, especially when he was getting help from grandmas. 
    

    
      “Command centre, now. I can't let you take on a monster in your current state.”
    

    
      “I'm fine.”
    

    
      “I'm not asking.”
    

    
      “Alright.” He sulked, before teleporting away. I needed to talk to him even more now. Refusing to call for backup is not something I could let slide. 
    

    
      The older lady who had initially pointed me towards the fight approached me, her hand outstretched before laying it on my arm. “Don’t be too harsh on him, dear. That's just how men are sometimes,” she said. “Don't want to seem weak in front of the girls. It's natural they might need to be bailed out from time to time,” she smiled. 
    

    
      I didn't say anything, but the ideas she was putting forward were so outdated it was ridiculous. I gave her a nod and headed back towards my team. Alex and Blain hadn't done shit like this yet. They wouldn’t try to impress me by acting like an idiot, so why would Justin? Is he that kind of guy? God I hoped not. Him trying to prove something to me could only end badly. 
    

    
      We stayed in the area until Astrus gave us the all clear to come back to base. 
    

    
      “Either that's a distraction, or Dysphorus is scouting,” Clay said.
    

    
      “Probably the latter considering the mall,” Alex added. 
    

    
      
        “We handled it well, considering the short notice.” They'd done well today outside of the obvious. Gold was standing rigidly in the corner. “Kepler, do we have any snacks here to supplement lunch?” 
        

        

        “I think we do. Follow me everyone.” She(?) said and started heading for the kitchen and everyone followed out except for me and Gold. I cornered him to prevent him from calling for Astrus to send him back before we were done. 
      
    

    
      “When you get surrounded like that, call us, Justin.”
    

    
      “Goldie.”
    

    
      “Whatever. Do you understand?”
    

    
      “Yes. I do. Can I leave now?” He sounded bored.
    

    
      “No. Take this seriously. You were already hurt before the fight. I saw your bandaged hand.”
    

    
      “Oh.” His head tilted down towards the ground. The helmet hid a lot of his expression but it couldn't hide everything.
    

    
      “Was that from yesterday?” 
    

    
      “No. I practised before school today.”
    

    
      Okay, good. That makes it only a little bit my problem then.
    

    
      “What’s the damage like?” 
    

    
      “Not bad.”
    

    
      “Is there bleeding? Bruising?” I hated how worried I sounded about this guy, and how uninterested he sounded in his own wellbeing. The others were right, I’m not their mother and I don’t want to be his either.
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter. They'll be healed by tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Sure, but I don’t want my team injured before a fight.” I sighed. “Anything intensive enough to bruise your hands should be done after school, or with us. Do you understand?”
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      “Now, come with me, get a snack, and we’ll head back to school.” Getting frustrated with him wasn't going to fix anything.
    

    
      “I'll head back now. I can't eat with them anyway.”
    

    
      “Take something with you,” I argued. Maybe I should just stop worrying about him and just let him continue doing his own thing. It’d be easier if I knew he was competent but we needed to be able to make up for any of his faults on the battlefield. He'd have to get good eventually, even if he didn't come to training. 
    

    
      “I'd really rather not.”
    

    
      “Alright. I guess I'll go then. Take care, Gold.”
    

    
      I heard him mumble something as I headed to join the others but I couldn't make it out. I didn't care too much to ask him to repeat it. If it was important he’d repeat it again later and if it was just a dig or something else I didn't really care. I was hungry. It was lunchtime and we'd all just had a workout. If he didn't want to eat with us, that wasn't my problem. 
    

    
      “-- followed the recipe to the letter, I'm glad you all like them,” Kepler said. “No taste receptors can make 
      this cooking 
      business difficult, but I might be getting the hang of– Joanne! Would you like one?” The robot offered a plate of rather picturesque brownies.  
    

    
      “They are actually good, Jo.” Stella said. My face must have looked sour. 
    

    
      “Baking is much easier than cooking.” Kepler's enthusiasm made way for a hint of regret. Their last attempt at cooking had coincided with a bout of mild food poisoning and then a monster based on food had made the whole situation worse. 
    

    
      “Things alright with Gold?” Alex asked between bites of his snack. He sat on the kitchen bench.
    

    
      This would be so much easier if Alex or Blain knew his identity. I was not the best at intuiting people and it was harder with men. My current script for understanding them was based on Alex and Blain, with some influence from a few guys who had somehow not figured out I wasn't interested in men and tried hitting on me. I hoped he wasn't actually trying to show off in front of me.
    

    
      “As well as they can, I think.” 
    

    
      “That well, huh?” Blain said. 
    

    
      “It's impossible for me to get a read on him with his helmet on.” I explained. 
    

    
      “At least he didn't hit me this time.” Clay said. “That's an improvement.”
    

    
      “He got ambushed. That's not much better.” I took a bite of my brownie. She wasn't lying. They were good. 
    

    
      Quitting - Chapter 6
    

    
      I fight with them, I hurt someone. I fight on my own, I get chewed out. I train at the wrong times, I'm a liability. I'm probably always a liability in this state. Why had I been chosen for a team like this?
    

    
      The team's talk echoed around the command centre and reached the storage closet I'd hidden in to calm down before heading back. I transformed back and tried to get myself under control. My hands already ached. I'd just gotten chewed out for hurting myself. I didn't need to make it worse. 
    

    
      Being one of them wasn't something I wanted. I knew I wasn't cut out for it. Background character was enough for me. Other people made decisions. Other people had friends. Other people could handle all that. Not me. Being alone was safe. I couldn't hurt anyone or impose on them if they didn't know who I was. Yet I was forced to reveal myself to Joanne and she was clearly upset about it. About having to deal with me. I couldn't blame her, but it didn’t make it hurt any less.
    

    
      I wanted to be like her, and I wanted to be useful to people like her.
    

    
      Why couldn’t I even do that?
    

    
      Intense pain tore through my hand and I collapsed to the ground. Time to stop. Not that  I could jab again. I tightened the bandage with the hand that wasn't screaming at me for doing this again and the pain intensified. It throbbed, the culprit seemed to be the wrist. I wrapped the damn thing, took a deep breath and called Astrus to send me back to class. 
    

    
      He didn’t argue with me this time. 
    

    
      I ignored the dull throbbing of my wrist and tried to distract myself with my phone and headphones. Aches. They kept bringing me out of music. Pain had never made me nauseous before but it might be starting to. It would be fine by tomorrow. I just had to make it through until I could go home.
    

    
      “What happened to you?” Someone asked. Between the pain and the music I just made it out. They weren’t talking to me anyway. I turned up my music. The loud noises did not help with the nausea. “Justin?” It didn’t work. I looked up and there was Stella, looking worried. I didn't think everyone would be back this soon.
    

    
      “Hmm?” Maybe if I act like I didn't hear the question she’ll go away. 
    

    
      “You look sick.”
    

    
      “I'm fine.”
    

    
      “Did something happen?” 
    

    
      “I’ll be fine.”
    

    
      “Do you need me to get a teacher? I'm not dumb, you look like you're going to pass out or something.” She touched my shoulder and I jumped away. Too close. “Sorry. Is it your shoulder?” She pulled her hand away. Was it pity? Is that what made her talk to me? Her expression was like she was trying to take care of an injured animal and her warm dark brown eyes made it worse. It didn't seem like pity. You don't pity a small animal when you nurse it back to health, you worry about it. And I didn’t want her worrying about me. 
    

    
      I needed to leave. Wag the last class of the day and get some ice on this to help it heal. In a room where no one could or would notice me. 
    

    
      “I’m fine. Can you please just leave me alone?”
    

    
      “Not when you look like that I can’t, at least let me get you to the nurse's office or something.”
    

    
      Running from her wasn’t going to be an option, Blain could almost definitely catch me if Stella couldn’t and I doubt she would keep quiet if she thought I was actually sick. I didn’t want him involved as well. Stella and Joanne were difficult enough to deal with but a guy? Guys were far more intimidating. Not just physically. Blain was overall unlikely to actually hurt me, but he treated me like a man. He gave me a nod of acknowledgement when I walked past instead of ignoring me and I didn’t really know how to respond to that when all I want is to be ignored. 
    

    
      “Fine.” I sulked. 
    

    
      Walking with someone even if they were just escorting me led to a few more looks than I usually got. Was me being near someone really worth taking notice of? 
    

    
      “If you really want people to believe you’re fine you probably shouldn’t be cradling your arm like that.” I hadn’t even noticed. I let go of it and immediately regretted it. “So it’s not your shoulder. Arm? Maybe wrist considering the way you’ve wrapped it.”
    

    
      “It’s really not your problem.”
    

    
      “Maybe not. But I don’t like seeing other people in pain and if I can help I need to.” 
    

    
      It made perfect sense why she was chosen to be a ranger. All of them made sense in their roles and here I was, an interloper wasting their time.
    

    
      Stella was at least kind enough to not stick around after dropping me to the nurse. One look at the swelling on my wrist and Mum was called to pick me up, meaning I’d wasted yet another person's time with my own stupidity. I was able to convince the nurse it wasn’t anything more serious than a sprain at least. It’d be difficult to explain why a break was healing quickly. 
    

    
      Mum took me home and gave me some painkillers. It seemed like she wanted to ask what happened beyond what I told the nurse, but it was difficult to elaborate on a lie that basically boils down to ‘I fell over and landed on my wrist, I'm so clumsy.’, I took the meds and laid in bed. At least it’d be better by tomorrow.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Loch tinkered with the mechanical innard of his new creation. It needed to be a perfect interface between the fish swimming in the tank watching fight footage and the machine. The monster had enjoyed seeing how the human social order worked. How they adapted to the addition of a new ranger and how the new ranger failed to work with the others. From where Loch stood, it looked like an ego problem. Common in their species but not a flaw he possessed. After all, he was dedicated to Dysphorus’ cause. He would serve his master till his dying breath and beyond. 
    

    
      “Is your new monster ready yet?” Dysphorus asked through the intercom.
    

    
      “Soon, my king.” Almost ready. Another rotation and it would be complete and Dysphorus would praise him for finally beating those meddling kids. Loch just needed to get it right.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      “It better be. If we wait too long, the 
      Gold
       one will be forced to assimilate and the plan will fail.”
    

    
      “I understand, my liege. If I can get more data it should be able to learn more quickly. If we can send one more–” Loch stammered.
    

    
      “You will get your data. Make sure your monster is ready.” The speaker crackled, and their conversation was over.
    

    
      The cephalopod in the tank glistened a marvellous gold, as eager as Dysphorus, it seemed. 
    

    

    
      
    

    
      My wrist still hurt when I woke up. To Mum there was nothing out of the ordinary, she gave me some painkillers, I made breakfast and she dropped me off. All while pondering how badly I'd screwed up if it still hurt today. The swelling was gone at least so at least I could see that it wasn't majorly broken. Just a bad sprain.
    

    
      “How's your arm?” Stella asked at recess. I caught a glimpse of Joanne glaring at me, before she rolled her eyes. Great. At least someone had an appropriate reaction to my stupidity.
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      “After how it looked yesterday I doubt it is.”
    

    
      “It's taken care of. Stella, I appreciate you asking but it's really not worth your time.” The wrist throbbed. I probably should have packed some painkillers for after breakfast wore off. 
    

    
      It wasn't just about wasting her time anymore. If she kept asking then when it finished healing I'd be forced to feign an injury and if I forgot then she'd know it was me and then it was just a matter of time before I’d screw up beyond any tolerability. 
    

    
      “Okay. Just you know where to find me if you need anything alright?”
    

    
      “Thank you.” 
    

    
      I made it through the rest of the school day without anything worse than Joanne’s frustrated glares. Sure I'd barely processed any information but I probably wouldn't need it for flipping burgers or stocking supermarkets until I eventually kicked the bucket. Being awake was a curse. I crawled under my sheets and hoped that at least my wrist would be better by tomorrow so I could do the only thing I was good at. 
    

    
      My wrist vibrated before I could drift off. I regretted not changing which arm it was on. 
    

    
      “Gold, you are needed down at the cinema. Your teammates are already on the scene.” 
    

    
      “Send me there, Astrus.” All I needed to do was be a punching bag. Take the heat off the others.
    

    
      Screaming students ran around me, out from the lobby of the cinema. Inside there were flashes of colour, and flowing tentacles of the anemobots, but I had no idea how to get through the panicked crowds. They were being bottlenecked.
    

    
      “It's going to be okay.” I tried to say but my voice was lost in the commotion. “Please can you let me through!” 
    

    
      
        No dice. Was there even a point to me being here if I couldn't get inside. There were a few windows but they were unbroken and I didn't want to test whether this suit could present cuts. 
        

        

        “Is everyone okay inside?” I shout into my communicator. “I'm trying to get in but the crowd is–” 
      
    

    
      “Second floor. There’s a fire exit.” Clay responded. 
    

    
      I pushed my way through the crowd down the alley next to the cinema, being battered on the way. The suit didn't dull pain very well. Softened impacts didn't help much when the small moves hurt. I pushed through it and climbed the ladder, burst through the fire exit and ran down stairs where the others were struggling with crowds while trying to navigate the crowds watching them or panicking. Something I wasn't exactly going to be helpful with. 
    

    
      Stella had seemingly been overwhelmed by a group while trying to control the flow of civilians. I grabbed one of the offending bots and slammed it against the wall before punching its neck, separating the link between its body and mind. The pain from the jab reverberated through my body, but I had more work to do. 
    

    
      Another one of the ones on her took notice of what I'd done to its comrade and switched its attention. I used my uninjured hand to swing at its body, pushing it into one targeting Clay who used that distraction to bring their target to the floor. My target regained its composure and it tried to punch me in the head. I tried to move out of its way, but not fast enough. My footing wasn't good enough. Neither was my reaction time. I tried to brace myself but that only made everything worse. Everything went white.
    

    
      By the time it cleared, Clay was trying to keep as many of them from getting close to me. Stella was still trying to escort everyone else. 
    

    
      “Gold. Up now.” Clay instructed and I listened as best I could. It didn't feel like a concussion. The balance issue and the arm felt much worse. One of them switched its attention back to me and I tried to find a way to be useful. I grabbed its slimy rock arm and tried to shove it away from everyone else. Only really succeeding in annoying it. It came back and swung at me which this time I successfully moved out of the way of, causing it to slam into Clay, who I hadn't realised was behind me. 
    

    
      And things were going so well. I tried pulling the creature off of them and tossing it to the side. 
    

    
      “Gold.” They snarled. 
    

    
      “It can wait.” I was ready to get chewed out for screwing up again, but I didn't want to give Dysphorus any more information against the others. 
    

    
      The rest of the fight was a blur. Not that it mattered. I'd made another problem. This time for someone who had just stopped me from getting stomped on by bloodthirsty goons, all because I had no awareness of what was going on around me. Just like the first time. I was way too naive about believing any of this would change. I was myself. That would always be a problem. 
    

    
      At the command centre Clay was done with waiting. 
    

    
      “Seriously dude?” They started, which already made me shiver. “When something is swinging at you like that. Block it. What if it was a civilian behind you?”
    

    
      “At least it wasn't.” Once this conversation was over I needed to figure out what to do. I couldn't keep going like this. 
    

    
      “Take this seriously. How did you even get knocked out from that swing earlier? We are basically concussion proof.” Clay was unsuited, about an inch shorter than me and overall pretty scrawny looking, yet I was still cornered. The others watched. 
    

    
      “I'm not used to this.” 
    

    
      “Then why won’t you just show your face and get used to it with us. Train with us. Right now you're a wildcard screwing up whatever I try and plan,” Clay yelled. I was more glad than ever that I'd been keeping my helmet on. My eyes started to sting. I wasn't sure if that was visible though. Joanne tapped them on the shoulder. 
    

    
      “Clay, go cool your head. I'll talk to Gold after everyones gone.” She glared at me and walked away to talk to Astrus. Leaving me in the middle of the room. Alex and Blain were eating brownies, Stella was on the couch staring at me. There was no point staying here anymore. I needed to head to the storage room to wait out Joanne's conversation with Astrus.
    

    
      Pain shot up my left arm thanks to a grab from Blain. I jerked my arm away from him and bit down to try and prevent a noise. 
    

    
      “Running away isn't going to help, Gold.”
    

    
      “I'm not running away. I just don't want to wait here with a group of strangers.” I lied. He was bigger than me. More experienced than me. I don't know why he was acting like this. He wasn't like this at school.  
    

    
      “Then let's get to know each other.”
    

    
      “I'd really rather not.”
    

    
      Stella stood up and came over to us. 
    

    
      “First, are you alright?” she asked.
    

    
      “I’m fine.”
    

    
      Her eyes lit up and she turned to the boys.
    

    
      “Blain. Alex. Go talk to Clay.”
    

    
      They left the room and she grabbed me by the other hand to keep me from running. She put her ear up to the door dragging me with her, before dragging me over to the couch. 
    

    
      “It’s Justin, right?”
    

    
      “Uh. No?” I lied. Badly.
    

    
      “You’ve pulled that ‘I’m fine’ schtick too much for me to not recognize it.”
    

    
      “Call me Gold.” Even if she’d already figured it out, I didn’t want to be called that name. Not when I was this close to getting out of this mess with only oone person knowing the screw up behind the mask. “I don't know who you're talking about.”
    

    
      She poked my other wrist and I winced. 
    

    
      “Your arm from yesterday hasn't healed yet.” Why was she even concerned about that right now? “Out of the suit. Now.” 
    

    
      “I'm not whoever you think I am.”
    

    
      “Now.”
    

    
      “Why do you even care?”
    

    
      “I told you yesterday.”
    

    
      “I didn't talk to you yesterday.”
    

    
      “Your wrist is either broken or badly sprained, Gold. I'm not planning on telling everyone else, but I need to see if Kepler needs to take a look at it.”
    

    
      “Another night and I’ll be fine.” I didn’t realise my mistake.
    

    
      “Gotcha.” 
    

    
      There was no point hiding it anymore. I transformed back, my energy drained, my wrist killed, and Stella looked way too proud of herself.
    

    
      “Give it a look.” If it's bad enough I’ll probably need to go to the hospital. I probably wasn’t going to be able to heal without the morpher.
    

    
      She moved me over to the couch, and set me down before reaching for my hand.
    

    
      “No offence, but I didn’t expect you to be such a nerd? Is that the right word? Like an edgy nerd?”
    

    
      “What?” What did that mean?
    

    
      “You know the whole ‘mysterious quiet stranger’ routine? I didn’t expect that kind of theatrics from the quiet kid.”  
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Joanne told us the basics,” she explained. “I don’t like small talk and you won’t like what’s underneath.” Yeah, I had said that, but she was wrong and it wasn’t a drama thing. I look horrible. My eyes looked dead and hollow. Babies cried when I walked into the room. “Just a little cliché.”
    

    
      “That’s two sentences. Not a routine.”
    

    
      “The routine is the quiet stranger and secret identity schtick,” she mocked.
    

    
      “That wasn’t theatrics! I just didn’t want y’all to know who I was!”
    

    
      “Why not?”
    

    
      “Because then I would have to talk and show my face.”
    

    
      “And why would that be a problem?” she asked. 
    

    
      “I don’t want to make other people uncomfortable!” 
    

    
      “And not telling us who you are accomplishes that how?” she looked at my wrist. The fall and fighting had caused it to swell almost immediately after I unmorphed.
    

    
      “Because if you knew who I was, then you might talk to me. Like what’s happening right now, and then that makes things worse, because people have to hear my voice and I mean, you’ve tried to get me to hang out with you all before, and if you knew then you might try it again. Then I’d ruin things.” My garbage spewing needed to stop, but a filter was difficult when you were in pain, and sitting next to a woman who seemed to have infinite patience that I’d done nothing to earn. 
    

    
      “Do you really not want to hang out with us that much?” She sounded sad. God, I was awful. She thought it was her fault. 
    

    
      “No, no. I just don’t want to invade your friendships, or annoy you. Or both.” There had to be some way to make her see the issue. “You are all so… I don't know. Functional? You make sense. You are so clearly alive. And I'm not. You just can't see it yet.”
    

    
      “So, you're not trying to come off as an edgelord, you just have anxiety.” She took another look at my wrist and buzzed Kepler.
    

    
      “It’s not anxiety. I know for a fact I’ll ruin things. I already hurt Clay today. Joanne as well on Monday. She had to save me yesterday.”
    

    
      “You’re new, you just need to get used to fighting as a team.”
    

    
      “No, I need to stay out of everyone's way. And I can't even make that work.”
    

    
      “The monsters are getting stronger. If it weren’t for you, we would have lost against Brain Drain. We need you.”
    

    
      “No, you need someone competent.” I needed to talk to Astrus. There was no hiding who I was anymore, No escape from being me. “You called Kepler. Go chat with the others or something.”
    

    
      “Hard to act like you have authority when you look that sick.”
    

    
      “Piss off.” I tried to muster some strength.
    

    
      “Okay, but just think about this. We could use a hand.”
    

    
      Kepler waddled in as Stella left. There was nothing left to think about. Being a member of their team was a pipe dream and while it wasn't her intent, she'd confirmed how different I was to everyone. One freak out had screwed my wrist, made working with the others nigh impossible for a day and worse, revealed who I was. No one like me could or should be a hero.
    

    
      “Justin,” They started.
    

    
      “Goldie, how did this happen?” 
    

    
      “I panicked, and I hit something I shouldn’t have. I don’t know what you and Astrus saw in me but you were wrong.”
    

    
      “Now, now, let me get you to the infirmary.” The robot was being far too gentle with me.
    

    
      “No. I’ll go to the hospital after.” My eyes stung. Between the pain and my fuck up it was hard to understand how I wasn’t crying. Maybe because that’s something for normal people.
    

    
      “And if you heal?”
    

    
      “I’m not going to. Take the morpher. I shouldn’t have it in the first place…”
    

    
      “Oh dear. Give me a moment.” The robot stared at their wrist. I pulled the morpher out of my pocket and put it on the table. 
    

    
      The corner of the room lit up. The floating blue alien head looked at me expectantly.
    

    
      “I heard I was needed?”
    

    
      “Take the morpher.” My voice cracked more than I would have liked to admit. So much for firm and clear. 
    

    
      “Are you sure? I can’t re-allocate your power. It chose you, Justin.” He was acting like it was a grave decision. I was just correcting a mistake.
    

    
      “Don’t call me that.” I hated that name. It was a painful reminder of what I was. I was just Justin. No amount of superpowers or spandex would change that. 
    

    
      “I can relieve you of it, if that’s what you truly want, but it will be the end of the Gold Ranger until it chooses someone else.”
    

    
      “Anyone’s better than me.” I sniffled. Still no tears. Pathetic. Even while resigning I was pathetic.
    

    
      “I’ll keep your power safe and send you home. I’ll give you a communicator, no powers, just in case something happens. I won’t tell them you're gone until you give me the communicator back.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry.” I was sent back to my room. Surrounded by band posters and a floor covered in clothes and garbage. It was only four, but there was no use in pretending to be anything more than worthless. Face planting into the bed and sleeping those tears away was the best option.
    

    
      The Chase! - 
      Chapter 7
    

    
      “I think he’s depressed, Jo.”
    

    
      “That doesn’t change that he’s making things dangerous for us.” It had only been a matter of time until Stella found out about Gold’s little secret. Whether it was his voice or something else, I didn’t know. It didn’t matter.
    

    
      “Whether he’s hurting or not, he needs to learn how to work with us. He needs to train with us.” I could understand struggling, but training him alone just wasn’t feasible.
    

    
      “I know. I just don’t know how to get him to do that. He sounded like he was about to cry.”
    

    
      “You were able to get some feeling out of him?” His face was hard for me to read. So was his voice. More than others are at least.
    

    
      “Yes, and I think he needs friends.” It was Stella’s empathy that made her so helpful to us. She was the best second in command someone could ask for, and it highlighted some of my issues. Not the point.
    

    
      She was right, but there wasn’t really a way for me to help with that if neither Stella or Blain could get through to him.
    

    
      “Did you find out what happened to his hand yesterday?”
    

    
      “He said he fell. I don’t really buy it.” She looked away from me.
    

    
      “And you don’t believe him.”
    

    
      “He says he does boxing but he’s not that good at fighting. I think he’s punched something wrong. Falling usually makes your palms grazed, not your knuckles.”
    

    
      “He said he was training.” Did something else happen that I didn’t know about? “That’d explain the knuckles.”
    

    
      “I’m talking about his wrist.”
    

    
      “What about his wrist?”
    

    
      “You didn’t know? I thought that’s what you were going to talk to him about!” And once again I’ve missed something I shouldn't have. If his wrist was hurt that explains the blackout, and his issue with Clay. Something that we now couldn’t explain to Clay because that would out his identity. Which was going to cause more issues.
    

    
      “I didn’t…”
    

    
      “We’re going to have to figure it out, I guess,” she said.
    

    
      “Do you still wanna head to the movies?” At least we could maybe clear our heads before working on it.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      “The Cuttlecopier will be done by sunrise, my king,” Loch said to the Dysphorus, who was circling the tank in which the almost completed Cuttlecopier sat.
    

    
      “You have until noon. The humans will be gathering for a meal then. A crowd will make it easier for it to slip in amongst the rangers.” His raspy voice explained. Loch hung on every word.
    

    
      “As you wish.” 
    

    
      There were a few more wires to be connected before anyway. Loch's masterpiece would surely see him rewarded.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why are they running?” I shouted to Clay. 
    

    
      This wasn't normal. After two seemingly random attacks why were they now running from us? The anemobots weren't sentient, as far as we could tell. They didn’t fear us.
    

    
      “I don’t know! Maybe to wear us down?” they responded. 
    

    
      I instinctively ducked under a flying table. If they were trying to lure us into a trap, why were they throwing stuff at us? Wouldn't that discourage us from chasing? 
    

    
      “Then why don’t they just fight like normal?”
    

    
      “Again, I don’t know! I’m trying to figure it out.”
    

    
      A chair came flying towards us. What was with them trying to cause property damage as well? Usually, they were content just fighting us. What was different this time? What had changed?
    

    
      “Guys, watch out for the civilians!” Blain shouted.
    

    
      A quick glance showed what he was talking about. His pink suit had been covered in dirt, he'd clearly been knocked off his feet.
    

    
      "You okay, Pink?"
    

    
      "I'm fine! But they threw a soil bag at a kid, he could have been seriously hurt." Behind him there was a child, he couldn’t have been any older than eight. The kid looked up at Blain like he was the coolest thing to ever exist. Blain turned to face the youngster. “You should get to your guardian, kiddo.”
    

    
      “Wow!” The kid responded. He was either trying to calm down, or in awe that he’d just been saved by a real Euphora Ranger. We’d all stopped to make sure the kid was alright, but we couldn’t stop for much longer.
    

    
      “They’re making us split our attention,” Alex said, as he caught his breath.
    

    
      "Then we should focus on protecting people instead of chasing them. They want us to follow so we shouldn't." Blain said. Up ahead they’d dedicated themselves to making as much mess of the main street as possible. Cars beeped. Restaurant tables were flipped. 
    

    
      "You have a point, Pink, but we can't let them run amuck." I said. There had to be a way to do both, right? 
    

    
      "Well, Yellow, what would you suggest?"  
    

    
      "We need to split our attention. I don’t want to say doing what they want is the only option, but it’s all I can come up with. Got any ideas, Black?"
    

    
      "I'm trying to figure out what they want aside from chaos. Red, you're the team leader: what do you think?"
    

    
      Of course it fell to me to make the big decisions. It’s not like I was still struggling with the fear of letting people get hurt again or anything. If Gold was here, figuring out what to do would be a lot easier. We could split up and have teams of three, allowing both teams to focus on one thing instead of two, but since Gold wasn’t here for some reason we were left with uneven teams, and we’d need as much manpower on both teams if we were going to pull it off since we were likely walking into a trap. 
    

    
      “Blue, Black, with me. We'll focus on chasing. Yellow and Pink, focus on keeping the civilians safe and catch up when you can,” I barked. 
    

    
      Silently, everyone got into formation. Stella, Clay, and I dashed around the debris being thrown by the Anemobots.  Blain and Alex would be able to catch up eventually. Blain's strength and Alex's quick thinking hadn't failed as a team before. 
    

    
      I ducked under a table, Stella jumped it somehow, and Clay strafed out of the way. Coming up from my duck, I was greeted by our missing teammate. Gold. It would have been far more useful for him to appear earlier when I was dividing the teams, but that would be too convenient. 
    

    
      “Sorry I’m late.” Hopefully Gold would make any trap we were falling into less dangerous at least. 
    

    
      “It’s fine, we just need to keep chasing-- Did they just stop?” Stella exclaimed.
    

    
      We’d managed to at least drive them away from the most populated parts of the town. We were surrounded by construction equipment and road works signs for a new road. Probably the best arena we were going to get.
    

    
      “Finally ready for a fight?” I asked, knowing full well these creatures didn’t really have the ability to respond. 
    

    
      The creatures charged us. A simple fight: this was so much better than chasing. I just had to get into the rhythm of dodging, countering, finding openings and striking. Easier said than done, but it was satisfying. 
    

    
      "Red, look out!" Clay shouted.
    

    
      There was a sharp pain in my back and before I knew it I was on the ground, being crushed by an Anemobot.
    

    
      “Sorry,” Gold said. There was something wrong with his voice. It had taken on a cocky tone.
    

    
      Something’s wrong. 
    

    
      “Give a heads up next time!” 
    

    
      I tried to push the thing off me. Thankfully these things didn't have the strongest grips. Maybe it was overkill to throw it at one of its kind, but I refused to be the only one getting hit with flying 'bots.
    

    
      Whatever was wrong with him would have to wait. Where were Alex and Blain? We were going to need them when whatever Dysphorus planned got here.
    

    
      A thud, and a splash. Clay had knocked over a cement mixer.
    

    
      "Why did you do that, Gold?”
    

    
      I turned to see Gold standing over Clay. Okay, very wrong.
    

    
      "You were in my way." That monotone voice of his sounded more sinister than usual.
    

    
      "That doesn't mean you roundhouse kick me in the head."
    

    
      "I'll do it again."
    

    
      "What is wrong with you?" Clay was moving back slowly. The anemobots were watching, likely wondering what was going on as much as I was.
    

    
      "Nothing." 
    

    
      A kick to the side. This wasn't right. I needed to check in with Astrus. Maybe he could get this loose cannon out of here. 
    

    
      “Seriously? We’re in the middle of something you–” Clay was cut off by Stella pulling them back.
    

    
      “I’ll handle him.”
    

    
      This would be the perfect time for the bots to fall in on us but they hadn’t. They watched as Clay pulled away from Goldie and took a stance ready to keep fighting. They watched as Stella approached Gold. I tapped my morpher. I don’t know if he’d been brainwashed or just snapped, but if he was going to hurt her I needed him on a leash.
    

    
      "Astrus, can you teleport Goldie back to the command centre? He's attacking Clay," I whispered. I couldn't let Gold hear me.
    

    
      "Gold's morpher is with me. Joanne, get everyone away from them. Don’t approach.”
    

    
      "Then who's that?"
    

    
      "An imposter. I will contact Justin and see if I can convince him to help.”
    

    
      Stella was cautiously approaching the fake. I had to warn her. 
    

    
      "What is wrong with you right now, Gold?" Of course she would try and calm it down. What else would she try to do? 
    

    
      "Nothing’s wrong. I'm better than ever." 
    

    
      I needed to do something. Get between them before she figures it out and it attacks.
    

    
      "You were about to cry yesterday because someone tried to help you out.”
    

    
      I concentrated on summoning the Thorn Sabre while the creature was completely focused on her.
    

    
      "So? Something was in my eye."
    

    
      Clay was protecting Stella’s back from any anemobots. Unfortunately, Stella's front was completely unprotected.
    

    
      "We both know that's not true.”
    

    
      There was rustling in the trees and a light out of the corner of my eye. That had to be the others, right?
    

    
      "You don't know anything, Blue."
    

    
      The real Gold had appeared behind Stella. 
    

    
      "I know you’re lonely, Gold."
    

    
      "How can I be lonely with all these friends?" it shouted. Was it just normal for non-humans to be dramatic assholes?
    

    
      With its announcement a new wave of Anemobots appeared. They cut off my route to her as fake Gold lunged for her. 
    

    
      "Stella!" Gold jumped at the fake and grabbed a hold of Stella's arm, pulling her out of the creature's grip and rolling to the ground with her in his arms.
    

    
      I was not going to get jealous of that guy. 
    

    
      "Sorry, Stella, the Gold you were trying to talk down is a fake." I shouted. Everyone needed to know what was going on. 
    

    
      "I kind of got that!” She shouted back.
    

    
      "I'm sorry!" Was that emotion in Goldie's voice? He sounded genuine. I almost wanted to forgive him. Almost. He let go of Stella and jumped away from her.
    

    
      "It's okay," Stella said. Her voice was soothing even when she wasn’t talking to you. There was no way he wouldn't feel better.
    

    
      “I just focused on getting you away from it that I didn’t even ask. Are you hurt?” Okay at least he could drop the silent act to make sure Stella was okay. 
    

    
      “It’s nice to finally meet you, Gold. I’m a big fan.” The monster said. 
    

    
      I threw an anemobot into the wet concrete. 
    

    
      “I’m okay, thanks for the rescue.” Jealousy continued to build. I probably should have been quicker in protecting her from the monster.
    

    
      “I’m glad I finally did something useful.”
    

    
      “It’s not nice to ignore me,” it laughed.
    

    
      “I could say the same thing!” Its focus on the other two allowed me to finally make a move. It turned to look at me as my foot connected with its helmeted face. “Blue, Gold. Up. We have work to do.”
    

    
      “Which Gold are you talking to?” The monster laughed from the signpost it had slammed into. 
    

    
      It got up and started walking over to me, a jab to my side, which I blocked with an arm. I try and kick it again, and it moves out of the way. This thing was already a better fighter than Gold. It jabbed my gut and I took it, a mistake to be sure. It was hard to breathe. This thing was much stronger than the bots and my team mates. I jumped backwards away from it to recover, and Gold jumped in front of me.
    

    
      The Cuttle Copier Attacks! - Chapter 8
    

    
      After putting up with me, I owed it to Joanne and Stella to actually do something about all my stupid failures. It was exploiting my idiocy. My inability to function like a person to try and slip into the team and weaken them without them realising it , and I’d made it easier by hanging up the mantle, like the selfish bastard I was.
    

    
      "Gold, I'm glad you're here, but I can handle the monster" Joanne said. I don't have a clue how she stayed so level headed even between pained breaths.
    

    
      "Sorry. But I should deal with this.”
    

    
      "No more apologising. Just get away from that thing. You can’t win against that.”
    

    
      ‘Thing’ was a perfect way to describe me. An annoying thing that got in the way. Maybe this would be cathartic.
    

    
      “Aww you hear that Gold? She thinks I’m better than you,” it was goading me into a fight. Not the best way to go about it. But maybe I could use that.
    

    
      "She’s right."
    

    
      I zigzagged through a few anemobots. I didn't want to deal with them. They were between me and finally doing something right. Maybe it was time to use the power I'd been given. Anemobots circled Joanne but I knew she could take them. 
    

    
      "Roo Gauntlets activate."
    

    
      There was a warm tingling sensation in my hands as they were surrounded by the magical weapons. They numbed the remaining pain in my wrist and reinforced my entire arm. Perfect. 
    

    
      I kicked off the ground once more to get face to face with the disgusting creature in front of me. Its body looked broken, wrong. I wondered if behind its helmet it had my face as well. I wanted to find out. My gauntlet slammed into its helmet, launching him back into the sign post it had already damaged earlier.
    

    
      These gloves and the suit made my garbage fighting skills work. Not bad for a first attempt.
    

    
      Alex and Blain arrived to back up Joanne and together they were keeping the anemobots busy. No one would stop me from dealing.
    

    
      "You didn't even hesitate, kid," the creature said, in that awful monotone I could never get rid of. "For someone so full of himself you certainly have no problems beating yourself up." Even the monsters thought I was garbage. I couldn't blame it. I did already hurt the others with my stupidity. 
    

    
      “A different kind of trash I’m afraid.” I replied.
    

    
      The creature swung back at me, knocking me off my feet. It hurt but I deserved it. I know I deserved it, but I wasn’t going to let this thing hurt these people while wearing my suit. It looked down at me, it didn't really see me as a threat. As the weakest link it made sense, but it had made the mistake of becoming the person I wanted to hurt the most. I kicked it as it leaned over me to try to taunt me further and jumped to my feet. It groaned on the ground. If it was anything else I might have felt sorry for it.
    

    
      I slammed my gauntlet down into its gut and it coughed in pain before I pinned it to the ground and pounded my fists into its helmet. Would the helmet crack or was it just wishful thinking? I couldn’t feel whether it was soft or hard through the gauntlets. It managed to get me in the side a few times but it didn’t matter. It couldn’t matter. 
    

    
      It showed a hint of my face through the helmet. 
    

    
      “Please. Stop.”
    

    
      I wasn’t going to listen.
    

    
      I heard the others talking among themselves. They were done with the bots I guess. 
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The anemobots were down. That only left the fake Gold to deal with, and from the looks of it he either had it handled, or he needed to be teleported back to the command centre immediately for medical attention. 
    

    
      "Which one of you is the real you, Goldie?" Stella asked, her Wombatzooka ready to launch. 
    

    
      "Help me," the one on the ground gasped. 
    

    
      "Is there a difference? Shoot us both." God he was a drama queen. Or it was a drama queen. I couldn't tell. 
    

    
      "
      Justin
      , are you alright?"
    

    
      "I'm fine," the one on top said.
    

    
      "Alex, Blain grab the one on top."
    

    
      The two guys pulled the exhausted looking culprit off of his broken doppelganger.
    

    
      "Thank you," the one on the ground gasped. And Stella launched her rocket and blew the broken creature away.
    

    
      Unsurprisingly, the monster came back, as they always do. That was fine, it just meant we’d all be getting into our mechs. 
    

    
      “I need Mountain Devil Power!” I shouted, and the others 
      followed
       with their own calls. The ground shook with the weight of the four land-bound mechs bounding towards our location. There was a call from Clay’s magpie that told us it was on the way. I jumped and I was inside Thorny. Was this another teleportation thing? Or had I jumped the full twenty feet? It was always hard to tell as the floor blurred.
    

    
      The creature in front of us was huge and definitely lived up to its name, which Astrus helpfully provided. Cuttlecopier’s head was like that of a cuttlefish, it flashed with patterns and colour that were almost dizzying to watch and it moved like it was underwater. The body on the other hand was a block, resembling, you guessed it, a copy machine. 
      Where you’d expect a photocopier's buttons would be was instead
       a light show synchronised with the one head was giving off. 
      Its
       tentacles flew around like it was trying to dance. It might have been beautiful if it wasn’t so gross. There was a distinct smell of fish in the air. 
    

    
      “How did you figure it out?” the squid-like creature bellowed.
    

    
      "Simple, the Goldie I know wouldn't ask for help!" I let out a chuckle as Stella said that. She really just said that in front of the poor guy. 
    

    
      "Let's just deal with this copycat,” Gold mumbled. One-liners were meant to be snappy and loud but he didn’t seem to have gotten the memo. He sounded exhausted after beating that thing half to death, and he had just quit. Maybe he needed to sit this fight out, but unfortunately, we didn’t have the luxury of being down a ranger. Making sure he was okay had to wait until after. 
    

    
      There was always a period of time in battles like this where you don’t know what your opponent is capable of. Sometimes when they get bigger they unlock new abilities, and sometimes you only get to see one ability because it was disguised the whole time! Tentacles usually mean it would try to restrain, but its skin pulsing likely meant it was trying something new, and all we could do was wait. 
    

    
      There was a flash of light and I felt my mech lurch forward. Had it grabbed me? The viewing screen of Thorny was bright white like it had been totally glitched out. Guess we know what to avoid if this goes on longer. 
    

    
      “Red, are you okay?” Gold asked.  
    

    
      “I can’t see it. What’s happening?”
    

    
      I tried moving the giant lizard, to no effect. Each joint was being restricted, likely by its tentacles. Sometimes I wished Dysphorus would forget that tentacles exist.
    

    
      “Everyone’s tangled.” 
    

    
      “What do you mean?” 
    

    
      “Its tentacles have everyone restrained. I’m doing what I can to avoid him  but I don’t know how to get anyone out of it.” He sounded distraught. He might be aloof but he was looking for me for instructions, I needed to help him. I needed to be a leader. 
    

    
      “Can you tell me how things look from the outside?”
    

    
      “I can try. It’s got one of its tentacles wrapped around your mech’s head. I think it's trying to pull it apart.”
    

    
      “I can’t feel anything going on.” Usually, I would receive feedback. Like the mech was connected to my nervous system. I’d never feel the full brunt of whatever it took, but I could still feel something. Now there was no feedback, nothing to help me get a grip on my surroundings.
    

    
      “I think it somehow made the mech numb,” Alex interjected. Good, communications were still working between the mechs that were tangled.
    

    
      “Maybe we could combine? Would that break its hold?” Blain asked. The beginning of the process was simple, each of us just had to press a button and the 5 mechs would combine into one mega mech. It was automatic, meaning hopefully being numb wouldn’t hurt calibrations. 
    

    
      “I don’t know. It’s worth a shot, but we’ll need a distraction. Justin, do you think you can handle that?” I needed to trust he could do it.
    

    
      “She wasn’t kidding? Justin, like quiet, back of the class Justin? That’s Gold?” 
    

    
      “Not the time, Clay.”
    

    
      “I can do it,” Justin replied. 
    

    

    
      
    

    
      I couldn’t mess this up. There was no conceivable way to mess this up. I just had to hit the creepy squid and they’d be able to finish it off without me. I could feel each hop of my mech bounding towards the weird tentacle creature, the smile on its face too wide. Its eyes seemed dead, and unfortunately familiar. Its skin rippled gold and white. I hated it. I hated that it had tried to hurt my teammates. Why was it still trying to look like me? My screen flashed and a cackle rang out through the battlefield. I needed to deal with this thing. The tentacle was coming for me and my mech, so we made like a kangaroo and jumped. This had to work. It had to. 
    

    
      We didn’t land on the solid ground, I could tell that much. if I had to guess we’d landed on the tentacle that was coming for us. Perfect. I instructed the giant robot to jump forward; if I was lucky, that’s where the creature was and I had to be lucky if I didn’t want to fail again. 
    

    
      “What the--” the creature screamed.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The ground shook, and my vision cleared. 
    

    
      “I got him!” Justin sounded excited. Well, more excited than I’d ever heard him.
    

    
      “Good job! Now let’s finish this,” I shouted. We weren’t going to let this draw out any further. “Gold, can you try to combine with us? We need all the power we can get!”
    

    
      “I can try.”
    

    
      “You can do it, Justin,” Stella said. “Your kangaroo knows what to do.”
    

    
      You would think giant robots would be hard to control, but fortunately, they seemed to have a mind of their own. Around me, I could see the shifting panels, and through the screen, the ground became further away. A calm washed over me. The giant robot knew what to do, and so did I. To my left was Blain, excitement flowed through my cockpit, his quokka mech helped power up the entire thing. All of the mech’s energies were starting to flow into one place. To the right was Alex, whose mech uploaded the weak points for the creature in front of us. Behind me was Clay, giving us a birdseye view of the battlefield, and holding us all up was Stella. It didn’t feel complete, despite us doing this at least ten times by now.
    

    
      We
       stood at least two hundred feet off the ground. Were we going to get taller? 
    

    
      “Gold, get up here,” I said, looking down at the gold kangaroo that was still on the ground after tackling the Cuttle Copier. 
    

    
      “Sorry, I think he’s got me a little tied up.”
    

    
      The tentacles were wrapping around him, and his mech, we needed to be careful if we were going to defeat this thing without hurting him.
    

    
      “Are you okay?” Stella asked.
    

    
      “I’m fine, just finish him off. I’ll keep it still.”
    

    
      “Make sure you’re not in the way. We don’t want you getting hurt.” Stella sounded so concerned. I had to trust he would get out of the way like when we fought Brain Drain.
    

    
      “I’ll be fine!”
    

    
      We pulled one of the swords from Clay’s mech. Gold needed to get out of there and we needed to help.
    

    
      “Hey squid, we’re gonna make you into calamari!” Blain shouted. 
    

    
      As we drove the sword through the creature's chest. I heard the terrible sound of grinding metal followed by a mech screaming and its pilot screaming, followed by an explosion. 
    

    
      Goldie’s First Near Death Experience - Chapter 9
    

    
      Was I dead? I kinda hoped I was. That would be the best way for me to go out, saving people who were worth saving. I couldn’t see, and everything hurt, most of all my back. I was lying on something cold and hard? Maybe metal. It seemed like I was still alive, but my eyes just hadn’t adjusted to the dark. Now the question was: where was I?
    

    
      “Hello?”
    

    
      The lights came on and I immediately recognised it as the inside of Roo. Right. Pain. A stab through the chest. I patted myself down with my working arm to ensure there wasn’t a gaping wound, but nothing. Everything was bruised. My wrist hurt like it did initially and I was struggling to breathe. No helmet. No suit. Had it failed after the fall?
    

    
      THUD, THUD, THUD.
    

    
      Someone was here. I needed to morph again, I needed to hide. Muffled voices came from outside the door. The pain could wait. I tried to find the morpher but it wasn’t on me. Damn it. There was a seat I could hide behind but that was probably more pathetic than just looking for the morpher. I could just pretend to be unconscious. Or well dead, but that would be much easier if I’d just died heroically instead of surviving like an idiot.
    

    
      “Justin, are you okay?” Stella shouted. 
    

    
      “Is it seriously Justin?” one of the others whispered. I assumed Clay, they didn’t seem to like me, for obvious reasons. 
    

    
      “Are you there? The lights came on. Can you come out? We need to get you some medical attention.”
    

    
      “I’ll be out in a second.” Where was my ? I couldn’t let them see me like this. I couldn’t let them see me at all.
    

    
      “Justin, if you don’t come out now, I’m going to come in there and drag you out. I’m the leader. I have that power. Don’t test me.” Joanne sounded angry, really angry. I’d made her angry and it was time to face the music. Maybe she’d kick me out. I wouldn’t blame her. 
    

    
      The doors opened as I walked. It was ominous, especially with the lights flickering. Maybe it would have been easier if I had just pretended to not be here. That way I could have stayed in the creepy mech instead of having to deal with something even more terrifying: confrontation. My eyes adjusted as I kept going. How were people going to react to me? Clay was already tired of me as Gold. Alex was probably smart enough to be annoyed by me, and Blain? I don’t know what he would think of me. I’ve never seen him be mad at anything at school, worst case scenario he’d be even more friendly. The final door opened and the bright light of the command centre blinded me l, adding a headache into the cocktail of pain currently racking me. 
    

    
      “Huh, it really was him. Cool!” Blain said with a smile. 
    

    
      “Last person I would’ve guessed.” Alex laughed. 
    

    
      “Give him a break, he’s pretty badly beat up.” Stella told the other two off like she was a teacher dealing with a rowdy class. I appreciated it. Even if it was only putting off the inevitable. 
    

    
      “Where’s Joanne?” 
    

    
      “I’ve convinced her to take some time to calm down before she talks to you.”
    

    
      “She’s that mad?” 
    

    
      “She’s worried, Justin. She’s the leader of this team; if anything happened to us she would never forgive herself. Even if you tried to leave, you are still a part of this.” The way Stella talked about Joanne was soft, her concern was obvious. “Now come on, we are gonna get you patched up.”
    

    
      The walk to the med bay was slow. I didn’t realise how hurt I was until I had time for the adrenaline and anxiety to wear off for a second. Each step was a pain, and if it weren’t for Stella offering to let me lean on her, I probably wouldn’t have made it. I was too tired to care about feeling creepy. I’d have plenty of time to apologise later, for that, and tackling her earlier.
    

    
      “Ay yi yi, what happened to you, Goldie?” 
    

    
      “They know who I am now, Kepler, there’s no reason to keep using that name.”
    

    
      “But that’s what you asked us to call you, so that is what I will call you. What happened?”
    

    
      “The kangaroo got impaled on our sword. The Cuttle Copier pushed him into it,” Stella explained. Pushed?
    

    
      “Oh, no!”
    

    
      “And before that, he took on the Cuttlecopier alone.”
    

    
      Kepler walked over to me and effortlessly picked me up. How could so much strength fit in such a small robot?
    

    
      “You must lie down.” Kepler gently put me down onto one of the med beds. Maybe it wasn’t the worst time for a nap.
    

    
      The warm blankets and painkillers made it difficult to wake up. There was arguing down the hall. How long had passed? It can’t have been too long if people were still here.
    

    
      The arguing died down to conversation and then to nothing. Footsteps echoed in the hall. Back and forth. Maybe it was just wishful thinking to hope they’d leave.
    

    
      “Astrus,” Joanne called.
    

    
      Of all the people whose time I was wasting it had to be her. It was hard to stay listening to the rest of the conversation, I heard Astrus say something back but I couldn’t make it out between my head being fuzzy, and concentrating on staying up.
    

    
      “He almost died because of me, Astrus. He didn’t even want to be there in the first place!”
    

    
      My eyes reluctantly opened. If I was going to let her know I was fine, I’d need to be able to see where the hallway was. Joanne was so loud and there was a hoarse quality to her voice. Was this what she sounded like when she was mad? It was different from the way she yelled for me to get out of Roo. I couldn’t let her worry about me.
    

    
      “It’s not your fault that he was pushed in front of your sword.”
    

    
      The ground swayed beneath my feet. I tried leaning on the wall, but it didn’t do much to steady me. Stumbling against it seemed like the best plan. 
    

    
      “I felt it. Astrus have you ever been in one of those things? You can feel things.” 
    

    
      “I have. I am sorry.”
    

    
      She sounded like she was crying. I didn’t deserve for people to care about me like this. I wanted to comfort her, but that would probably only make things worse. The fuzziness was starting to subside bit by bit. Step by step.
    

    
      “You know? I have to ask: why were we chosen for this? We are 17! Why does the fate of the world sit on our shoulders?”
    

    
      “I wish I knew, Joanne. I have been trying to understand the Power ever since I was in your shoes.”
    

    
      “Why do you let us do this then, Astrus?”
    

    
      Did she want to leave? Had I made her want to leave by being a problem?
    

    
      “Because regardless of whether I am involved or not, people will be chosen. I want those people to at least survive. If I told you to walk away, would you?”
    

    
      “I wouldn’t.”
    

    
      “That’s what I have learned. If you are chosen, you won’t leave unless you have to. Gold chose to come back, because he has a heroic heart. Just like you do.”
    

    
      I struggled to hold back a laugh. Heroic? Me? I ran away like a coward. I only stepped up today so I could fix my own messes, and then I’d almost gotten myself killed by these other kids with my own disregard for my own life.
    

    
      “Goldie, are you awake?” Joanne called out.
    

    
      Darn.
    

    
      “Umm- yeah, sorry. I just woke up.” I yelled back.
    

    
      “We’ll talk about this again later, Astrus,” she said, before I heard the sound of quick footsteps. 
    

    
      “For what it is worth. I am sorry, Joanne,” Astrus said solemnly.
    

    
      The doors opened, revealing Joanne. Her face was red, and her hair was a mess. The only time I’d seen her so beat up and freaked out was when she was thanking me for saving the team and I was too embarrassed to talk properly.
    

    
      She was too intimidating most of the time for me to really think about it, nor even consider it, but she was… really handsome. Which I tried to put out of my head. That wasn’t something that I could ever do. Nor something I should be allowed to think. There’s something wrong with me. Of all the time why was now the moment I decided to process that. 
    

    
      “Thank the Power, you’re alright.”
    

    
      “I am, thank you.” It was way too hard to keep calm. I didn’t want to freak her out by getting emotional, by begging her to not worry about me.
    

    
      She came over and sat down next to me. Now how was I meant to keep my composure? That thought about her ate into my brain, it was hard to keep those thoughts in check with these painkillers in my system.
    

    
      My heart was pounding. I couldn’t tell whether it was the medication or not. she was just checking up on an injured teammate and my heart was pounding. Why was I so bad with people? Why was I so weird? Not cool Justin. Someone like you shouldn’t even be allowed to talk to her. You’d almost screwed everything up for her.
    

    
      “So how was your first near death experience?” she laughed. Was that meant to be a joke? How many times had she gone through this? Was this a normal thing for her?
    

    
      “I’m sorry for worrying you.” I managed.
    

    
      “You apologise a lot, don’t you?”
    

    
      “Sorry.”
    

    
      “No need to apologise for apologising.” Why was she bothering with this? I left all of them out to dry earlier. I almost got myself killed.
    

    
      “But--”
    

    
      “No buts, Justin--”
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but can you keep calling me Goldie.” Was I in any position to be selfish right now?
    

    
      “Look, Goldie, I’m not Stella. I can’t read your mind, but she did let me know I have been too harsh on you. I’m sorry. She’s the one with the emotional intelligence. If you still want to leave, I understand, but I want you to know that you belong here, and I want you on my team, this time as a proper part of it.” Was she seriously offering this? Why would she ask me this after I just screwed everything up? Why would she ask this moron to hang out with them? “You’ll train with us, hang out with us at school, and you will come to the bonding time stuff that Stella will inevitably drag us to.”
    

    
      “Are you sure I’m allowed?” My face was scrunching up. I shouldn’t say yes. Doing something like this was going to ruin everything, but if I didn’t… Maybe that would be worse.
    

    
      “Stella was right, wasn’t she? You’re lonely?” Yes I was lonely. That’s what I deserved. After all my screw ups, after all the times I’d pushed people away and made things harder for everyone, what else did I deserve? “You’re crying.”
    

    
      “I am?”
    

    
      I felt her put her arm around me. I must have been blushing so hard, I just hoped she wouldn’t notice. I was trying to stop the tears but they just kept coming.
    

    
      “There, there,” she said awkwardly as she patted me on the shoulder.
    

    
      “I’ll stay on the team, if you’re sure I won’t be a burden,” I mumbled.
    

    
      “I’ll let everyone know.”
    

    
      I actually felt a little better…
    

    
      Golden Egg - Chapter 10
    

    
      Goldie seemed much happier lately. It was odd, I’d gotten used to seeing him as this moody quiet kid hanging around in the back of photos and classrooms. Like he was trying to look like an emo, but his blonde hair was destroying the illusion because his mum wouldn’t let him dye it. Like the lead of a punk band my dad liked in his youth. 
    

    
      Over the last two weeks though, that had changed. He smiled occasionally. His eyes had life to them, and he had actually started talking in full sentences. It was astonishing to see someone change so fast. 
    

    
      Even more impressive though was his dedication to training. He was always on time, always trying to get in a little more training, and always trying to help. Even if he remained a little bit distant, it was a lot of progress.
    

    
      He was still slower than the rest of the team in unsuited combat. That likely wouldn’t be changing for a while, we had a lot of time on him, but going from unable to throw a punch to, I’d argue, above average was a massive improvement.
    

    
      And if we kept training together, I think he could get there.
    

    
      “Come on, Gold. Ten kicks each leg, then we can rest.” 
    

    
      We’d started training together when the others were busy since neither of us had anything better to do. Beating up a punching bag was cathartic. Preparing for the future was cathartic, beating up each other knowing we’d both heal was cathartic. We’d started doing leg work while we waited for his wrist to heal, much to his dismay.
    

    
      “... Fine.”
    

    
      “Sook.”
    

    
      “My wrist is fine. Why are we still focusing on legs?” 
    

    
      “Because we can’t let you become a one trick pony, can we?”
    

    
      “Kangaroos are known for their boxing.”
    

    
      “I think you are forgetting the other thing kangaroos are known for.”
    

    
      “Shut up,” he snarled, but there was a jokeyness in his voice.
    

    
      “You can shut me up anytime by starting the set.” 
    

    
      He took his stance and started the set. Every kick to the hanging punching bag I was keeping still, had to be kept still. A fantastic sign that he was improving. Still he was slow.
    

    
      “Come on, Goldie, the free period is almost over.”
    

    
      “In five minutes,” he huffed. “Don’t rush me.”
    

    
      “Gotta keep you fast.”
    

    
      He picked up the pace, and before he could complain again, we’d gone by the Command Centre’s kitchen, gotten a snack, and slipped back into school without anyone noticing. Being a wallflower had its benefits.
    

    
      "Still going to be okay for training with the others tonight,” I asked. The others had started coming from their classes.
    

    
      "Um, yeah, I should be."
    

    
      "Blain, what about you?" I yelled to him he was close.
    

    
      "Yes ma'am."
    

    
      "Stella?" She sat down next to Justin. Lucky bastard. Being jealous was a tad easier when at least I could kind of understand the fixation. 
    

    
      "Yep!"
    

    
      "Alex?"
    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    
      "Clay?"
    

    
      "Sorry, I need a break." That wasn't like Clay. Usually they'd be the most gung-ho about diving into training.
    

    
      "You okay?" Stella asked.
    

    
      "Yeah, I'm just exhausted," they replied.
    

    
      "Anything in particular?"
    

    
      "Just dysphoria, you know?"
    

    
      "Do you mean Dysphorus?" Goldie asked. I didn't expect him to ask that. He'd never misgendered Clay before so I assumed he knew about this stuff.
    

    
      "No, I mean dysphoria, dysphoria, Justin."
    

    
      "Please call me Goldie," he asked meekly. Why was he always so insistent about that? I thought it was because he didn't want people to know who he was, but he'd asked repeatedly since everyone found out. Maybe he just didn’t like his name. It was a douchey name, to be fair. 
    

    
      "Basically, Goldie, I'm non-binary. I'm not a guy or a girl. I don't know what I am! I just don't want to be either." They were clearly frustrated. I didn't want to step in. It didn't seem like things would get bad.
    

    
      "Is that why you use they/them instead of she or he?"
    

    
      "See, how come you get it, without even having to be told, but people who I do tell still mess it up?"
    

    
      "I'm sorry, Clay, that must suck," he said empathetically. He was a sweet guy. Like a guy version of Stella, if Stella was awkward and white.
    

    
      "It's not your fault, Goldie."
    

    
      "I know, but--"
    

    
      "No buts, you found ‘just right’ without needing to be told, Goldielocks." They giggled. "Damn, did we seriously not make that joke yet."
    

    
      Goldie blushed. I could definitely see what Stella might see in him. 
    

    
      "Even if you're exhausted, please come along, Clay. You don't have to train, but I'd like to at least remind you that we aren't gonna misgender you," Blain said.
    

    
      "I'll see how I feel," they replied.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "It's confusing how so many species care so much about this gender thing, isn't it Loch?"
    

    
      "It is, my king. I must say it is inefficient."
    

    
      "Quite so. Clay seems to be struggling with it. Do we still have that body changing solution from the next galaxy over, Loch? The one they were using to fix people."
    

    
      "We do, my king."
    

    
      "How do you think these humans would react to their gender changing?"
    

    
      "Based on Clay's reaction, not very well, my king."
    

    
      "Find a way to distribute it around the city, and make sure the Euphora Rangers get some."
    

    
      "I have just the thing, my king."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      It was hard to play basketball when one, you didn't know how to play, and two, you were wearing too many layers. Two weeks of hanging out with the group, training with them, and I still didn't know how to play or do most things properly, but it didn't seem to bother anyone. It was weird. I felt good. Better than I had since I was in primary school. 
    

    
      "Goldie, catch!" Stella shouted.
    

    
      I turned just in time and caught it. I tried to dribble the ball over to Joanne, who was closest to the goal. 
    

    
      "Joanne! Heads up!"
    

    
      I tossed the ball and surprisingly she caught it with ease before going for the final shot. If she made it, we won, and I would have helped.
    

    
      "And she shoots," Clay shouted from the sidelines. 
    

    
      I watched the ball with anticipation. If she made it, this would be the first time I won.
    

    
      "And she scores. Red team wins!"
    

    
      "It's not fair," Blain said. "You have an extra teammate."
    

    
      "I mean, since Clay isn't playing, couldn't we do boys vs girls next?" Alex added. I shook my head. Stella and Joanne were much less scary than Blain and Alex. They weren’t bad guys, but they were still guys, and despite being one I never really got the handbook on how to act like one.
    

    
      "Nope, he's on the girls team," Joanne responded. Why were they being so relaxed about this? Was it a joke? Did they see me as a girl? 
    

    
      "What, why?" Alex asked.
    

    
      "Cause he's cute." Did Stella actually say that? I had to be hearing things. Me? Cute?
    

    
      "That doesn't answer anything!" Blain complained. "So what if he's cute, so's Alex and he's not on your team? Three versus two isn't fair."
    

    
      Stella pointed her tongue out at him. Did Blain just agree with her assessment of me? 
    

    
      "Hey, Clay, is it okay if I sit with you?" I asked, as loudly as I could. I didn't want to be in the middle of this anymore. I was not ready to be called cute. “My wrist is playing up.” 
    

    
      A lie, but at least it didn’t stand out as just running away.
    

    
      "Yeah sure. Want a drink?"
    

    
      "Clay can ya get one for all of us?" Joanne called.
    

    
      They were all coming over to the table where Clay and I were sitting. I hoped they couldn't see the blushing through the redness from exercising. 
    

    
      "Yeah, I'll get you some!"
    

    
      "Everything alright?" Joanne asked. What was I meant to say? Was I meant to ask if she found me cute too? Was I meant to just say I'm fine? That was my usual go-to but Stella had told me to try and be more honest.
    

    
      "Just not very used to being called cute."
    

    
      "I mean, you are. Not my type, but I can see what they are talking about." 
    

    
      "What is your type?" Was that weird to ask? Probably, but not as weird as other things I think. I’d never heard her talk about a partner, but I still largely listened to music through lunch, just while sitting with the others, close enough to weigh in occasionally.
    

    
      And I kind of wanted to know for my own selfish reasons. I obviously had no chance with her. She was in a completely different league. Her short hair, and androgynous dress sense were just so cool to me. I couldn’t tell if I just wanted to be like her, or if it was something else. I hoped not. She'd actually figured out how to talk to me faster than most others could. She was direct and remarkably open about things, again something I wished I could do.
    

    
      "Girls." Oh. She laughed. 
    

    
      "Oh."
    

    
      "Sorry, I thought it was obvious."
    

    
      "I didn't really talk to many people before all this." 
    

    
      "That's fair," she chuckled. Gosh it was a nice chuckle. “More specifically though, girls like Stella, I guess, she’s amazing.”
    

    
      “Yeah… She is.”
    

    
      “And lucky for you. You might be her type.”
    

    
      The idea of that was just. So wrong. Stella was too good for that. What would she even achieve with that? I’d be dead weight on her. No. Was she trying to set me up or something? Bad. Not something for me at all.
    

    
      Clay returned to the group with six cans of an orange soda.
    

    
      "Everyone down for trying something new? The machine to take them said something about product testing."
    

    
      "I am!" I exclaimed, eager to get out of Joanne's hair and put the thought of being anyone’s type way out of mind. I didn’t want to be a main character in someone's life. I didn’t want a relationship, or to be acknowledged.
    

    
      Clownfish Orange Soda, I hadn't even heard of it. You'd think a new company would try to advertise as much as possible. It looked fine though, and all that exercising had made me tired. The thinking and freaking out didn’t help either. Goodness, I was thirsty. The taste of a sweet orange coated the inside of my mouth. It felt odd but not in a bad way. There were worse things than slightly syrupy, like pulp. I hated pulp.
    

    
      "This is good, Clay." I said. I put the can down. A little nauseous, but the way you felt after eating a lot of sweets at a party. It was almost worth it. 
    

    
      "I know, right? I had a can earlier, can’t be good for you but it hits the spot.”
    

    
      "It's all right, a little too sweet for me," said Joanne before she collapsed. Oh no.
    

    
      "Joanne are you al--" Stella was about to ask, before she collapsed too. Was I next?
    

    
      "Alex, Blain, don't drink the soda!" Clay shouted. But it was too late: the guys were on the floor.
    

    
      Clay and I were the only ones standing. Were we going to pass out? The nausea got worse. I kneeled down to check on the others and also reduce whatever fall might be coming. Joanne was closest, it felt wrong touching her while she was unconscious but I needed to check her heart, I put my hand to her wrist, fast. Her heart was pounding. Her breathing was laboured, but at least both were happening. I crawled to all of them and repeated the procedure, giving Clay a thumbs up.
    

    
      "Kepler, we have a situation," Clay spoke into their communicator. 
    

    
      "Clay? Is that you? Your voice sounds deeper," Kepler replied. That had to be it. Not to mention they looked taller. What was in those drinks? 
    

    
      "Never mind that, teleport us to the command centre."
    

    
      "Will do."
    

    
      A bright light surrounded my body as I was beamed to the command centre. It felt weirder than usual. A lot gentler, in a way. The command centre appeared around me and I was shocked to find how big everything looked. At least the nausea was gone. I guess the soda got left behind in the beam.
    

    
      "Ay yi yi, Clay what happened to you?"
    

    
      "They were playing basketball, and then I got them some drinks. I thought they were fine because I was fine, but then everyone but Goldie passed out." Clay definitely sounded different. Their voice was deep and husky, and they were definitely taller now. They seemed to tower over Kepler and I. “He checked vitals, everyone’s breathing at least.”
    

    
      "I'm assuming that girl behind you is Goldie?"
    

    
      Girl behind them? There was no girl behind Clay. I was behind Clay? I looked behind me and there definitely wasn’t a girl there.
    

    
      "What girl--" They turned to look at me. "Oh."
    

    
      "Oh? What's oh?" Something was wrong. Squeaky. That’s how I’d describe the noise that came out of me. "What's happened to my voice!"
    

    
      "I don't want to alarm you, Goldie." Clay approached me carefully, like I was a prey animal that could run away at any second. How had they gotten so tall? They placed their hands on my shoulders. "I need you to trust me.”
    

    
      "Okay," I whimpered. Something weird was going on. They were trying to keep me calm, I could tell, but their new height was intimidating. Or my lack of height? I couldn’t tell. They looked taller compared to Kepler than they usually would. But Kepler also looked taller.
    

    
      "I need you to look down."
    

    
      "Why?" I asked. I could hear the shaking in my voice. It was high and squeaky, and I weirdly didn't hate it. Did the drink mess with our voice, and height?
    

    
      "I need you to trust me. I'm right here if you freak out." Their careful wording was scaring me. What could have happened for Clay to suddenly be treating me so gently?
    

    
      "Okay…"
    

    
      I followed their instructions. As far as I could tell there wasn't anything out of the ordinary. It was just my body, a scrawny and maybe slightly smaller version of my body. Well a lot smaller actually, my clothes were way too big.
    

    
      "Are you okay?" they asked.
    

    
      "If it’s just height and voice then I’m more worried about the others.." Desperate times call for desperate measures, I take off my jumper. We couldn’t solve this if I couldn’t get my hands through my sleeves.
    

    
      "Goldie. You have boobs." All of that tactfulness was gone. I can’t have heard them right? 
    

    
      "What?" 
    

    
      "You have breasts, Goldie." 
    

    
      "Wha-- No I don't? That’s impossible."
    

    
      "Can you not see them?"
    

    
      I looked down at my body again. Under my worn down and now incredibly tee there were two masses jutting out. Two masses I wasn’t used to. I grabbed my collar and had a look. Yep. I’m pretty sure that is what they were.
    

    
      "I do!" That came out way too excited. Clay was going to think I was a pervert, but I wasn’t freaking out. It was just interesting. A new body. A different body. That was something to be a little excited about
    

    
      "Did you not see them?"
    

    
      "I didn't know what I was looking for."
    

    
      "How can you miss your own boobs? You just grew them!"
    

    
      "I was more worried about my voice!" It was dumb, but now that I knew a bit more about what was going on I was a lot more fine. This was fine for me. I didn’t have much attachment to my old body anyway, and we’d probably figure out how to reverse it.
    

    
      "It seems like I was worried about your reaction for no reason." Were they making fun of me?
    

    
      "How am I meant to react?"
    

    
      "I don't know? Fear, disgust. I didn't think a cis guy would be so calm about being turned into a girl." A girl. 
    

    
      "I'm a girl?" I asked. I tried not to sound too hopeful. Was this about what Joanne said earlier? Did I wanna be a girl to date her? I mean, she'd still be way out of my league. But a girl on her arm did make more sense. On her arm. Damnit. I shouldn’t be thinking about playing dress up. Clay raised an eyebrow at me. What were they thinking?
    

    
      "Well your body looks female." There sounded like there was going to be a but. I hoped there wasn't one. 
    

    
      "But?"
    

    
      "If you are a guy, you're still a guy on the inside." I didn't want to feel disappointed. That was a good thing. I didn’t want my brain messed with. Still being like a girl for a bit didn’t sound bad at all. This was a really bad plan by Dysphorus if this is what he was planning. Everyone had thought about this kind of scenario before so it wasn’t likely to cause a huge issue. “At least I hope so. I’m not feeling any actual identity changes.”
    

    
      “I feel around the same, mentally, a little better maybe but I don’t feel like anything has changed.” That kind of sucked. I wished things would change a bit. Just for me though.
    

    
      "Sorry to interrupt you two, but we need to get everyone to the med bay. Their temperatures are rising."
    

    
      "What's happening, Kepler?" Clay asked. 
    

    
      "They are changing, like you two. But their bodies aren't handling it well."
    

    
      "You mean they are gonna change sex?" 
    

    
      "Exactly, Clay."
    

    
      Golden Girl - Chapter 11
    

    
      A pretty girl was watching over me. Was she an angel? Was I dreaming? An oversized shirt was draped over her, like a boyfriend tee. I hoped it wasn’t a boyfriend’s…
    

    
      "Joanne, are you okay?"
    

    
      "Hello, pretty lady? Are you here to take me to heaven?" Do angels take people to heaven? Or do they just live there? Philosophy wasn’t my strong suit. There was a pretty lady in my dream and I was going to flirt a little. 
    

    
      My voice sounded wrong. Why was that? Who was this pretty lady and why couldn't I move? Sleep paralysis maybe… prettiest sleep paralysis demon I’d ever seen.
    

    
      "It's gonna be okay, Joanne, just sit tight." She adjusted something above me. Wow she was toned under that shirt… I hoped this was a dream cause I did not want to freak this girl out by gawking 
    

    
      "Okay, angel lady!" Still couldn't figure out what was wrong with my voice. It didn't sound like me, but I know I was saying those things to the angel. Was I sick? Maybe that's why the angel was here. I didn't want her to go if that was the case. If I was going to die, I at least wanted to talk to her. I reached out to grab her, but only managed to grab her pants which immediately fell. Probably not sleep paralysis. Probably not dreaming…
    

    
      "Eep!" The lady squeaked.
    

    
      "I'm sorry, angel lady. But can you stay here?"
    

    
      "I have to go check on the other three, but I'll be back." That was exciting. I'd get more time with the angel, and she didn't make it sound like I was dying. Bonus!
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Angel, she'd called me an angel. My heart was pounding. God, I wished I could stay like this. But I couldn't. I'd go back to being Justin after this and she’d never say something sweet like that again.
    

    
      "Goldielocks, you okay?"
    

    
      "I guess I know how much of me has changed now." I'd only caught a glimpse, but as far as I could tell I was done transforming.
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "She accidentally pulled my pants down, Clay," I explained.
    

    
      "Are you okay?"
    

    
      "I'm pretty sure. She called me an angel. And pretty?"
    

    
      "Your whole body has changed and you're worried about your delirious friend calling you an angel?" I tried to ignore the body changing bit. Honestly, this new body felt like an upgrade on the old one. It was freeing.
    

    
      "She called me pretty and wanted me to take care of her.”
    

    
      "Joanne with no inhibitions becomes an even bigger raging lesbian. Interesting. That is interesting." Clay didn't ask any more questions and I didn't want them thinking I was weird. I was glad the conversation was turning back to Joanne. “And how does that make you feel?”
    

    
      "I've never seen her like this." I hoped Clay didn't notice how much I was blushing.
    

    
      "Neither have I. Want me to look after her? I imagine being called pretty must feel pretty bad." They smirked. Did it feel bad? I didn't think it did. If anything I wanted her to call me that more. 
    

    
      "Clay!" Joanne shouted from her bed.
    

    
      We walked over together. I wanted to make sure she was alright. I also wanted to know why she recognised Clay, but not me.
    

    
      "You're here too!" she continued. Her voice sounded rougher and distinctly more masculine. 
    

    
      I looked over to Alex and Blain. They were still unconscious as the transformations continued. They looked different, but not incredibly so like they'd gone through a girl filter, without the long hair. I'd have to ask them how they felt about being turned into girls when they woke up. 
    

    
      Joanne definitely still looked like herself, even if she didn’t quite sound it. There wasn’t much in terms of hair to be messed up by the fall, her undercut kept her looking fantastic. Her chest had disappeared and her skin had roughened, and maybe she’d gotten a tad taller but she still looked as handsome as ever. 
    

    
      So what had changed about me that made her and Kepler unable to recognise me. The height loss wouldn’t change my face or hair or any of that super drastically. I already kept any facial hair I could grow shaved to the best of my ability. My clothes hadn’t changed so what was it?
    

    
      "Yes, I am."
    

    
      "You sound funny. Why do I sound funny?" She sounded relaxed. 
    

    
      "I'll explain when you come to your senses," Clay said. 
    

    
      "Okay. That voice suits you," she said cheerfully. "Can I ask you something Clay?" she whispered. Badly.
    

    
      "Okay."
    

    
      "Who is the angel? Can I have her until I feel better?" My brain was frazzled. Panicked even. All thoughts about what had happened replaced by the thought that she wanted me?
    

    
      "Are you okay with that? Angel?" Clay asked me. Were they being snarky about this? Did they know how flustered I was?
    

    
      I nodded. I wanted her to call me pretty again. This would probably be the last time that ever happened, and I wanted to enjoy it.
    

    
      "Yay," she chuckled. "Angel."
    

    
      "I'm not an angel, Joanne," I said.  Gosh, it felt good when she called me that, but it wasn't true. I was just Justin. Clay went to check on the others while I stayed next to her.
    

    
      "Angel, my body feels funny."
    

    
      "It's changing. That's why." I didn't want to alarm her but I also didn't want to hide anything. 
    

    
      "How is it changing?" she asked cautiously. It seemed like she was starting to come to her senses. Whatever was in those cans must have had a sedative or something to keep you from panicking initially.
    

    
      "You're turning into a guy," I said quietly.
    

    
      "Astrus!" she screamed. So much for not alarming her. 
    

    
      The hologram appeared in the med bay. 
    

    
      "Yes, Joanne?"
    

    
      "What does she mean I'm turning into a guy?" She. Angel. I didn’t know what I was feeling anymore 
    

    
      "Your body is changing itself to more closely align with that of a male phenotype."
    

    
      "Is that why I feel so uncomfortable?" She sounded distraught. Why were me and Clay not like that?
    

    
      "I'm afraid so. It should only be temporary, however. You and Justin should return to your original forms eventually. For Clay, this is what they wanted, so they will likely keep their new form."
    

    
      Temporary. This was temporary. This warm fuzzy feeling in my gut. Being treated like this. It was all going to go away soon. Which was fine. I could go back to being Justin. It was easier than explaining anything to anyone, and Justin had become less of a total drain on the loves of everyone around him. It would be fine.
    

    
      "Wait, where is Goldie? Only Alex and Blain are on the tables, and who's she?" The look on her face after looking at me, it was one of recognition. Then shock. Then guilt. "Oh my gosh. Goldie, I am so sorry. That must have been so uncomfortable for you."
    

    
      "It's okay. You weren't feeling well." Why was she apologising when she was complimenting me? There was no way of me just telling her I liked it though. Not yet.
    

    
      "I'm still not. And after that, I wouldn't be surprised if you were under the weather too. God, is this what dysphoria is like?"
    

    
      "From what you're saying, it sounds like it," Clay interjected. 
    

    
      "No wonder you weren't up for today, Clay. And Goldie, I'm so sorry for calling you pretty." She seemed like she was about to burst from guilt but, for something that made me happy.
    

    
      "No, it's okay! I think I might be immune to dysphoria. You were just being nice." Now I sounded desperate. But I had to be right. I mean, I didn't feel bad at all. In fact, I felt great. Clay raised an eyebrow in my direction, again. What did they know that I didn't?
    

    
      “I know but unsolicited comments from a guy…” She recoiled while saying it. I wasn’t going to let her feel bad for being nice to me.
    

    
      “But you aren’t a guy. You’re Joanne. And well. Being called pretty is a nice change of pace.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Everything felt so wrong. My clothes were too small. I was way too tall, and I felt something kind of like anger. I wanted to break something. I was in a sensory nightmare where everything was wrong. I wanted to scream. I wanted to cry and most of all I wanted to cuddle the cute person that was sitting next to my bed. I wanted to squeeze him. I knew he was a guy. Like internally I knew. But the way he talked, the way he sat, it was all so cute. Was this the result of this body or something? Was I going to think every girl-looking person was cute or hot until this wore off? I didn't want to scare him, but I couldn't stop looking.
    

    
      "I'm sorry for pulling your pants down."
    

    
      "Um, it's okay. Really. It helped confirm that I was done changing, I think." His voice was a lot higher than her old one. She slipped into it easily, she had no trouble being as or more expressive than she used to be and it made it even harder to think of her as the guy I’d been sparring with at lunch.
    

    
      I refused to believe the other two guys would turn out like this. Otherwise, I was fucked.
    

    
      "Do you think if I looked in my pants, there would be one of those?" I asked. He was blushing. Was he doing this on purpose?
    

    
      "I don't recommend it. You already seem pretty uncomfortable."
    

    
      "I don't get why you are so okay with this. How long have you been up?" 
    

    
      "Clay and I didn't end up passing out." What made them different? She– he looked over at Clay. “I got lucky I guess.” 
    

    
      She was the same person. The band shirt she had on matched the ones she usually wore. Her eyes were the same blue, only now they were captivating. Warm as opposed to piercing, even the bag under them had cleared up. Her hair was even the same unkempt dirty blonde, except now it worked with her face to make her look like a mousy sweetheart that made my brain do a double take as she fidgeted with her oversized clothes.
    

    
      "Stella's waking up!" Kepler shouted. I had to make sure Stella was okay.
    

    
      I pivotted my legs off the bed, and Goldie was immediately at my side, fussing. 
    

    
      “Lean on me if you need to.” He was shorter than me now which was completely unfair.
    

    
      Stumbling over I could see she was faring worse than I was. Her face was ashy, but her body was covered in sweat.
    

    
      "Clay," Stella growled. Her usual soft-spoken voice now sounded parched. 
    

    
      "Kepler, get her some water," I commanded. 
    

    
      "Clay, who's he? What's going on? What's wrong with my voice?" It took me a second to register that the 'he' she was talking about was me. I felt gross. 
    

    
      "That's Joanne," they explained.
    

    
      "Joanne? What happened to you?"
    

    
      "Same thing that happened to you. We now look like guys. The guys are still out of it. I'm not sure how they'll react to looking like girls." 
    

    
      "There's only two of them over there. Where's Goldie, who's that next to you?”
    

    
      "Hi," he squeaked from under my arm… How much of this was her shrinking versus me growing. If I'd gotten taller, I hoped maybe I could keep some of it. I didn’t want to tower over her but the height could be coped with.
    

    
      "Oh my gosh, Goldie, look at you." Stella still looked mostly like herself. But her voice was completely different. I could tell she was trying to do her best sisterly love thing, but she was struggling.
    

    
      "What? What's wrong?" he asked. 
    

    
      "You are adorable. Like a doll," she replied.
    

    
      "Really?" He blushed. He didn't seem to be reacting as badly as I did. Was he hiding it? That did sound like something he would do, but it wouldn't fit with the gloomier sides of his personality, it seemed like he was enjoying it.
    

    
      "Yeah, but you really need to brush your hair? Kepler, can you get this girl a hairbrush?"
    

    
      "Stella! That's still Justin, don't treat him like a girl." He'd likely had his fill of being treated by a girl, even if he wasn't showing it, right? He slipped out from under my arm since I was steady and sat on the bed next to Stella.
    

    
      "Don't call me Justin. Call me Goldie." His voice was stern, yet unthreatening. I would have thought having your body changed against your will would make you less assertive. The testosterone was getting to my head, I was sure of it. I couldn’t even tell who I was jealous of right now.
    

    
      "But--" I tried to start.
    

    
      "This is a once in a lifetime opportunity, Joanne. Is it okay if I enjoy it?" 
    

    
      "Yes, but--"
    

    
      "No buts." I'd never seen him be so assertive. "Plus I think Stella could use a distraction before she confronts what's happened. Go check on the boys." 
    

    
      I obliged. Clay helped me walk over to where the boys were. It seemed like they had started to stir. They didn't look as pretty as Goldie did, in fact, it looked like they had barely changed aside from a swollen chest, smoother skin and their faces were a little bit chubbier.  Gold's entire energy had changed.
    

    
      "Blain, Alex, are you okay?" Clay asked.
    

    
      Blain bolted upright. If I wasn't already exhausted, I would have jumped.
    

    
      "Clay, what happened?" A look of realisation dawned on his face. "What's wrong with my voice?" I hoped that the changes done to my body were more like Alex and Blains instead of Golds. “Jo?” He asked.
    

    
      "It's me."
    

    
      "What happened to you? You look..." He scanned my body. “Different?”
    

    
      "It's the soda we drank. It changed our bodies."
    

    
      “Oh my god, my chest stings.” Blain complained.
    

    
      “Breast growth.” Clay stated. “Apparently Gold is the exception in that regard.”
    

    
      "Is everyone okay?”
    

    
      "Puke bag…" Alex groaned.
    

    
      "Everyones awake now, if that counts?" I replied to Blain's question. “I’ll get you a puke bag. Be careful trying to sit up.”
    

    
      "I’m not even going to try without one” Alex looked probably the worst for wear, his bodily changes were more noticeable than Blain’s but nowhere near as smooth as Gold’s had been.
    

    
      "It's going to be okay.” I said. There had to be one around here somewhere.
    

    
      "It feels so wrong…” 
    

    
      "I know it does." I was trying to keep calm but this entire situation was setting off so many alarms in my head. I wanted to hide. How were we going to fight if we were stuck like this?
    

    
      "How long until it wears off?" asked Blain. He still seemed to be worried about everyone else, as he rubbed circles into Alex's back. 
    

    
      "We’re not sure.” Kepler said, handing me a puke bag. “It shouldn’t be more than a day or so. We are looking into it.”
    

    
      "Everything hurts…" Alex muttered under his breath. I could see he wasn’t done cooking, his muscles kept twitching and his skin kept straining.
    

    
      “I will get him some painkillers!” Kepler left us to keep him calm in the meantime.
    

    
      "It's okay, babe. I'm here," Blain whispered to the whimpering mess next to him. When did that happen? "Who's with Stella?"
    

    
      "That's Gold."
    

    
      "Why is he so calm about this?" 
    

    
      Stella had a handful of Justin’s hair she was brushing… The unbrushed parts looked like normal but the brushing had revealed beautiful healthy hair… She looked different. Healthier even.
    

    
      "Apparently he's immune to dysphoria," Clay replied cynically. Did they know something we didn't?
    

    
      "He looks so relaxed?" Blain looked on in awe as he continued to try and keep Alex calm.
    

    
      "Goldie, you should talk to the guys, maybe tell them how you are coping?" Clay shouted to him.
    

    
      "Okay!"
    

    
      Angelica - Chapter 12
    

    
      It felt good to be treated like a girl. That was all I could think as Stella brushed my hair. It was so nice how she called me a good girl, as she ran her hands through my hair.  How could I ever want to go back? Stella had always been sweet, but not having the barrier of gender there meant she could play with my hair or hug me without it feeling like I was a pervert. And Joanne, she'd called me an angel. She might have been out of it at the time, but she still said it. Her worrying was even more confusing now, every reminder of what I am made me feel alive. She was treating me like a little sister and I was enjoying it.
    

    
      "Hey guys," I said. None of them seemed as calm about this as I was. "Is Alex okay?”
    

    
      "He's not coping well with the new body, transformation troubles I think" Blain explained. "What about you?” 
    

    
      Kepler gave the crying boy a cup of water and something for his pain. Stella and Alex weren’t going to be up for any fighting until this wore off.
    

    
      "I feel fine!” I chirped. That was a thing I could do now. There was a melody in my voice, one that I didn’t have to hammer into a monotone anymore.
    

    
      "Are you sure, Goldie?" Joanne asked. I wanted a different name. Goldie wouldn't work if I wanted to be a girl until this wore off.
    

    
      Which I wanted.
    

    
      I mean all guys would probably jump at the opportunity, if the other two weren’t in pain they’d probably want to try it as well. I had a new body. I wanted a new name.
    

    
      "Yeah? But I don’t think Goldie is going to work when I’m like this…”
    

    
      "Anything you're thinking of?" Clay asked. 
    

    
      "You don't think it's weird?"
    

    
      "Not at all." They smiled. That was probably the first smile they had ever sent my way and I liked it. I liked how everything had changed, no more smirking, or guy nodding in acknowledgement, actual, genuine, smiles.
    

    
      What did I want to be called? I loved being called Angel. Angelina? No, then it would sound like I was trying to be a movie star and Angel was definitely a boy's name. I hoped Joanne wouldn’t mind.
    

    
      "Call me Angelica, Angie for short."  I hoped none of them picked up on the connection.
    

    
      "Do you want to be a girl?" Clay asked. They didn't sound like they were accusing me of anything. Maybe they just got the idea. 
    

    
      "Until this wears off. What about any of you? Anyone else wanna join me? How are you feeling, Blain?" Blain would understand, right? Someone had to get it.
    

    
      "Sorry Angie, but I feel awful. I wanna go back to normal."
    

    
      "This sucks…" Alex groaned. Was no one else excited? Even as Stella did my hair I could tell she was depressed, that made sense I guess. She’d lost something good for something that sucks.
    

    
      "Justin--" Joanne started. Was that name meant to hurt? It was mine. Maybe it was because it didn't match my body that it hurt. 
    

    
      "Please stop calling me that!" I snapped. Joanne pulled back. Did I scare her? Was I still scary even in this body? 
    

    
      "Are you sure?"
    

    
      "Yes," I stated firmly. Even if it was temporary, I wanted to be treated like a girl. 
    

    
      "Are you sure about the name, though?" she asked. Her face was red. She’d made the connection, but I didn’t really care anymore as long as she didn’t call me that.
    

    
      "It's only for today, right? Tomorrow I'll go back to being him." I tried to hide my disappointment. I wanted to stay like this. Clay got to keep their changes because they were trans, but I wasn’t. So I had to live it up.
    

    
      "Joanne, I need to talk to you," Clay said, and grabbed Joanne by the arm, dragging her away. She gave me a look that I couldn’t decipher and then I was alone. With the guys.
    

    
      "You sure you're okay with this, Angie?" Blain asked. Wow, it felt good to be called that.
    

    
      "Yes. I feel amazing, Blain!"
    

    
      "You look amazing." It felt good to hear that. Even from a guy who I’d ignored repeatedly before. Being left alone with them didn’t feel as oppressive when I was like this. I didn’t feel like they saw me as one of them and that made a weird difference.
    

    
      "I haven't checked a mirror, but I doubt it after seeing you two."
    

    
      "What do you mean?"
    

    
      "We took the same thing, and you two don't look very different at all."
    

    
      "It's good to know I still have my dashing good looks." I hadn't had many chances to have a one on one talk with Blain. He was always nice, gentle, handsome, a jock with a heart of gold. That didn't mean he wasn't intimidating. Even after his body changed, he still looked like he could snap me in half, and his dude's behaviour hadn't changed at all. "But I think you need to check a mirror. Maybe it's something to do with how you're acting, but you don't seem anything like your usual self."
    

    
      I ran off. I needed to see what he meant.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "You think he's trans?" I asked. 
    

    
      "Exactly, Joanne, and I don't think she's realised it yet."
    

    
      "Why are you telling me this?" It felt like a major breach of privacy to be talking about them behind their back.
    

    
      "Because you're the team leader, and I need someone else who knows, in case she doesn't realise by the time this wears off." 
    

    
      "What do you mean?"
    

    
      "If me and Astrus are correct, she's not going to get her old body back. You, Blain, Stella, and Alex are gonna change back, and she's either going to panic that she's going to change back, or going to panic when she doesnt change back. Maybe both, knowing her. You might have to comfort her." 
    

    
      "You think Goldie is going to stay a girl?"
    

    
      "Affirmative."
    

    
      "And you want me to comfort her? Isn't Stella more suited to that? Why aren't you telling her?" Helping a cute girl feel better didn't sound like a bad time but it wasn't my field of expertise. 
    

    
      "Because Stella doesn't have an obvious crush on her.” What were they talking about?! “She doesn’t need the heads up.”
    

    
      "I don't have a crush on her! That's Goldie!"  Sure he was my friend now, but that was Justin. He hadn’t given any indications he was like this before today. He was a guy an hour ago.
    

    
      "Her name's Angelica. I thought you would know that, after calling her Angel so many times?"
    

    
      "Don't bring that up. I was delirious."
    

    
      "You haven't been able to keep your eyes off her!"
    

    
      "It's just this body! She was a guy, remember? Like, he's still in there. I'm not gonna crush on a guy just because he looks and acts like a girl now." I sounded like a douchey guy. I hated this voice. I had already done so much work to not feel predatory for liking women, but hearing myself talk about Gold made all that shit come back. I was no worse than a man.
    

    
      "I don't think she was ever a guy, Joanne. How do you feel right now? Like in that body you have right now?" Why were they changing the subject? How was that relevant? I did need to vent, though, and Clay was a good ear. 
    

    
      "I feel like shit," I confessed. "My eyes keep looking at her and it feels fucking gross. I thought I'd moved past feeling disgusting for liking women.”
    

    
      "You just called her a woman."
    

    
      "She looks like one, but it's skin deep. I'm looking at her face and her body but I was never into Gold before. My body and mind think she's adorable, but she is still him. Which makes it worse? I'm objectifying her. She's a guy but this body doesn't care. She looks like a girl and therefore she's hot."
    

    
      "The mental gymnastics here are astounding. How do you feel about your body?"
    

    
      "I've been avoiding thinking about it."
    

    
      "Makes sense. How would you feel if I asked you to go out in public right now? In that body?"
    

    
      "I'd probably cry." My stomach flipped just thinking about it.
    

    
      "Look down at your body. How does it make you feel?"
    

    
      I did as they asked and immediately regretted it. I knew not much had changed: my chest was gone, my clothes didn't quite fit and I felt way too big. My shoulders felt constrained and my pants felt too loose.
    

    
      "I hate it. It doesn't even feel like mine."
    

    
      "Cool, you’re not ignoring it completely then, that should make this easier.” They stanced up. “Let’s spar.”
    

    
      "But I'm exhausted."
    

    
      "I have a point here, Joanne."
    

    
      "Then why don't you just say it?"
    

    
      "Because you need to feel it. When we spar you win every time, right?"
    

    
      "Pretty much."
    

    
      "Then you should be able to beat me while exhausted. Both of our bodies changed, so it's even." I wanted to see where this was going.
    

    
      "Okay."
    

    
      "You go."
    

    
      "Alright."
    

    
      I flew at them with a punch, which they dodged with ease. It was quite telegraphed, not too hard to dodge at the best of times. I went in for a right hook, and again they dodged. I tried to kick them in the side. They moved aside like it was nothing. I tried unleashing as many moves as I could, in as short a time as I could, and not one connected. Then they went in for a hit to the stomach. I could see it coming, I told my body to move, but before it responded the wind was knocked out of me.
    

    
      "You're slow, Joanne."
    

    
      "I told you, I'm exhausted."
    

    
      "Is that it?"
    

    
      "Obviously."
    

    
      "You've destroyed me while running on fumes, Joanne. That's not it.” I sat up. Laying down wasn’t gonna make this go by any faster. “I can’t tell if you are two aware of your body, or disconnected from it. Either way, you’re slower than Angie.”
    

    
      Hyper aware. I felt everything from my skin's roughness, to the stickiness of the sweat I was oozing that stunk like I’d walked past the men’s locker room. I could feel my eyes being drawn to things I didn’t want them drawn to with Justin and I had to keep myself reminding myself who that is.
    

    
      "I still fight better than him."
    

    
      "She," they emphasised, "fights better than that."
    

    
      "What are you getting at?"
    

    
      "Wanna test your hypothesis?"
    

    
      "What, why?" What was the point of this? Had I done something to piss Clay off? Is that why they were humiliating me?
    

    
      "I'll explain after."
    

    
      "She's not as well trained as you or I, and I'm stronger now. What if I hurt her?"
    

    
      "You underestimate her. I'll be back."
    

    
      What were they trying to prove? I wanted to lay down, maybe curl up in a ball and cry, but despite the mix of emotions, I couldn’t bring myself to cry. Everything stunk. Everything felt gross. And I didn’t want to be here.
    

    
      "Hey, Joanne! You wanted to see me?" Goldie said. She was smiling so sweetly, her eyes were so warm, like they could melt even the coldest heart. There was no way she didn't know what she was doing. It must be fun to not be feeling any of this. To be blissfully unaware of the effect he had on me.
    

    
      "Uh, hi Goldie--"
    

    
      "Call me Angie." There was no way this wasn’t an act. The whole thing was too perfect not to be. The swap over was so quick as well, from gloomy to cute after a conversation about types and shit like that. He was messing with me.
    

    
      "Clay thought we should spar," I said. It didn't sound like the worst idea anymore. There was no way it wasn't intentional. 
    

    
      "I'm okay with that. Did you want to see if you were stronger or something?"
    

    
      "Or something." He shouldn't have been messing with me. Even if I didn't have this stupid roided up body I could wipe the floor with him. 
    

    
      "Start when you're ready," Clay said, and I lunged for Goldie's gut.
    

    
      To my surprise, he dodged. Jumped to the side faster than I could hit him. This wasn't right. I followed it with a kick to the arm, and he jumped back. I tried to punch him in the chest and he blocked perfectly, before responding with an attack of his own. He kicked me in the leg, trying to get me off balance was a good strategy. But I wasn't going to let it work. The bracing I'd done to stop myself from falling left me perfect height for another punch to the gut. There was no way I was losing to him. He moved to the side before it collided, and jabbed me in the gut.
    

    
      I lost. I was on the ground, defeated, by Goldie of all people. Had he been messing with us when he acted so sloppy in fights? 
    

    
      "Joanne, are you okay? Did I hurt you?" He was pitying me. Mocking me. Looking like that and beating me, it had to be just some big joke. 
    

    
      "Go away, Justin," I said sternly. I hated the voice that came out. A man on the brink of yelling. The worst kind of voice.
    

    
      "It's Angie--" she started.
    

    
      "Go away, Justin!" I yelled. 
    

    
      I could see the hints of tears in her eyes as she ran off. Good. I didn't want her bothering me.
    

    
      "What is your problem, Joanne?" Clay demanded. They were the one that made that happen, why were they trying to lecture me? "She's going to be stuck like that, and you just made it clear she would never be safe here."
    

    
      "He's fucking with us Clay, he's just not getting the dysphoria, and using it to toy with us." I hated this voice. The anger that seeped into it made hearing it hurt more. "I told him I was gay and now he's using it to mock me." My words burned my ears to hear. That voice came from me. I sounded cruel? A tone I never wanted to use.
    

    
      "What the hell? Ignoring just how disgusting what you said is, do you really think it's all about you?" I'd never heard Clay sound so angry. I'd never heard me sound so angry either.
    

    
      "Why do you care? You didn’t even like him when he showed up! You almost made him quit.” 
    

    
      “We didn’t know what was up with her at the time. She was trying to help you!” Clay shouted.
    

    
      “Beating me was helping me?”
    

    
      "You said it yourself you could beat her while exhausted."
    

    
      "Then she was only pretending to be bad at fighting. I don't know. I don't know what's going on inside that guy’s head."
    

    
      "I'm going to give you the benefit of the doubt and say you're just lashing out and aren't actually a closet transphobe."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "You are experiencing what Angelica feels like every day. Have you ever seen her show so much emotion, have you ever seen her smile as brightly as she has like this?"
    

    
      "No," I admitted. "But that doesn't mean she isn't acting." Being angry at her was irrational. I knew that. We had bigger issues, but that didn’t change the fact that I wanted to scream, at Goldie, at Clay, at Dysphorus for doing this to me.
    

    
      "You didn't see how she was before you came to your senses. Do you know how she reacted to you calling her an Angel?"
    

    
      "How?" I shouldn't have asked
    

    
      "She blushed. A lot. I was surprised she was able to speak. She was so excited about being called pretty. If she was doing this to mock you, why was she doing it when you weren't conscious?"
    

    
      "But she was still Justin," Yeah he had opened up lately, but that didn't mean he wasn't weird and frustratingly vague most of the time. He was meant to be for someone else.
    

    
      "And? Think about it, if you felt how you do now all the time, wouldn't you avoid other people?”
    

    
      "Maybe."
    

    
      "You're friends with her now. So why is it even an issue?" It wasn't -- well, it shouldn't be. They were right of course. "She's been dealing with what you just experienced for her entire life, and now she's free from it. I know you aren't the most perceptive, Joanne, but you have to see how happy she is." Clay was never the most gentle with their reality checks, but when you’re angry it was good to be reminded it wasn’t all about you. The urge to punch something was starting to calm. 
    

    
      "I do. It's just--"
    

    
      "It's just what? That you didn't think you'd crush on a girl like her?"
    

    
      "No, it's just she changed so suddenly. She was Goldie and now she's gorgeous? She seems like a completely different person." The voice coming out of my mouth sounded more defeated than angry. 
    

    
      "We just weren't paying attention. She's been asking us to call her Goldie since we found out who she was. I mean just today she had to stop playing basketball because Stella called her cute.” They were right. As they almost always were. 
    

    
      "I need to apologise to her."
    

    
      "Yeah, you do."
    

    
      "What is wrong with me?" I wanted to cry, but my body wasn't responding.
    

    
      "Probably dysphoria, and societal transphobia.
    

    
      "It was rhetorical. I see why you were beating me up,” I tried to joke. 
    

    
      “I wanted to test something, is all. Now go apologise or we will lose her again."
    

    
      Justin - Chapter 13
    

    
      I would never escape being Justin. I was so excited when I looked in the mirror. My reflection was gorgeous, I looked like a girl, like an Angie. My blonde hair was brushed and soft. My eyes, which I’d always hated for giving away how empty I felt, suddenly seemed vibrant, like I was a girl enjoying her life. The parts about me that I couldn’t stand, like the dark bags and the stubble, were completely gone. I looked like any other teenage girl. 
    

    
      But it was a lie. 
    

    
      I would never escape, would I? No one could. We get angry. We listen to punk music, we punch walls till our hands turn red and then nothing changes. I would never escape my lot in life. Not by becoming the Gold Ranger, not by being turned into a girl. I would always change back, I'd take off the suit, and in a couple of hours, I would go back to being Justin. Annoying, ugly, Justin.
    

    
      The floor was cold but comfortable. It was childish, curling up on the floor and crying, but it wasn't like it mattered in the end. I was a freak. A child throwing a tantrum because he didn’t get what he wanted. If it weren’t for that stupid drink, I would have been fine being a guy for the rest of my life. So why did I enjoy this? Why did looking like this feel so much better? The others were all suffering and here I was, wishing it would never end because I was happy. Because I was getting a break from being me. I couldn’t even bring myself to break anything.
    

    
      "Angelica?" Her voice was hoarse and masculine, but it was still Joanne's. "Where are you?"
    

    
      I wanted to reach out. I wanted to tell her I was there. But instead, I stayed silent on the storage room floor. She didn’t need to see how pathetic I looked. All she’d done was react normally. 
    

    
      "Angie, is that you?" She must have heard my whimpering. "I'm opening the door."
    

    
      I didn't want her to see me. My hair was messed up and I still hadn't stopped crying. I must have looked ridiculous, crying while the others were dealing with much worse than me because I got a reality check. The cold floor made my wrist ache… I didn’t bother moving.
    

    
      "Shit, Angie, I'm so sorry."
    

    
      "Call me Justin," I wasn't going to pretend any more. There was no point in deluding myself. Reality hurt, but it was always going to set in. When I changed back it would be better if I could just forget this.
    

    
      "I'm so sorry."
    

    
      "What for? You didn't do anything wrong, Joanne. I'm the one that keeps trying to be someone I'm not."
    

    
      "Goldie…"
    

    
      "It's Justin!" I screamed. It was shrill, scared, and pleading. Why did I have to be so pathetic?
    

    
      "You don't want to be Justin, do you?"
    

    
      "Does it matter what I want?" Dysphorus didn’t care. She hadn’t. None of them had.
    

    
      "Yes, it matters!"
    

    
      "No, it doesn't! Even if I got to live this entire day as this, I'd go back to being the same husk in the end." I wanted my body to change back. Everything felt right for the first time in my life and in a couple of hours, it would be gone. I just wanted to move on, and wish to be reborn as a girl in my next life. Hope that everyone would forget about today and let me go back to being my true self.
    

    
      "Astrus said Clay is likely going to keep the changes to their body. Maybe you'll get to as well."
    

    
      "I'm not trans. Clay is. That's the difference. I didn't want this. I would have been fine if this hadn’t happened.”
    

    
      "Angie, please…”
    

    
      "Please stop calling me that. You saw through me. You know I'm Justin." I could feel my hair sticking to the tears streaming down my face, tears. Actually having them for a while was a change of pace.
    

    
      "Angelica, what would you do if you got to stay like that?" What kind of question was that? How was I meant to respond without sounding creepy?
    

    
      "There’s no point thinking about it, Joanne.” The more I thought about it, the less appealing it became. Everything beyond generic fantasies about going shopping or wearing new clothes was so banal or just horrible logistics nightmares.
    

    
      “We’d all be glad to have you no matter your body so what would you want to do with us.” Going with them to the mall, or the cinema or all the things I’d avoided doing with them.
    

    
      “Shopping I guess. I’d need clothes. I don’t want to think about it.” 
    

    
      "Then how about we go clothes shopping after this is done, as a group of girls. We'll bring Stella. It'll be a girls day out." It sounded so nice. So perfect. So unobtainable.
    

    
      "Stop, Joanne. I know you're trying to help, but I'm gonna go back to being him, and there is nothing anyone can do."
    

    
      The PA system behind us crackled. Astrus must have learned something. 
    

    
      "Rangers, report to the meeting room immediately."
    

    
      I looked at Joanne once more and then walked out. Maybe Astrus could change me back to normal now, instead of making us all wait.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      I'd broken her. That was all I could think as she walked away with a sad smile that was so familiar: it was the only smile she ever used to wear. I was just too stupid to realise how hopeless it was. I wanted her to smile. I wanted to bring back the light in her eyes, but I couldn’t, could I? I was the one who’d extinguished it.
    

    
      Clay had broken it down so simply, thinking back on it, there might have been signs that I just couldn’t see. Even the smile when she was on our team instead of the guys. Or how after the initial issues, she was actually easy to understand. 
    

    
      “Joanne, we need you in the meeting room,” Astrus said over the PA. How was I already late?
    

    
      Everything was quiet in the meeting room. Blain was still comforting Alex, who was catatonic. Stella was sitting with Clay, as Clay tried their best to make her feel better, and Angelica was standing in the corner. Like she used to. I wanted to go up to her and see if I could get her to talk more, or maybe apologise again, but there was no time before Kepler came in. 
    

    
      “Ay yi yi, are all of you alright?” Kepler asked. Her little robot body had stumbled through the door after me.
    

    
      “Everyone is fine physically, Kepler, but they are all pretty drained right now,” Clay explained. As the only one not currently freaking out it made sense they should be the one explaining things.
    

    
      “Well, at least Astrus and I can help now. There is a way to accelerate your recovery. Astrus, you understand the Power more than I do.”
    

    
      “We think that by morphing you can return to your true forms more quickly.” Astrus had appeared behind us, while we were talking to Kepler. Still dramatic in this situation. “The transformation will be similar to what you all experienced before, so I would--”
    

    
      “Gold Ranger Power!” Angie hadn’t let him finish. 
    

    
      A flash of light from the corner of the room followed her call. What was she thinking? Would morphing even work for her if Clay was right?
    

    
      The gold suit complimented her new body incredibly well, the gold highlights of her suit brought attention to her toned muscles and her new smaller frame looked so easy to pick up. I’d wanted to hold her before, but now I could see she could lift me with no problems. No wonder she was able to kick my ass.
    

    
      “Angelica, are you okay?” Clay asked. I needed to stay back. Right now I was the last thing she needed to deal with.
    

    
      “I’m fine.” Her voice had taken on a similar monotone to the kind she used to use, but it was still as pretty as it had been earlier. “How long will it take to change back, Astrus?” 
    

    
      “It should have already started.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “If your body was going to change back, it should have started by now,” Astrus explained in the calmest voice I’d ever seen him use.
    

    
      “I don’t get it,” she said. There was an attempt to keep her monotone working but the way her voice cracked betrayed her.
    

    
      “You aren’t changing back,” he stated solemnly.
    

    
      “No, no, no.” She was repeating that word over and over. This should have been a dream come true for her, but I’d ruined it. She was happy and I had to ruin it with my stupid lesbian brain and self-hatred.
    

    
      “Hey, Gold, I want you to come with me.” I’d never seen Clay be so gentle. They’d wanted me to be the one to help her. Instead, I’d made it worse. “Joanne and Kepler, get everyone to a bed so they can start recovering.” Clay shot me a glare and then ushered the mess that was Angie out of the room. 
    

    
      “Is she okay?” Stella asked me.
    

    
      “I hope so. Everyone, follow me to the infirmary.” I had to believe Clay could take care of her, while I got everyone back to how they should be. I wouldn’t be much use to her. “Blain, are you alright to carry Alex?”
    

    
      “I can walk,” Alex muttered. 
    

    
      “You and Stella need to take it easy. Blain and I are coping, but Stella still looks sick and you only stopped crying when you found out morphing would make you feel better. Actually, Kepler, do you have some beds we could put these two on?”
    

    
      Alex was the first to morph. His body almost immediately started returning to its original shape. Astrus was right when he said the effect would start quickly. It would still take a bit of time for him to fully change back, but it had started. It was a good thing we’d had him lay down, since as soon as he morphed he passed out. 
    

    
      “Stella, Blain, you two are next. Lay down.”
    

    
      “Aren’t you going to change as well?” Stella asked. 
    

    
      “I want to make sure you three are okay. I’ll morph when y’all wake up okay?” I tried to give her a reassuring smile before she went under. If she was even slightly worried, she’d wait, and I couldn’t have that. Not when what I was doing was incredibly stupid. 
    

    
      Maybe it was the guilt of making Angelica cry like that, or maybe I wanted to understand how she and Clay felt. I was going to stay like this for a while, just a couple of hours until Angelica felt better at least. I sat down on one of the chairs in the infirmary. I was just going to wait it out.
    

    
      Then the alarm rang. 
    

    
      Dysphoria Attacks! - Chapter 14
    

    
      Everything was ruined. Things were finally starting to look up. I had friends. For once people didn’t think I was weird or creepy or annoying, and I’d ruined it. I tried to get more than I deserved, I asked for too much and everything fell apart. As it should have.
    

    
      “Angie,” Clay started. It didn’t matter what they were going to say. I was stuck in a body I didn’t deserve. They were probably going to try and comfort me, but what would be the point in that when the others would probably see me as a freak, or just a girl Justin. I didn’t want to be a girl version of myself. I didn’t want them to remember me. 
    

    
      “Astrus, teleport me back to the park,” I shouted. I was going to scare people by yelling, but I didn’t care. I was going to yell, I was going to be a monster regardless, so why keep trying to be quiet? I was going to go back to my original body and then I was going to give up on all this friendship stuff. It wasn’t for people like me. 
    

    
      The park appeared around me. It was a surprise to see that everything was where we left it. It felt like so much time had passed since I was playing basketball happily and freaking out over getting called cute, but it was only a couple of hours ago. The table we’d been using hadn’t even been cleaned up, which was helpful. It meant there should be a half drunk can of soda there. I’d throw away this fantasy. I’d go back to being normal, and all I had to do was take a drink. I held the can like it was the most precious and awful thing on the planet. Part of me wanted to throw it, just enjoy living the beautiful lie that was Angelica, but the rest of me knew it would never work. I’d always be a fake. I brought it up to my lips and said a quiet farewell to the body that had given me such a brief sense of completeness, then chugged it as quickly as I could.
    

    
      “Angie, stop!” Clay shouted. But it was already too late, there was nothing left and any second my body would start changing.
    

    
      “Stop calling me that!” I shouted, except it wasn’t my voice. My throat was swelling. I could feel it; how had the others dealt with this? I guess they didn't, they just passed out. I couldn’t breathe.
    

    
      “Are you okay?” they asked. 
    

    
      “I’ll be fine.” My voice boomed through the park. It had been so quiet before. Where was everyone? My airways opened and I took a deep breath. Who knew breathing could sound masculine? “Just leave me alone.”
    

    
      “You are not fine, you need to morph.”
    

    
      I wanted to respond, but all I could do was scream. A series of snapping and popping sounds were destroying my ability to hear. They were coming from inside of me. Was my face changing? I didn’t even feel anything close to this last time, why did it hurt so much now? Then the itching started, my chin and upper lips were unbearably itchy, but my arm wouldn’t respond to the command to scratch. They looked like they had been through a mediaeval rack, they were longer than they should be. How had I not noticed? What was happening? 
    

    
      “Astrus, can you force her to morph?” Clay’s muffled pleading broke through the ringing left behind by the pops and cracks. 
    

    
      My legs gave out as they started cracking and my insides started screaming at me to just listen to Clay. If I morphed it would be over, all this pain would be gone, but it wouldn’t solve anything. I’d be stuck in a girl's body, a mockery of what I’d wanted and I couldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t allow myself to get caught up in a dream. Did the others feel like their insides were being scooped out when this was happening to them?
    

    
      “Angie, please listen to me and morph.”
    

    
      It wasn’t meant to hurt this much. Why was going back so painful? Why did every part of me look so wrong? Why was I turning into a monster?
    

    
      “You’re going to go into shock if you don’t morph. There’s a reason everyone else was unconscious.” 
    

    
      “I don’t care,” I screamed. That seemed like the only thing I could do now. I heard their communicator, but it was hard to make out what they were saying. My skin was burning, and my arms were developing patterns where the skin was becoming taut. The wrist I’d broken felt like it was being crushed all over again.
    

    
      “Gold, you need to morph. There’s a new monster, and everyone else is unconscious or unable to morph. We can turn you back to normal after. You just need to say your morphing call.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      “Astrus, you can’t be serious about sending her in. I could hear her screaming.” I argued. She didn’t sound like herself anymore. Clay’s pleading likely meant she was hurt, maybe badly.
    

    
      “I am sorry, but it’s the only way,” he said. What was he thinking? He could probably see what had happened and I couldn’t.
    

    
      “No it isn’t. I’ll go help Clay.”
    

    
      “If you morph, you will be unconscious until your body finishes changing.”
    

    
      “Then I’ll fight unmorphed. I’m not risking my teammates again, Astrus, and I’m not making her fight.”
    

    
      “You will get hurt if you try to fight unmorphed. Your reflexes are not what they usually are, Joanne.”
    

    
      “That’s not stopping you from sending her in, while she’s exhausted? Why are you willing to put her in harm's way but not me?” I’d never seen them look this tired. Maybe I was being unreasonable, but I’d already hurt my friends enough. I didn’t want to risk it. 
    

    
      “What I am about to say, stays between us, okay, Joanne? It’s because if you put yourself in danger right now, Gold --”
    

    
      “Her name’s Angelica.”
    

    
      “Angelica will be more reckless. She is fragile at the moment, and fragile people are more likely to try and sacrifice themselves. If you get hurt, she will throw herself at the problem. I have seen it too many times, Joanne, and I’m not losing any more kids because of heroic sacrifices.”
    

    
      “She’s alright,” Clay said. Astrus’ glowing face returned to a more relaxed expression. He was right, she was reckless and Clay said she was alright which was a slight relief, but it didn’t make me any more comfortable sending her out to fight. “But after this fight, we need to talk to her properly.”
    

    
      “Good work, Clay. I’ll patch you through to Joanne, she’ll be here to lead.” Astrus said. An image appeared on the screen behind him, a vending machine, branded with the same logo as the cans we had drank from. “It’s called Gender Vendor.”
    

    
      “Do all of these things have stupid names?” Clay asked. 
    

    
      “Joanne, you need to keep an eye on the battle. Be their eyes and make sure they don’t do anything stupid,” Then Astrus disappeared. Leaving me alone to watch my friends try and deal with this monster that had caused so much havoc.
    

    
      “I guess they do,” I needed to keep calm and reply to Clay’s banter. “Ignore the Anemobots, go straight for the glass.”
    

    
      “Whatever you say, commander.” 
    

    
      On the screen Angie and Clay were circling the monster, while the Anemobots watched. Were the ‘bots waiting for an opportunity to stop them? Or were they just observing?  Their flowing betrayed nothing. I saw twitches coming from two of the bots behind Angie. 
    

    
      “They are about to attack Angie. Go in now. Clay, back her up.” I instructed. I tried to ignore the masculinity in my voice. I sounded like I was barking orders even while trying to be gentle. A life feeling like this could destroy someone. 
    

    
      “Gold, go for it!” Clay shouted, as they pulled out their pistol and shot at the two bots that were ready to jump Gold. Perfect execution. She kicked the monsters side like we’d been practising earlier, it only caused a small dent.
    

    
      “Good job you two. Angie, try to find a weak point.”
    

    
      “Stop it,” she murmured into her mic. She sounded like she was ready to cry. I wanted to pull her out of battle and wrap her up in a blanket. Or a hug. Or anything. 
    

    
      Gold tried a few more angles of attack while Clay watched her back. Her movement was definitely quicker than it used to be. Was it because of her smaller size? After all that screaming she must have been exhausted, so how was she still able to move so much faster? She started pounding the glass, her strikes more precise than when she’d fought Brain Drain. She was doing as I’d asked, but to no avail. 
    

    
      “Good luck, princess. This is acrylic,” the creature bellowed. 
    

    
      “What do I do?” Angie asked. Hearing her voice louder was reassuring, it was a sweet sound, even while a little hoarse, but it was good to know there was no permanent damage.
    

    
      “We are gonna have to shake things up.” Clay said. One liners were supposed to be the leader’s thing. 
    

    
      “How much shaking does it take to make a can of soft drink explode, Clay?” I asked. Was this seriously the plan we were going with?
    

    
      “We are about to find out.” 
    

    
      Gold got to one side of the creature and started pounding at its sides, with a focus on deepening the dent she had already created. Hard, and fast jabs. The occasional kick while it tried to advance on her with a waddle. Its fins didn’t do much to fight back, it seemed reliant on the bots for cover. A one trick pony designed to come in after we were screwed by their poison.
    

    
      Clay ignored the bots jumping them a got on the other side of the monster and assisted the assault. Creating more dents and shaking the cans inside it.  The creature's pupils rattled around like googly eyes. It would have been a lot more funny if I wasn’t so angry at the damn thing. 
    

    
      “I’m gonna blow!” it shouted, as my friends jumped away from it.
    

    
      The pair landed as an explosion of orange soda roared behind them. It wouldn’t be that easy. I knew it wouldn’t be. 
    

    
      “Great job you two!” I said. I needed to reassure them. I waited for the creature to get up again, that’s how these fights always went. If I was able to get out there, I could help with Thorny, but that would require morphing. 
    

    
      “Feast and rise again!” A voice from the sky shouted.
    

    
      “Call your mechs.” I instructed.
    

    
      I heard their mech calls, and the bay doors opening from behind me. This nightmare would soon be over.
    

    
      “What do we do now? The only mechs we have are a bird and a kangaroo?” Angie asked. “It will fall over if I punch it.”
    

    
      “Then knock it over, Angie.”
    

    
      “Stop calling me that.”
    

    
      “Sorry not gonna happen.”
    

    
      “Not the time you two.” Clay said.
    

    
      “Just knock it over. Clay can Maggie peck?”
    

    
      I heard a crash and looked up at the monitor. She knocked over the creature with one punch. What was with the protest, I refused to use any other name than the one she had chosen for herself. Not after earlier. Not after the third huge leadership screwup.
    

    
      “It’s a bird, of course it can peck!”
    

    
      “Peck out its glass.”
    

    
      “But that didn’t do anything.”
    

    
      “A peck is different from a punch. It’s like a hammer versus a pickaxe” Clay explained.
    

    
      “Good point.”
    

    
      The sound of scratching plastic rang through the command centre. It was disgusting, but the creature was going to suffer for hurting my friends. 
    

    
      “How are you doing this?” the creature screamed as its window cracked. 
    

    
      “Angie, jump on it.”
    

    
      “I’m not Angie!” she yelled as she kicked the thing over and an explosion enveloped the scene. 
    

    
      Grief - Chapter 15
    

    
      “What do you mean there is no way to get my old body back?”
    

    
      “I did not say that. The method you tried, however, will not work.” Astrus responded. “It will cause permanent damage if you keep trying.”  
    

    
      “It didn’t do that to the others!” I yelled at him. I needed to yell at something. Or someone. I'd already stomped the monster that did this and I was still so angry, and sad, and exhausted and it was overwhelming. I'm not meant to feel anything this strong let alone multiple conflicting emotions screaming different things.
    

    
      “They did not take two doses. Their bodies rejected it. Yours accepted it initially, but now resists it, causing what is essentially, an allergic reaction. Do you understand?"
    

    
      "I didn't want this. I didn’t ask for it.” 
    

    
      "It unfortunately does not matter. Your body did. You cannot reverse the transformation by drinking more Clownfish Orange. Even if it succeeded at making you more masculine it would not last or return your old form."
    

    
      Clay looked at me. I wanted them to back me up, but the concerned look on their face told me they wouldn't. I needed anyone on my side right now, but everyone but Joanne was unconscious. 
    

    
      “Why do you even want to go back?” they asked.
    

    
      Why did I want to go back? Maybe I didn’t want to go back to being a guy, but that doesn't mean anything. Going back was the easiest option. No one would be mad at me for wanting to go back. Everyone would understand not wanting to be trapped as the opposite gender, but staying like this would inevitably lead to questions. I had already gotten a taste of that earlier, no one would believe this is innocent. No matter how much I liked being in this body or being Angie. It just wasn’t me. It couldn’t be me.
    

    
      “I need to, Clay. I’m not like you. I don’t have an answer for why I’m like this.” No one had told me why my body had accepted it. Had it read my mind or something. If I just convinced myself I hated it enough could I make it work.
    

    
      “What do you mean you’re not like me, Angie?”
    

    
      “I’m not trans! I’m just a guy!” A failure of one sure, but still a guy. There wasn’t a way around that.
    

    
      “Do you like being a guy?”
    

    
      “I mean, no. But who does? I’m a guy. I’ve been a guy my entire life.”
    

    
      “Alex and Blain seemed to prefer being guys. Did you even see Alex? He was crying.”
    

    
      “Angie, do you want to be a guy?
    

    
      “I want to go back.” I said as sternly as this new voice could muster. 
    

    
      “But do you want to be a man?” I winced. No. Of course I didn't. Who would want to throw this away? 
    

    
      “I want to go back.”
    

    
      “You haven’t said you want to be a guy, or even that you like being a boy.” It was starting to get to me just how insistent they were on getting me to say it. I needed to talk to someone who would maybe listen. 
    

    
      “Where’s Joanne?” I asked.
    

    
      “Ange--”
    

    
      “My name is Justin. Astrus, Clay, where is she? She’s the team leader she’ll help.”
    

    
      “Justin,” Clay started. I winced again. I needed to go back to how I was, then I could forget about all of this. “She can’t help you anymore than we can.”
    

    
      “Well at least she’ll do more than try to convince me that I should just be okay with it.” I’d never heard myself be angry before today. Heck, I couldn’t remember the last time I had been truly angry. It had been a while since I had felt anything this intensely. Just another reason I had to go back to normal.
    

    
      “I’ll get Kepler to analyse the transformation medication, maybe he can find a way to return you to normal.” 
    

    
      “Astrus, we can’t enable this. She’s hurting herself.”
    

    
      “I'm a he!” I shouted. 
    

    
      “Go talk to Joanne,” Astrus said.
    

    
      “I will.”
    

    
      Even stomping sounded different. The boots I’d been wearing since my growth spurts had stopped just didn’t have the same weight under them. They didn’t even fit. I kicked them off. I didn’t care anymore. Nothing would fit me if we couldn’t fix this.
    

    
      In the infirmary everyone was asleep and changing. Peacefully. Why did they get a peaceful transformation back while I was stuck? In fairness Joanne didn’t look great either…
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The transformation back to normal was setting in. I could feel my head starting to feel lighter. Kepler had escorted me to the infirmary after the battle was done, but I wasn’t going to pass out. Not until I knew Goldie was okay. The more I thought about the situation the more it started to make sense. Clay was right. I was fighting like she usually did. It was like she couldn’t get her brain to talk to her muscles fast enough. That’s what it had felt like earlier.
    

    
      Everyone’s bodies seemed to be returning to normal around me. I tried to remember what normalcy felt like. What having my real body felt like, but I couldn’t. It had been less than a day and I didn’t know what being without this dysphoria felt like. Had she seriously survived feeling like this her entire life. 
    

    
      The echo of footsteps came down the hall, hopefully there would be good news. Hopefully, Angie had been able to realise she’s allowed to be happy, and I could apologise properly when we were both in our right bodies. The echo got louder, and more stompy, whoever was coming was close. I just hoped it was good news.
    

    
      “Joanne, can we talk about earlier.” Angie said. Her eyes were red, and her hair was a mess. That didn’t seem promising. I just hoped I had five minutes before the loopiness kicked in. 
    

    
      “Do you want to take me up on the clothes shopping idea?” I joked, I needed to keep things lighthearted. Not my strong suit but I had to manage. If I could get her to smile, that happy, beaming smile, everything would be okay.
    

    
      “What? No!”
    

    
      “Why not? You’d look really cute in a dress.” This was easier than I thought. I caught a hint of a blush on her cheeks. She was going through a lot, but it probably wouldn’t be too intense on her if I teased her. We teased each other about other stuff before. This was basically the same.
    

    
      “I need to go back to being a guy.” A pang of guilt. Not worth paying attention to right now. I just had to keep talking. “Astrus and Clay keep telling me to just be okay with it, but how can I? I’m Justin. People are going to see me as Justin.”
    

    
      “Wait, wait, wait, weren’t you worried about turning back? You seemed so happy earlier.” Come on Joanne, deep breaths, act like you don’t know that she is probably trans. Act like you didn’t literally cause this because she wasn’t currently blaming you for it. 
    

    
      “Well yeah, but it doesn’t matter. I just wanted to not be Justin. I wanted to be Angie, but even like this, I’m Justin. I’ll always be Justin.” I wanted to hug her. I wanted to apologise to her. I wanted to see the squeaky mousey girl who was smiling earlier as she came up with her name. 
    

    
      “So, what is Angie like? What makes her different from the person sitting in front of me?” I needed to keep calm
    

    
      “Well Angie’s a girl for starters and Clay said that if I was a guy before, that wouldn’t change.”
    

    
      “They were assuming you are like us.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “They thought you would react like Alex or Blain. But you aren’t like them. I’m not an expert. But are you sure you were a guy before?”
    

    
      “You said it yourself. I’m not your type. I’m a guy.”
    

    
      “Well you sure seem like my type.” I said, loudly, before realising that maybe my filter was gone.
    

    
      “I-- what? No! I’m just--” she squeaked in a panicked state. Bingo!
    

    
      “I mean, you look like a cute girl. And you aren't even trying. You are acting the same and even if you went back to your old body, I’m not sure I could think of you as a guy after how happy you seemed before I yelled.” No filter, just confessing, no biggy. I could keep my brain from getting too gay. 
    

    
      “I’m not a girl.”
    

    
      “Do you want to be a guy?”
    

    
      “No! Why does everyone keep asking me that?” 
    

    
      “Because you don’t have to be a guy if you don’t want to be. That’s like all there is to it. I think. I’m not a trans expert. You can be a girl, none of us will judge you.” I wanted to tell her everything was going to be fine, and maybe kiss her a little bit. Maybe. Was that too fast? Definitely. Maybe just stay up longer with her…
    

    
      “I only want to be a girl so I’m not him anymore!” 
    

    
      “I mean, Angie and him are the same. You are the same. You didn’t stop being yourself when you changed your name.” I was doing great, and I was keeping my dyke brain in check. I was amazing at this. 
    

    
      "Then why did you call me Justin?" She asked. Oh. Maybe I wasn't doing as well as I thought.
    

    
      "Because I was trying to remember that the cutiepie in front of me was my friend," I booped her on her little nose. "Sorry, Angie."
    

    
      My eyes started to drift close. I wanted to stay awake with the angel. 
    

    
      “Are you okay, Joanne?” The distress on her face seemed to melt away, her eyes were the same kind ones from when I thought she was an angel. Concern, I think that’s the emotion.
    

    
      “I’m fine, just trying to stop myself from going back to normal is all.”
    

    
      “Why are you starting to change back if you don’t want to? Do you want me to call you by he or him?” Aww she was concerned.
    

    
      “No, no, no, I wanted to know how it felt to have this dysphoria thing? How do you live like this? My whole body feels gross. I’m way too big and my voice is awful.”
    

    
      “What do you mean? I don’t have dysphoria.” A slip up, damn it.
    

    
      “You don’t like having a masculine body, right? And you don’t like your voice, and you seem happy as a girl? I think you are trans. Like you used to think you were a boy but are now a girl? I’m not meant to be explaining this.”
    

    
      Her eyes seemed to convey so much in so little time, panic, concern, panic, more concern and a dash of panic. I might not have been the best person to sort this out. Especially not with how I felt.
    

    
      “What do you mean?” her voice was shaking. 
    

    
      “It means, my pretty Angel, that you’re allowed to be a girl.” My angel…
    

    
      “But I’m not a girl. I just want to be one.”
    

    
      “Angel, I don’t like to question someone's identity, but you looked so happy to be called Angie, and to be treated like a girl, and your eyes, they are so pretty when you are happy. Do what makes you happy. Whether it be going back or staying as a cutie. As long as I get to see that look in your eyes again." If I didn't shut up soon, I would probably propose to her. It was sleepy time now.
    

    
      “But--”
    

    
      “No buts, talk when I wake up, Angel.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      I knew she wasn’t going to wake up for a while. Why did she have to make me feel so good? Why did she compliment me so much? Why wasn’t she repulsed anymore? I needed to ask her.
    

    
      “Angelica, please come to the control room,” Astrus’ voice boomed. 
    

    
      I wanted to argue, but hearing that name still made me feel giddy. Was it okay to let myself feel that? There was still too much going on to decide on what I wanted to do. Joanne had somehow made me less angry and more confused. She kept acting like there was a choice, but whether I stayed like this wasn’t up to me. It was up to whether Kepler found an antidote. Whether I wanted to change back couldn't be a part of this equation. 
    

    
      I walked into the control room. Clay sat next to the hologram, who was stoic, as usual. 
    

    
      “Joanne’s asleep,” I stated, trying to pull out the same old monotone.
    

    
      “Good, she needed to change back or she was going to hurt herself,” Kepler said, “I’m going to check on her. Make sure her vitals are fine.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Kepler.”
    

    
      “So before we get into the big news, what did you and Joanne talk about?” Clay asked. It was best if I didn’t show the doubt I was feeling about going back. I needed everyone to know that I was still me.
    

    
      “She asked how I live with dysphoria. I told her I don’t get dysphoria.”
    

    
      “Oh for the love of the Power.”
    

    
      “She also said I was probably trans.”
    

    
      “And do you agree?”
    

    
      “No. What? I don't know”
    

    
      “You got so panicked about being lumped in with the guys you quit playing basketball today. You wore a mask for the first weeks we knew you so we didn’t see the face that no one finds scary but you, and you said your new body was an upgrade? How do you not get it yet?” They sounded exhausted. Like they were dealing with an idiot. I was getting a lecture about my own identity and they were the one feeling exhausted?
    

    
      “Just because I don’t like being a guy, doesn’t mean I’m a girl.”
    

    
      “You know what, fine. I’ll see if Joanne can get through to you when she wakes up. Astrus, explain to her what’s going on. 
    

    
      Homecoming - Chapter 16
    

    
      “The government is going to help me get used to being a girl? Why did you rope the government into this?”
    

    
      I was livid. There were so many emotions I was learning about. Angry. Annoyed. Livid. All because Dysphorus did this to me. These feelings weren’t mine. Being happy wasn’t me. He changed who I am and despite him being the enemy, I was told to accept it.
    

    
      “Do you think you’re the only one being affected by this?” Clay asked. “We weren’t the only ones who drank that stuff. There are soda machines all over the town. There are still cans out there."
    

    
      “Precisely, Clay.”
    

    
      “There are people like you out there who will be stuck and won’t know it until tomorrow. You at least know.” Clay kept talking. Why were they acting like that made things better? I was still stuck. My body had still been screwed with by a monster and everyone around me continued to act like it was actually completely fine. How was I meant to explain to anyone that I was stuck like this because I apparently, without even knowing, wanted it so badly that my body just didn’t change back?
    

    
      “How many other people have had their lives destroyed by this, Astrus? How many people are now stuck in a body they didn’t ask for?” Were they as pissed as me? As confused? As scared?
    

    
      “The cause of some people staying in their new form will not be released to the public. No one will know why you stayed a girl unless you want to tell them, Angelica.”
    

    
      “And what if I don’t want to stay in this form,” I asked. "What if I don't want to be a girl?”
    

    
      “No one was forcing you to be one earlier, Angelica.” They emphasised that name like it was a gotcha. Like enjoying being a girl meant I should be okay with this. Like a temporary vacation was the same as uprooting everything. 
    

    
      “Can you stop mocking me?  Maybe it’s because you knew what you wanted, or because your changes aren’t as drastic, but Dysphorus took away my life." My voice strained as I tried to get the words out. Why was I crying again?
    

    
      Astrus cleared his holographic throat. “Kepler and I will keep searching for a way to change you back. There should be an antidote. While we try to organise it. You and your family will be given the resources to help you hide and even help you transition back if that is what you want.” 
    

    
      Knowing that I could transition back didn't make me feel any better. My old body wasn’t coming back. Testosterone couldn’t make me grow six inches. It couldn’t hide these changes from my mum or the world. Hiding was a lie.
    

    
      “Even if I did, Justin is gone."
    

    
      “Then maybe you should use the help to prepare for becoming Angelica.” Astrus said. “A new wardrobe, new shoes, paperwork, it will all be needed no matter what you chose.” 
    

    
      "I'm sorry." Clay said. "Astrus, how did you organise this?"
    

    
      “I have contacts. I’m not going to let Dysphorus cause harm to anyone on this planet, especially not my rangers.”
    

    
      “I just want to go back. It shouldn’t be this hard to go back. It hasn’t even been a day.” My eye stung.
    

    
      “It’s late, Goldie, I’m sending you home. Your mother has heard about the situation. If there are any issues contact me. I’ll call you when everyone wakes up and keep you informed of more options as they arise.” Were they seriously going to just throw me out after everything? I couldn’t control myself anymore. I started sobbing. This sucked. What was even the point of being a ranger if they couldn’t just keep me here until we figured something out?
    

    
      Clay shuffled uncomfortably and put a hand on shoulder. “Before you go.” I slapped away their hand. “I’m sorry I’ve been too full on about this. Just think about if you would want to go back, and don’t try anything stupid.”
    

    
      I opened my mouth to argue. To cuss them out. To scream. To do literally anything.  I wanted to stay with Joanne and the others. I needed to be kept up to date on what Kepler found out, but the golden light had swallowed me before I could get anything out. 
    

    

    
      
    

    
      “Is there an antidote to this stuff, Astrus?” Clay asked the hologram. 
    

    
      “I have told you everything I know, Clay. All I can do is help her cope with the current reality.”
    

    
      “You don’t think there is one, do you?”
    

    
      “Not a healthy one, no.” He conceded. “By most metrics this is likely good for her. Her performance and skill increased with the transformation. Her spacial awareness is improving, she is paying more attention.”
    

    
      “You should have told her that!” Clay yelled. The room echoed, it was quiet when no one else was around. They’d gone from ambivalent about this person to oddly defensive. A younger trans person needed help and they wanted to help and guide.
    

    
      “What would it solve? Her anxiety and denial is not rational. A rational approach would not do much to help her. She needs options. If she becomes dedicated to transforming back I will do my best to make it happen, but I do not think it’s likely.”
    

    
      “I can’t fault the logic.”
    

    
      “I want her to be safe. I cannot let her try what she did earlier again; it could have caused permanent damage.”
    

    
      Clay paced back and forth. Their mind raced trying to think of how to help someone they’d barely talked to before today and who they now wanted to help more than many things. They tried to imagine a rude awakening, theirs had been a gradual one, but they came up blank.
    

    
      “Are her parents going to recognise her?” They finally said.
    

    
      “Her family has been informed. I kept an eye on as many people as I could. Anyone who transformed without an issue has been contacted.”
    

    
      “Convenient.”
    

    
      “Hardly. It’s my responsibility.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      It was dark outside. What time was it now? Nine? Ten? How was mum going to react to a girl she's never met appearing on her doorstep? Was she worried about Justin? Would she even care if her son was gone? It wasn’t like he was a very good one anyway. Disappearing into the night seemed like a better idea than knocking. There had to be a way to hide. Maybe I could try messaging the command centre. They have beds and food there. That should be fine. I pressed the call button.
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      Why did I have to do this alone?
    

    
      I knocked on the door and braced myself for the worst. There was a rush of footsteps coming from behind the door. Was I going to get yelled at? Left out in the cold if she didn’t recognise me? Or worse, left out even if she did? The door opened.
    

    
      “Justin, is that you?” Her face resembled the one in the mirror that had made me so happy. She looked exhausted.
    

    
      I nodded silently. It was embarrassing being seen like this. I was hyper-aware of how oversized my clothes were, and how much shorter I was. I was slightly below eye-level with her. My old body towered over her but now I had to tilt my head up. It was like
    

    
      being a kid again. A kid that was shaking and cold and scared she was going to get abandoned. 
    

    
      “Oh, thank goodness you’re safe. Get inside you’ll catch a cold.”
    

    
      The house was warm and the TV was loud. I could smell what must have been dinner, but I wasn’t interested. Despite not eating all day I wasn’t hungry. Everything was comfortable. Why were things so normal? When was she going to yell, or be embarrassed, or ask something uncomfortable? Why haven’t I been scolded?
    

    
      “Are you hurt?”
    

    
      I shook my head, still not quite ready to open my mouth.
    

    
      “Are you feeling okay? I was told this might happen but, wow. I didn’t expect this.” She was dissecting me with her eyes. Maybe trying to find something, anything that resembled her son. 
    

    
      “I’m fine,” I lied.
    

    
      “Justin, you are not fine, I’m your mother, I know that much.”  I flinched. “You haven’t been fine for a while. You need to tell me what’s going on.” My lip started quivering. I was so ready to be yelled at or to be insulted or anything. This was worse.
    

    
      “I don’t know what’s wrong with me, Mum.” My eyes stung. I needed to stop myself from crying but I wasn’t sure how long I could manage it.
    

    
      “It’s okay for a boy to cry sweetheart, even if he looks like you.” I didn’t want to be a boy. That was what this was all about. That’s why I was stuck like this.
    

    
      “I'm tired, Mum…"
    

    
      "It's okay, Justin." I’d failed at not crying. Mum needed to believe I was fine.
    

    
      “It’s not that bad. I’ll be fine. I just need to be left alone.” I said through sobs.
    

    
      “Come here, honey.” She reached out and pulled me into a hug. I hadn’t had a hug in so long. I sobbed into Mum’s shoulder. Was this normal? It always seemed like something that only happened in movies. “It’s okay, you’re going to be okay...”
    

    
      “I’m fine.” 
    

    
      “You’re sobbing darling. We have the money now to get you some help. Whether you want to stay like you are right now, or if you want to try and go back to how you were. We can do whatever we need.”
    

    
      “I don’t want to be a burden.”
    

    
      “Taking care of my child isn’t a burden.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry.” It was all I could think to say. I couldn’t stop crying. Why couldn’t I stop crying?
    

    
      “I’m just glad you’re safe. Now, do you still want me to call you Justin?”
    

    
      The next hour was a blur. We sat on the couch. I struggled to get words out. I couldn’t think properly. The answer I think was no. No, I didn’t want to be called that anymore. Not while I was stuck like this. Mum left a few times to get food, and water, but otherwise just held me as I struggled to explain everything. My name kept getting caught on my lips between sobs. I got out a ‘no’ to her question, but not much else. I wasn’t even sure who or what I was anymore but I didn’t want to be that. I didn’t want to be called that. I didn’t want to think about the me from only a few hours ago.  
    

    
      Food and water helped get my breathing under control. My body and mind followed after.
    

    
      “Can you try calling me Angelica?” I couldn’t look at her. There still felt like a possibility, no matter how slim or outlandish, that she would just tell me to leave. Her son had been a destructive mess up until recently and there was really no reason to believe I was who I said I was. If she just wanted to kick me out and use that as a pretence I couldn’t even judge her. Get rid of the moocher. Stop me from continuing to be a financial drain. 
    

    
      "That is a beautiful name.” It was starting to feel a little bit safer.
    

    
      "A friend helped me pick it out." Thinking about what Joanne said made cheeks warm. Why can't this body hide my emotions? At least for now it was hidden behind everything else that was messy and wrong.  
    

    
      “Well your friend has taste. It suits you.”
    

    
      "It's just until there is another option. I might still end up turning back." I needed another option before I could make a choice. For now, though, this felt right. It made me happy. I needed to trust that people wanted me to be happy. 
    

    
      "That's okay, Angelica. As long as you're safe."
    

    
      "Can I have another hug?"
    

    
      "Of course."
    

    
      Hugs were nice. Not feeling like poison was nice. My old body made me feel like I was hurting others with my presence. I never realised I was so touch starved. Mum's arms wrapped around me. It was warm. Just being able to touch other people felt nice. 
    

    
      My communicator beeped after what felt like a five-minute hug. I’d almost forgotten that there was an outside world. The others were awake I guessed. I just needed to know that and then see about going to bed. 
    

    
      "Sorry, my friends are calling. They drank the soda too. I need to know they're okay."
    

    
      "It's okay, honey."
    

    
      Homecoming Part 2 - Chapter 17
    

    
      “What do you mean ‘no more training’, Astrus?” He had to be kidding. This wasn’t nearly as bad as what happened with Brain Drain, or the Cuttle Copier. The monster was taken down by just two of our rangers. They weren’t sending their best. Or maybe they were. 
    

    
      “Exactly that, Joanne. No more training, or saving the world until I give the word.”
    

    
      I hadn’t even been awake an hour and already something ridiculous was being floated. Everyone else (sans Angie) was staring at me. How was I the one getting stares?
    

    
      “But who will protect the world?” Were we meant to abandon the town because we weren’t feeling well?
    

    
      “That is a problem for Kepler and I to figure out.” 
    

    
      “For how long?”
    

    
      “Until Angelica is ready.” 
    

    
      “Is she okay?” That did get me to shut up at least. After what I’d said before passing out, I hoped she was. She didn’t need to be freaking out about me crushing on her when she was still trying to navigate her identity. The more that I remembered the stupider I felt and the more I dreaded talking to her again. There was no way we could go back to being training buddies like we were today after that. No way in hell.
    

    
      “She’s at home with her mother. She is safe.”
    

    
      “Is her mum treating her right?”
    

    
      “She is.” Thank goodness. I didn’t need to completely panic.
    

    
      “Then we'll talk about this no training thing later. We’ll have a meeting tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Look Joanne, I have been dealing with my body changes and trying to manage everyone else” I’d almost forgotten Clay had had some changes of their own. “I’m not sure how up to a meeting I will be tomorrow. I’ll see you if I see you.” That was fine, they’d earned a break. We all had.
    

    
      “Alex is gonna need some time, as well. Tomorrow isn’t going to work. Can you just fill us in later?” Blain added. Maybe they did need a break, but I wasn’t going to rest until Gold was okay.
    

    
      “Stella, what about you?”
    

    
      “Sorry, Joanne I’m pooped. I can try to talk to Angie when she gets back, but hopefully, she’ll be feeling better before that.”
    

    
      I was on my own I guess, but that was fine. This was my mess.
    

    
      “Okay, I’ll talk to you all when we next get the chance. Goodnight, please rest well.” 
    

    
      Colourful lights clouded my vision, and I was alone with a disappointed looking hologram.
    

    
      “You did well leading from the sidelines Joanne,” he said. I could feel the ‘but’ coming. 
    

    
      “Thanks, Astrus.”
    

    
      “But,” There it was, the start of a lecture. “That doesn’t mean you can jeopardise your well-being to satisfy your guilt.”
    

    
      “Excuse me? How was I meant to pass out while my teammates were fighting a monster when there was no one to keep guard? I’m the leader!” A lecture about being better, and not hurting my teammates was something I could handle. That made sense. A lecture about being too worried was not something I could take.
    

    
      “Joanne, please. Do you remember what I said about fragile people and them being more willing to sacrifice themselves, or do something reckless? What you did today, refusing to transform back when it was safe to do so was a poor tactical decision that you made because you were fragile.”
    

    
      “Fragile? What are you talking about? Me being conscious helped them defeat that Gender Vendor thing.”
    

    
      “It worked, that doesn’t mean it was the right decision. Your team knew there would be a fight, but the others transformed back because it meant they might be able to fight when they woke up.”
    

    
      “They didn’t wake up until after! If I had gone to sleep with the rest of them--”
    

    
      “You didn’t know that!” Astrus yelled.
    

    
      I stood there shocked. Astrus was always so calm, and kind. I couldn’t tell what kind of yell it was. Whether it was scared or angry. I’d never seen him make that expression and I couldn’t make heads or tails of it. 
    

    
      “If he had waited another hour you could have had your whole team there. We did not know when he was going to attack, or how long Gender Vendor was going to keep distributing his drinks. I can step in as a sideline leader, but I cannot be a ranger on the field.”
    

    
      “But it didn’t happen like that. He came early and--”
    

    
      “And you didn’t know that would happen. I need you to promise me you will take this rest period seriously. No training, no fighting. I need you to be safe, and I need you to have a clear head. Guilt is not productive. All you can do is move forward. Goodnight, Joanne.”
    

    
      A red light enveloped me and I was outside my house. The lights were on. Shouldn’t dad be asleep? I knocked and hoped that someone had just left the lights on. That he wouldn’t be there to ask questions that I couldn’t answer. 
    

    
      "Joanne! Oh, thank goodness you are okay." It was the first time I’d seen him properly in weeks. There were dark bags under his eyes, his hair was a mess and his work clothes were dishevelled.
    

    
      "Dad? Aren't you supposed to be asleep?"
    

    
      "I had to take the day off. Most of the office was in rough shape. There were a few new ladies and gentlemen who wanted to keep working, as well as those of us who don't like soda, but the boss shut down the whole place anyway. I got home and couldn’t find you. Why are you home so late? I thought all kids were sent home, but I didn't get a call about you being affected." Of course, Astrus would forget to notify our parents in the chaos. Maybe he had assumed our parents would get the memo. Maybe he didn't want to out us as the rangers. Maybe he'd assumed my Dad wouldn't be home like I did and didn’t think he’d even bother to check if I was in bed or if I was going to sneak in later. 
    

    
      "I was taking care of some friends, that's all."
    

    
      "Until ten at night? Please tell me you didn't walk home."
    

    
      "No, her dad dropped me off. She didn't turn back with the rest of us." I lied. 
    

    
      "What do you mean 'with the rest of us'?"
    

    
      "Well, I--"
    

    
      "Are you okay? Why didn't anyone tell me?"
    

    
      "My friend's dad picked us up from the basketball court." Calling Astrus a friend's dad would have to work for now. "The drink made us pass out, and I didn't want to bother you at work."
    

    
      "I was worried. I didn't know where you were."
    

    
      "Why does that matter now? I could be out till ten every night and you wouldn't notice. Is it different because you were home?" I snapped. 
    

    
      "I couldn't get a hold of you, I’m your father of course I’d be worried."
    

    
      "It didn’t seem to bother you when Brain Drain or Crabby Patty attacked?” I muttered. He didn’t get to be a parent when it was convenient and disappear in his work when it wasn’t. It wasn’t fair for him to act like a dad when an alien was doing his job for him. 
    

    
      “Do you think because I’m at work I don’t worry? I keep having to check my phone to make sure your school is safe.”
    

    
      “We could at least catch up afterwards.”
    

    
      “You are always asleep by the time I get home, and in the morning you don’t seem to want to talk about it.” Well yeah, because I am tired, saving the world is exhausting. It was easier to just ignore it. How was I meant to respond to him suddenly caring?
    

    
      "I'm going to bed."
    

    
      "Work is letting us have tomorrow off, we'll talk then."
    

    
      "Yeah, whatever dad."
    

    
      I climbed the stairs up to my room. The hurried lecture from Astrus played in my head. "Guilt isn't productive." Guilt stopped me from messing up again. Guilt drove me to fix my mistakes. How was that not productive? Maybe it was my mistakes that were the problem, and this was his way of telling me about them. Maybe that's why he told us to take a break. Maybe he was replacing me. That line of thinking wasn’t going anywhere good. Change the subject.
    

    
      Angelica. That was maybe the wrong topic to try thinking about. I tried to remember our last conversation, and… Oh. Maybe being removed as a leader would be a blessing. It wasn’t like I could show my face in front of her ever again. Not after once again flirting with her while not thinking straight. I didn’t just say she was cute or an angel this time. I straight up told her she was my type. How do you recover from that? That was one more thing I needed to apologise to her for.
    

    
      Maybe I just needed to sleep.
    

    
      My pre bedtime rumination had definitely affected my dreams. She was in all of them. That dream of a girl being the gold ranger instead of what we got happened again but with her. With Angie. It wasn’t like me to get so worked up over someone like this. I’d had a very passive crush on Stella for months and it had never ended with me having a dream about her. Or with me deliriously telling her how gorgeous she was. We just complimented each other like friends. Like normal friends but with Goldie my brain ignored how to be normal. 
    

    
      “Joanne, I’m going to the mall, do you want to come?” Dad called from downstairs, interrupting this spiral I was sending myself down. Light shone through my windows, morning. Not that it changed my want to go back to bed. What was the point of being awake if I couldn’t train and everyone else was as exhausted as I was. 
    

    
      “Wha?” I responded. It was too early to talk to anyone, especially so soon after a dream like that.
    

    
      “I need to get some food, I just wanted to know if you wanted to come with me? I’ll buy us ice cream.”
    

    
      “I’m too tired, Dad.” I also needed to ask Astrus about Angie, but I couldn’t tell him that. I wasn’t gonna be able to normalise until then. 
    

    
      “Aww come on, like those daddy-daughter outings we had when you were a kid.” It had been a long time since he’d had enough time for anything like that and even this time it was only because he had a day off due to an emergency.
    

    
      “Can you bring some home? I’m still recovering from being turned into a guy yesterday.”
    

    
      “Oh gosh, yeah, I’m so sorry. Anything you need? Chocolate? Lollies?” I did not like this new attentive father figure. 
    

    
      “Just some ice cream.”
    

    
      “Okay, well. If you're not coming, I’ll get going. You like chocolate right?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Okay.” 
    

    
      This had to be the worst part of barely knowing your dad. The awkwardness of trying to talk to someone you haven't been close with for some time and the expectations that you should talk to them despite having nothing to talk about.
    

    
      I waited for Dad’s car to leave the driveway. He probably wouldn't see me teleport but it paid to be careful. It also meant that I had more time to think about what I had to say to him.
    

    
      “Astrus, teleport me to base.”
    

    
      “I’m not going to change my mind, Joanne, no training.” Right. That was important.
    

    
      “That’s not what this is about.”
    

    
      The command centre appeared around me. What did I want to say? Did I want to ask if I was being replaced, or what he meant yesterday? No. None of that was important right now. He would have told me that if it was going to happen anyway. 
    

    
      “How’s Angie? Can I see her?” I asked. That works.
    

    
      “I can send a message through to her.” 
    

    
      “Please do, I need to apologise to her.”
    

    
      “What did I say about guilt, Joanne?”
    

    
      “That it’s not productive, but--”
    

    
      I didn’t want to get forceful, but I needed to get it through to him that what I did just wasn’t normal by human standards. It wasn’t normal to flirt like that, or make it clear that you have a crush on a girl who had only just become a girl.
    

    
      “But what? She isn’t holding it against you. You have apologised already.”
    

    
      Not enough.
    

    
      “I was flirting with her during an identity crisis, Astrus. We don’t do that on this planet. That’s not normal or healthy.”
    

    
      “What?” Oh, yeah. We were talking about something else. The deadnaming thing probably. That I had apologised for. Even if I wasn’t sure if I could actually make up for it.
    

    
      “Oh."
    

    
      “This isn’t going to make you feel more guilty?”
    

    
      “No, I just need to apologise. It wasn’t appropriate.”
    

    
      “I’ll see what I can do. Sit down, Joanne."
    

    
      Shopping - Chapter 18
    

    
      "Tell her I'm sorry, Astrus, but I'm with my Mum," I whispered into my communicator while hiding around the corner with my phone up to my ear. 
    

    
      "Angie you can't get out of this, you need new clothes." The mall had been kept open despite yesterday. I assumed it was for people like me to get some clothes. To try and get some sense of normalcy back. Most people had seemingly transformed back by now, which meant people like me were starting to realise what had happened. 
    

    
      "I'm not trying to, Mum," I yelled back.
    

    
      I couldn’t avoid getting new clothes anyway. Everything I owned was oversized on my old body, now I was swimming in fabric. I took a deep breath. This wasn't like when I was a guy, no one was going to look at me weird if I looked at dresses or women's jeans or cute skirts. Not that I'd ever done that. 
    

    
      Unfortunately I wasn’t sure I’d find many kindred spirits. I’d see a few people excitedly dashing around the mall, trying out new outfits from each store, talking with their loved ones. 
    

    
      The mall was surprisingly busy for another reason. Can collection. Gender Vendor and Dysphorus had been busy, there were palettes of the stuff being moved. Part of me wanted to try stealing a can and trying to turn back again, instead, I just stared at the piles of Clownfish Orange. How many other people were in my situation? How many other lives had been changed? Those who were here at the mall were just a small portion of those affected.
    

    
      "They have resources over there for victims. We should check it out, Angie, you know in case you do end up staying like this." Mum said. I did want to see if there was anyone like me there. Maybe someone knew of a way to change back.
    

    
      "Okay."
    

    
      I hid behind Mum as we walked over. I may have asked to come out and get new clothes, but that didn't mean I wanted to talk to people.
    

    
      "Hi, my daughter has recently gone through some changes. You're young, what do the kids wear these days?"
    

    
      "Uh, excuse me but is your child okay with being called that," said a familiar voice, "They don't seem enthusiastic about being here." I couldn't see her from behind Mum, but that voice was familiar.
    

    
      "Oh she's just shy, has been since she was little. Angelica asked for some new clothes." Okay, everyone on the team already knew about the name so there was no need to hide. I moved out from behind mum and pulled back my jumpers' hood. Behind the desk was Stella, who somehow after everything that had happened yesterday, looked gorgeous. The ashiness her skin had yesterday was gone and her brown skin shined. She had to have been using some form of makeup to make it reflect gold, right? Maybe she could teach me how to do my makeup? That's if I stayed a girl.
    

    
      "Wait? Angie?"
    

    
      "Hi, Stella."
    

    
      "Wow, you look great." Was blushing necessary whenever I received a compliment? This never seemed to happen when I was a guy. 
    

    
      "Oh, you two know each other?" Mum asked.
    

    
      "Your daughter’s a friend of mine. She helped me out a lot yesterday." What was she talking about? All I did yesterday was get excited and then freak out. How was that in any way helping?
    

    
      "Would you like to come shopping with us then, I'm sure she would like someone her age to help her pick out clothes."
    

    
      "Of course. We got most of the cans in the mall prepped for moving, I'm not sure they need me anymore."
    

    
      "I can see if I can cover for you if you'd like to take her shopping instead. I think she'd prefer a peer over her Mum." Did I get a choice in this? Then again shopping with a friend did make me stand out less than a teenager dragging her mum around. 
    

    
      "Sure, they might be able to help you with anything else you need"
    

    
      "You have been very helpful Stella, thank you. Angie, I have transferred some money into your account. Get whatever you need honey. Have fun, girls." 
    

    
      "We will," Stella responded. Mum walked over to the person running the place and started chatting. Even if I wanted her to come with me it would be hard getting her to budge.
    

    
      How was this meant to go? Was she going to drag me around? How did I even talk to her like this? Was she taller than me now? When did that happen? Why was I so tiny? How is hanging out meant to work? 
    

    
      "Thank you for letting me do your hair yesterday.” Finally, someone broke the ice. 
    

    
      "I should be the one thanking you!"
    

    
      "It must have been confusing for you though."
    

    
      "I liked it!" I felt the need to tell her how nice having my hair played with felt. Or how her treating me like any other girl made me feel normal, but maybe this wasn’t the best way "Uh, sorry for blurting that out. Are you okay after yesterday?"
    

    
      "I'm so much better compared to yesterday. What about you?"
    

    
      "I'm fine," I mumbled.
    

    
      "You know that's not going to fly. How do you like being Angelica? Are you adjusting okay?"
    

    
      "It's confusing.” I’d started following her, as she led the way. “I’m meant to be a guy, but this feels better.” The last nights had been a mess of confusion.
    

    
      "You responded without too much pushing. I'm proud.”
    

    
      "Hey."
    

    
      "Sorry. What do you mean? Do you want to go back to being a guy?"
    

    
      "No, why would anyone want to be a guy? You know how it feels. I just don't like being forced to become a girl."
    

    
      "I mean you could try owning it. Be the girl you want to be rather than letting how you became a girl define you." 
    

    
      "What do you mean?"
    

    
      "What kind of girl do you want to be?"
    

    
      "I don't know, I guess I thought about wearing dresses and skirts and stuff before but they wouldn't have looked good on me."
    

    
      "Are you kidding me? Even in your old body, you would have rocked a dress." Wha-- I tried to imagine it, which was difficult considering I couldn't remember what I looked like yesterday. 
    

    
      "But I was a guy."
    

    
      "Were you? Or did you just think you were?" Another person was saying this stuff. Was it possible I'd been trans the whole time? "Your shy cutie personality in a dress would have been adorable even in your old body." Why did it feel good to hear about that hypothetical? Why did thinking about my old body as a girl make me feel so much more confident?
    

    
      "So if I changed back, you think I could still be cute?"
    

    
      "Well yeah. Your personality is adorable and a summer dress would have shown off your legs wonderfully." I blushed. God damn this body. 
    

    
      "I think I prefer this body." 
    

    
      "Oh and it suits you. Don’t get me wrong. I just thought you should know that your old body would also make a cute girl."
    

    
      "You think so?" Ugh, I was trying to not let this affect my decision, but if my old body could be a girl then...
    

    
      "Of course.”
    

    
      "And y’all would still treat me as a girl?"
    

    
      "Obviously. You don't exactly seem comfortable with the guys."
    

    
      "Was it that obvious?"
    

    
      "Why do you think you were always on my team?" She winked. Of course, she picked up on it. She picked up on everything and it made me feel stupid. 
    

    
      "I don't get it, Stella? Like what makes them so different?”
    

    
      "You aren’t a boy.”
    

    
      “Stop making sense.”
    

    
      “Sorry, no can do. Topic at hand though. Do you want to try something familiar or new?” 
    

    
      Looking around the crowds were getting thicker, but there were a few people who stood out to me. On my left, a guy donated clothes to the resource centre that he couldn’t wear anymore. On my right a girl was twirling in a pastel yellow dress, her eyes radiating joy behind her oversized round glasses and her friend looked at her with a beaming pride, she blushed and he took her hand and they moved into the hustle and bustle. New. I wanted something new. 
    

    
      “I want a dress.”
    

    
      “Easy, is there a colour you’d prefer,”
    

    
      “Something bright. I can try something more familiar later, but I want a fresh start.”
    

    
      She smiled and dragged me into a nearby hippy style store. It seemed almost entirely out of step with the tidiness of the rest of the mall, a hole in the wall where every wall was covered in clothes with little regard for tidiness beyond basic practicality. Racks lined the inside. 
    

    
      “You shrank a lot so most of the on-sale stuff will fit you. This place has the best dresses.”
    

    
      “Okay. Are you sure no one’s going to think I’m weird?”
    

    
      “I’ve come here with Blain cause he digs the dresses here. No one bats an eyelid. Additionally, a cute girl looking at cute clothes is not going to raise any eyebrows.” I blushed. Why was she being so nice? 
    

    
      “Hi! Are you looking for anything in particular?” I jumped, before turning around. There was a punk-looking sales assistant. Why was I so jumpy? I was going to give myself away. “Wait, Stella?”
    

    
      “Becca?”
    

    
      “Yeah!”
    

    
      “Oh my gosh girl, you look great.”
    

    
      I hid behind a rack of clothes. I’d never met this girl before. She looked older than us. Not that it mattered. Running my hands through the racks of clothes wasn’t going to pick something out for me but it did at least make me look busy.
    

    
      “So you got some?”
    

    
      “Yeah! This much transition progress doesn’t happen overnight most of the time.” The woman looked around conspiratorially. “But don’t tell the other cis people that.”
    

    
      “I am so happy for you! I was going to call if you didn’t get some.” Stella stood on her tiptoes to whisper into the punk lady's ear. “I might have snuck some cans out while I was volunteering.”
    

    
      “Nice. Thanks but I already got my hit of the stuff and I have no intention of going back. Who’s the tiny one eavesdropping?” 
    

    
      Caught. The dress that I had in my hand wasn’t even one that would fit so it’s not like I could run away and unlike a shirt if it was too big that could actually be an issue.
    

    
      “Did you say you drank Clownfish Orange?” I stepped out from behind the rack. Putting the dress back where I’d found it.  It sounded like she was like me? Was she trans? How was she coping? Was she coping? She was back at work so quickly so I had to assume. 
    

    
      “If you’re going to make a big deal out of it--” I had to stop her. I didn’t want this lady to think I disliked her or anything.
    

    
      “I’m not! I promise! How are you coping?”
    

    
      “It’s not coping as much as it’s living. I was only six months on HRT but now I’m not sure how much of that matters. No more misgendering or dirty looks from customers. I’m looking forward to throwing those customers out when they notice I’m ‘gone’.” She was so much more comfortable about all this than I was. “Why do you ask?”
    

    
      “She had a rude awakening yesterday,” Stella said solemnly, with a slightly mischievous side aimed directly at me. 
    

    
      “So she’s trans.”
    

    
      “I was a guy.” I wanted to shout. Instead, I whispered it. I didn’t need looks from the other two customers in the shop. “Was.”
    

    
      “Then why did you want to buy a dress first? And why aren’t you back to your old self?” I wasn’t going to let Stella pull apart an argument I hadn’t even started to make yet. 
    

    
      “Because I don’t know!”
    

    
      “She cracked didn’t she?” Rebecca said. At least that’s what her name tag said and it seemed to match her presentation. 
    

    
      “Cracking,” Stella confirmed. What did cracking even mean in this context?
    

    
      “Can you just help me buy a dress?” I said, defeated. I didn’t have a clue what they were talking about or how they knew each other, but I needed clothes. I need a dress. I need assistance buying something more complex than a pair of jeans and band merch.  
    

    
      “Of course. I’ll just go help this other customer. Stella knows what she’s doing.”
    

    
      “It was good seeing you, Rebecca.”
    

    
      “Good seeing you too.”
    

    
      The racks of dresses were all so appealing. I wanted to try on all of them. Was that normal? Before this, it was just whatever was comfortable and covered my body the most but now everything looked like it could be fun to try out. 
    

    
      “Sorry, that was Rebecca we met at an LGBT group in town.” She had mentioned something about being ace at some point. I hadn’t been paying too much attention. It wasn’t much of my business.
    

    
      I didn’t have a clue where to start. I didn’t know what kind of girl I wanted to be. What I wanted to wear, or even the logistics of pricing and such. 
    

    
      “No problem.” I tried pulling something random of the rack, but it was almost definitely too big for me. “But I’m going to need some help.”
    

    
      “I think you’d look good in something floral. It would go well with your hair.” 
    

    
      She rummaged through the clearance rack and looked up at me occasionally as if she was sizing me up in her head. Maybe that was what she was doing. I’d never gone shopping like this before. Joanne had suggested something like this yesterday, hadn’t she. Maybe I’d have to make it up to her. Finally Stella pulled something off the rack and held it up triumphantly. 
    

    
      “You still think I’d look good in a dress?” 
    

    
      “I know you would and I also think Joanne might like to see it.” 
    

    
      “Shut up.” No amount of hiding my face could make my blushing less obvious. Damn this expressive body. I wanted her to see me as the girl she was talking about last night. That angel… 
    

    
      “I knew it!” 
    

    
      That wasn’t something I could allow. I was me. She was a lesbian. It wouldn’t work. Not to mention all the other reasons.
    

    
      “Knew what!?”
    

    
      “You like her. Don’t you?”
    

    
      “No, I don’t!” I squeaked. 
    

    
      “Oh it’s bad… I thought you might have had something before but now you have a big red sign instead of a face.”
    

    
      “I just think she’s handsome, that’s it. She’s cool.” Cool in a broad sense. She was caring. Friendly. She gave me the time of day even when I didn’t deserve it.
    

    
      “The young inexperienced femme is captivated by the butches swagger.” Stella had taken on the cadence of a wildlife documentarian. 
    

    
      “I’m not a femme.”
    

    
      “She may deny it but her feelings are obvious to anyone with eyes.”
    

    
      “You suck.”
    

    
      “I do. Now try on the dress Angie, because trust me. She will think it’s adorable.” Well, it did look nice.
    

    
      No Going Back - Chapter 18
    

    
      Stella let us know that Angie was okay and that she was still going by Angie. It was a relief to hear that maybe she had accepted part of who she wanted to be, but it made the wait to see her all the more anxiety-inducing. Only a day had passed, but I was still worried. She could have called me or reached out directly. I still needed to apologise to her. 
    

    
      Joanne: Do you have Angie’s number?
    

    
      This was an act of desperation. A cry for help, but she’d requested we all come over and see her. The entire thing had Stella written all over it. I wanted to see her. I wanted to hug her. I wanted to meet her again when I wasn’t trying to apologise or delirious. I needed to clear the air to make that happen.
    

    
      Stella: Eager aren’t we?
    

    
      She hadn’t been conscious for most of the time me and Angie had spent together. What gave her the right to tease me?
    

    
      Joanne: Who told you!?
    

    
      Stella: Don’t worry it was all positive things.
    

    
      Joanne: Do you have her number or not? 
    

    
      Stella: Hold on tiger, give me a second.
    

    
      Dad had taken a few days off after the incident to look out for any side effects of the Clownfish Orange, at least that’s what he said. I hadn’t had any. I think he just felt bad after I lashed out. Unfortunately when he was around he was decently perceptive.
    

    
      “You okay, champ?”
    

    
      “I’m fine, Dad.”
    

    
      “Is it a boy?” 
    

    
      “Dad.” How did he not know? Or did he and he was just being a homophobe? The latter did not seem likely but I preferred to let myself down before he could. Perceptive about my anxiety but not my very obvious sexuality.
    

    
      “What? I just wanna see how my princess is doing. I haven’t had this much time off lately.”
    

    
      “Lately? Dad, I’ve been reheating my dinners for the last year.”
    

    
      “Has it been that long?”
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      “That’s going to change then. From now on I’ll be home more. Now, is it a boy?”
    

    
      “If you’d talked to me properly over the last year you would know that guys aren’t my thing.” Maybe I was laying on the guilt thick. Maybe I was being too casual with how I outed myself. Maybe I just didn’t care since my current father figure was a hologram.
    

    
      “Oh. Is it a girl issue then?” I had to admire how quick he understood that and how quickly he accepted me for who I was. It didn’t excuse anything but it was better than being kicked out of the house. “I didn’t want to assume. I know girls fashion is a lot more varied these days.
    

    
      “Why do you care?”
    

    
      “Because you’re my daughter. Now was I right?”
    

    
      “You know what? Yes. She got hit by the thing yesterday, and we got stuck together and I’m not sure what to do.”
    

    
      “Is she the one that didn’t turn back?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “See, I listen. So your crush turned into a boy.”
    

    
      “No, she was a friend and she realised she was a girl yesterday.”
    

    
      “She was a boy then.”
    

    
      “I thought she was before, but now she seems happy as a girl.”
    

    
      “Huh, what a champ. Taking the whole being turned into a girl thing in stride. Can’t imagine how I would have reacted.”
    

    
      “Based on how Alex and Blain reacted. Badly. Unless you secretly want to be a woman, Mum.” I joked. He was trying to keep things light-hearted. The least I could do was reply cynically. 
    

    
      “God no! I’m quite happy as I am.”
    

    
      My phone pinged. Finally, a way to remove me from this conversation.
    

    
      “That’s her.”
    

    
      “Don’t let me stop you.” He went back to cooking breakfast. A little hurt maybe but it wasn’t my biggest concern. We could rebuild this maybe. If he wanted to try, but Angie was urgent. I’d be at hers in a few hours and I needed her to actually get something off my chest. I added her contact number into my phone and typed something up.
    

    
      Joanne: No idea how to start this, but I’m so sorry for the other night. 
    

    
      Angelica: We were both stressed. It hurt, but I’m okay now. You’ve already apologised enough.
    

    
      I was glad to hear it but again, not what I was talking about. I’d hoped she’d gotten some of it from Astrus.
    

    
      Joanne: Astrus didn’t pass along the message did he?
    

    
      Angelica: I was busy. 
    

    
      Joanne: I mean for what I said after the fight…
    

    
      Angelica: OH
    

    
      Angelica: You don’t have to apologise for that. You were just comforting me. I get it.
    

    
      Joanne: I think I jumped that line. 
    

    
      With a pole vault. Every word I remembered was gayer than the last. I booped her nose! She needed to know I wasn’t going to do shit like that again. That I was going to just hit on her because she was a girl now. She was my friend first.
    

    
      Angelica: It’s fine. 
    

    
      Angelica: I’ve got to get dressed. I’ll see you later?
    

    
      ‘Later’ was only an hour away. I stared at the plate of food my dad had put in front of me. Anxiety was here now. 
    

    
      “Is the food okay?”
    

    
      “Sorry. I should eat. I have to go to a friend's house.”
    

    
      “The girl you like?”
    

    
      “I don’t like her.”
    

    
      “Sure you don’t. Are you going to need a lift?”
    

    
      “No, I should be right.” 
    

    
      “Okay then. Be back before dinner. I’ll cook for us tonight, it will be like when you were little.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      “Love you, kiddo.”
    

    
      I scarfed my food down and headed back to my room to figure out what to wear. Nothing fancy was necessary. I was just seeing a friend but it felt like a big occasion. It would be most of our first times seeing one of our friends as her true self with less denial. I had to at least wear the nicest flannel I could find and the jeans I had without holes in them. 
    

    
      The hour passed by fast and Astrus teleported us outside their house. My heart thumped in anticipation. We were going to see her as a group of friends. To check up on her, but I still couldn’t help but feel anxious. I’d hurt her, I ruined what could have been the best day of her life because of my selfishness. I needed to forget all that.  I needed to be there for her. Blain knocked before my spiral could finish itself. I took a deep breath, and then another, and I waited for the door to open. 
    

    
      “Angie, your friends are here!” A voice shouted from behind the door. Her mum, presumably. The door opened, and I could immediately see the family resemblance, Angie was the spitting image of her mum if her mum were twenty years younger. 
    

    
      “Hi, we are here to see our friend,” Blain said with his best defence melting smile. 
    

    
      “Oh, I know. Hello, again Stella.”
    

    
      “Hi, Angelica’s mum!” Stella responded cheerfully.
    

    
      “Now she is going by Angelica or Angie, just so everyone knows.”
    

    
      “Oh, no problem! She already told us!” Blain chuckled, as he gave me a look, a look of mockery. By now everyone knew about the angel thing I guess. I wasn’t sure who was responsible. Clay or Angie. Angie told Stella I’m sure, but Clay was looking at me with a sly smile that implied they might have something to do with it. And now none of them would ever let me live it down. Then again what are friends for if not mocking you for your delirious ramblings? 
    

    
      “Angelica! You can’t chicken out of this!”
    

    
      “I’m not trying to chicken out, Mum!” Her voice was music to my ears. Was I that useless? Just her voice was enough to make me blush. “I just can’t find my boxers...”
    

    
      “Honey, you threw those out, remember? Now get out here!”
    

    
      “Do I have to?” This was a lot more fun to watch when the reveal was someone I cared about. 
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “I’m coming”
    

    
      The girl who walked down the hallway was gorgeous. I couldn’t think of any other way to describe her. The hair that used to be shaggy, and messy was now brushed, and cut. It was slightly tomboyish, but that was contrasted by her outfit choice. She was wearing a dress! A floral sundress that swished as she walked down the stairs! I was conflicted between pride and gay. Had Stella specifically picked this out for her to mess with me?
    

    
      “Hi,” I squeaked.
    

    
      “Hi,” she squeaked back. 
    

    
      “Angie, you look. Wow!” I said eloquently. Good job Joanne. Real articulate.
    

    
      “Thank you,” she squeaked. There was no way she didn't know how cute she was. She had to.
    

    
      Her dress was white and covered in a sunflower pattern. She looked so positive. Like the depressed nerd who I’d spent the last couple of weeks struggling to get to know had completely melted into this gorgeous girl in front of me. There were still parts of her I recognised. The way she tried to make herself smaller, she still swayed as she stood, and even her apprehension about meeting us. That was all her.
    

    
      “You got short,” Blain observed. “I know you are smaller than you used to be, but weren’t we the same height?”
    

    
      “I think so?”
    

    
      “Wow, that stuff is powerful. You look cute.”
    

    
      “Hey, no flirting in front of me,” Her mum joked.
    

    
      “Not flirting ma’am, my boyfriends right here. Besides, I’m not the one you should be worried about.” He glanced at me. I was going to throw a bot at him the next time I got the chance, there was no need to expose me.
    

    
      “I don’t think I’m into guys,” Angie mumbled. Was she looking at me? There was no way after all of that dumb delirious flirting she was into me. Was it bully Joanne day? ‘Make her want to squeal’ day? 
    

    
      “How about you kids sit down?”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Why was I being so obvious? Why did I look at her? I was so stupid! What is a girl meant to do about her feelings? I never studied for that! I was too busy focusing on how guys do things! Now I was a girl and I think I wanted to stay that way and everything was a new type of confusing!
    

    
      What was a butch? What was a femme? Why had Stella even entertained the idea of me trying to impress her and why did I follow through with it? I was so stupid! 
    

    
      “So, are you still thinking about going back?” Clay’s question seemed like a gotcha. When this happened I lashed out, I hated being forced to make decisions. 
    

    
      “Not really,” I confessed. “I got some great advice from Stella. I like being like this. I like being able to talk to my mum.”
    

    
      “I swear I have gotten more words out of her in the last two days than I have in years. I feel like I have my baby back. Did you know when she was younger she was a little chatterbox? Can you imagine her as a chatterbox?” She rambled in a way that I had learnt was normal for mums to do.
    

    
      “Mum!”
    

    
      “What? Is my little girl getting embarrassed?” Her little girl. I was her little girl. Her daughter. I was that. How could I want to go back to being my old self? When right now I was my mum's daughter. There was pride in her voice like she was proud of who I was. I couldn’t have done that before. Did she feel like she’d lost me? Would she have lost me if I stayed like that? 
    

    
      Maybe. I needed to put it out of my mind. I had my friends here. My friends who cared about me. Joanne was avoiding my eyes. I don’t think she was mad at me. 
    

    
      “I’m glad. You seem a lot happier like this. If you need any help with gender stuff though. Like. I am still here.” Clay said.
    

    
      Okay maybe I couldn’t put it out of my mind. I was tearing up. I tried to imagine a future if I had never drunk that soda. Would it have been possible for me to talk to my mum like I could now? Was it even possible to have a future from where I was? I always figured I would just disappear... “I’m sorry, Mum.” The tears had become full-blown sobbing. Mum seemed happier than I had seen her since I was younger as well. Like a huge burden had been lifted off her shoulders. She looked like she’d got her child back. What would have happened to her if I’d disappeared after Cuttlecopier? What if MegaMech's sword had hit me? What if my carelessness had led to a slight difference and they’d skewered me. 
    

    
      It wasn’t worth thinking about. 
    

    
      Once again I was wrapped in a hug. I wasn’t ever going back to being a guy, that was for sure. Out of the question. Figuring out what kind of not guy I wanted to be was a different story. 
    

    
      Date? - Epilogue
    

    
      "So this is the girl that used to be a boy?" Dad asked. Infuriatingly Dad had kept his promise. Over the last few weeks he'd been taking more time off. Working less unpaid over time and overall being a very attentive and awkward father. I'd be lying if I said I actually hated it. It was nice that he was showing that he cared and the lack of Dysphorus attacks recently meant there hadn't been any issues with hiding my ranger status. 
    

    
      "Her name is Angie, and yeah she got clownfished. I don't know how accurate "used to be a boy" is." I explained. "She was in pretty rough shape before."
    

    
      "And you are taking her out on a date tomorrow?"
    

    
      "What of it?"
    

    
      "Nothing just, you've grown up so fast." Dad said. 
    

    
      "It's pretty normal for young adults to date, Dad."
    

    
      "It's different when it's your own kid. You know how to treat a lady right, right? I'm not sure how etiquette works between women, but I'm assuming similar rules apply." 
    

    
      "What are you talking about?"
    

    
      "You know, being a gentleman, or gentlewoman, in this case. Holding the door open for her, things like that." He was embarrassing himself and he knew it. "I've been out of the dating market for a while but if you need to know anything I can try to help."
    

    
      Those traditions had always seemed kind of antiquated to me. You are generally meant to be polite to people and a lot of it seemed very infantalising towards women. Like we can pull our own chairs out! Open our own doors! Yet the idea of sweeping Angie off her feet by being a gentlewoman appealed to me in a way that was hard to pin down. The date was meant to be casual. I wasn't taking her anywhere fancy, just a milkshake place, but if it goes well, I could keep learning into the butch angle. Maybe get Dad to take me to get a suit? Too much. We're still kids. Best to keep things low risk.
    

    
      "I'll let you know…" 
    

    
      "Is this your first date? I know I've been distant. How much encouragement do you need?" His earnest attempts at making up for lost time did hit me. I didn't like to admit it, but it made me smile. 
    

    
      "It is. It should be fine though. I know her well. It'll just be like hanging out."
    

    
      "Okay. Again I'm here if you want to talk about it."
    

    
      I excused myself from the table. Blain and Stella had been encouraging me to ask her out since we saw her again in that stupidly gorgeous dress of hers. I wanted to give her time to adapt to her new body and gender. I wanted to let our feelings settle. Then one week turned into two, then into three and I guess she got tired of waiting. She asked me. Then panicked when it came down to trying to figure out where to go. It was all adorable and snapped me out of my procrastination.
    

    
      Blain: You nervous?
    

    
      Joanne: Obviously!
    

    
      Blain: She's head over heels for you, dude. 
    

    
      Joanne: I don't get why though. 
    

    
      Blain: I may be gay but, even I can see that you are cool. I don't see what's confusing about that awkward little lesbian falling for the cool lesbian,
    

    
      Joanne: I told you about what I said to her. 
    

    
      Blain: Yes. And then you helped her accept that living as a woman was a real option for her. What's her name again Joanne? How did she get it? 
    

    
      Blain was an ass sometimes, but in a good way. I was freaking out over nothing. She asked me out after all but, he really didn't have to remind me of my stupidity this hard.
    

    
      Joanne: She said it was unrelated…
    

    
      Blain: Dude, you are so easy to read.
    

    
      Angie promised she didn't name herself Angelica because of a crush or anything. Apparently she just liked the name and Angel helped her think of it. I liked to believe she was telling the truth. I did not want to bear that responsibility. 
    

    
      Joanne: Look.
    

    
      Blain: What are you wearing tomorrow? Gonna dress up for her?
    

    
      Joanne: Shut it, I'll kick you off the team.
    

    
      Blain: I'm shaking in my boots, Jo.
    

    
      Should I dress up? No. Not thinking about it or I'm going to just think it over until I pass out. 
    

    
      Angie <3: We still on for tomorrow?
    

    
      I had avoided showing her my phone. It was probably not the best idea to display how down bad I was. It might scare her. I'd already done enough of that.
    

    
      Joanne: Yes! Do you want my Dad to pick you up or do you want to meet there?
    

    
      It's such a silly cheesy thing to pick a gal up from her front door. I wanted to do it so bad. That was more of a thing for big moments though, right? Dad had planted these ideas in my head and it was eating away at me. Bleh. If I was going to do that I'd have to dress up, and red plaid flannel is an amazing look on me but it's not suitable for a fancy date and while I have dresses and other fancy clothes it'd probably be better for me to get something comfortable. What looks good that isn't just a mens suit? A pantsuit? Still too formal. Dress pants and white button up? Maybe? Maybe like a dashing pirate lesbian. I'd need to figure it out in future. At least Dad seems on board.
    

    
      Angie <3: My mum can pick me up, don't worry about me <3.
    

    
      I was ninety percent sure she'd become more aware of the fact I have a crush on her. I'd been wrong about her teasing me before but it was starting to become just straight up flirting. She wore a new dress that Stella had helped her pick out and when she noticed I wasn't able to talk she asked if I was alright with a stupidly cute smile on her face. That was her teasing me right? At least I now had tricks of my own.
    

    
      It was nice being a normal teenager for a while.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Since becoming a ranger I'd learnt a lot about things like friendships, emotions, myself and just about everything else. Unsurprisingly, I guess talking to people means you get to know them. Since accepting that I might just stay as a girl I'd also learnt a lot about Joanne. 
    

    
      Before everything I thought she was cool, calm and collected and that is still the case a lot of the time. She somehow managed to get me to focus on fighting Gender Vendor despite going through a lot of dysphoria herself and feeling guilty (I was still struggling to figure out why, despite her apologising multiple times for it.). I got to see her softer side when she tried to comfort me after the Cuttle Copier fight and even while obviously being out of her depth, she managed to keep me upright and tell me what I needed to hear. Since transforming though she showed me a new side to her that only made my crush on her ten times worse. She was incredibly uncool when it came to girls she liked. 
    

    
      My self esteem still wasn't great, that doesn't fix itself immediately, but Joanne's feelings were so clear that despite that issue I could tell. I didn't get it. She was a leader, a dedicated martial artist, and a fantastic friend and for some reason she liked me. An-ex boy who still didn't know all the proper terms to describe her own identity. Worse, she didn't stop liking me as time went on. Which meant I had to actually work on myself because there is no way in hell I am going to let her stoop to my level. I needed to bring myself up to hers.  
    

    
      And that's a lot of pressure on a former husk such as myself. I'd barely been alive before this! Every second I was around someone I felt like I was poisoning them with my presence. That'd only kind of stopped because I was making myself useful to the team. If I trained enough I'd at least work as a meat shield. They wanted me to be more than that. I wanted to be more than that.
    

    
      Four weeks had passed and I'd still not figured it out though. Making lists of things I liked doing, liked wearing or listening to always felt inadequate. That's not what makes up a person right? It felt like a start but not much more. It made me question why Joanne continued liking me. The guy I'd been wasn't really anything. He was a doormat. What had changed when he became me? That was probably the secret, but I struggled to see any major differences aside from the fact I wanted to be alive and he didn't.
    

    
      What was I going to wear? Joanne obviously liked the dresses I'd been wearing. Half of the clothes budget we'd been given went to getting them. I felt like a stereotype. Obviously not all girls wore dresses and make up but I couldn't resist their sirens call. Maybe I could get away with wearing the sunflower dress again. She liked that one. The lack of sleeves showed off my biceps which still had some definition to them despite my overall shrinking, girls liked that kind of thing right? 
    

    
      Was it wrong that I wanted to show off a bit? Joanne being uncool when it came to crushing on me was something I liked. It was exhilarating to see how she'd react to new clothes, or to the occasional compliment or tease. It took a bit to build enough confidence to do it intentionally but I was starting to get there. I'm not going to let myself feel guilty for wanting to get a reaction from her.
    

    
      Angie: Stelllaaaaaaaaaaa
    

    
      Stella: Angelicaaaaaaaaa
    

    
      Angie: Does this look good?
    

    
      Stella had been invaluable in reminding me when I was overthinking. 
    

    
      Stella: You got a cardigan to go with it?
    

    
      Angie: No, but it's going to be warm. 
    

    
      Stella: And if it gets cold you are gonna steal her jacket?
    

    
      I'd not thought about something like that. Anything she wore would be big on me now, huh? I could also cuddle her for warmth. I was going to die if I kept thinking about this. The idea of cuddling up next to her, drinking milkshakes. Heck. 
    

    
      Stella: You okay?
    

    
      Angie: Yeah. Yeah. I'm fine.
    

    
      Stella: You are down bad.
    

    
      Angie: Shut it.
    

    
      She wasn't wrong. The thought of wearing her jacket did things to me. Silly cheesy movies have given me so many ideas. 
    

    
      Angie: Do you think she'll think I'm cute?
    

    
      Stella: She'd think you were cute in a potato sack. 
    

    
      Angie: This is better than a potato sack though, right? I want to wow her.
    

    
      Stella: Yes, it's better than a potato sack and yes it will wow her.
    

    
      Angie: Thank you, Stella. 
    

    
      Stella: I need to get some English work done, so I gotta go. You have fun on your date tomorrow.
    

    
      Angie: Goodnight!!!
    

    
      Outfit was sorted then. Now I needed to make a plan on how to act. Something that was difficult because I still didn't know what she saw in me. Planning something like that seemed like it could be counter productive without that information. What if I misread what she liked about me and I wasn't what she wanted anymore? I didn't really have much going for me aside from my looks. 
    

    
      Joanne doesn't really know how to deal with stuff so maybe I need to be forward? Make it so she knows she can say whatever she wants to me. That I am interested and like her. It can't hurt. She has been so embarrassed whenever she lets something gay slip from her mouth that she didn't mean to. I could make it clear that I like it when she does that.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Angie looked gorgeous sitting at the cafe table. If someone had told me a month ago that this was Goldie, I probably would have laughed at them. If someone told me I was going on a date with a girl that looked like her, I would call them an asshole and a liar because she seemed so out of my league. 
    

    
      Her hair was only down to her jaw, but it had clearly been styled by a professional (or Stella), she was wearing a gold necklace, probably from her Mum that went with the floral dress she was wearing really well and it made me feel underdressed in my red leather jacket, plain shirt and jeans.
    

    
      She looked around nervously before finally spotting me, which made me realise I had been staring for like thirty seconds, thankfully she hadn't noticed until then and I could pretend to be cool as I walked up to her and sat down. 
    

    
      "Been waiting long?" I asked. I was going to nail this. It may have been my first date but it was hers too, meaning I just had to keep myself confident.
    

    
      "Only a few minutes. It doesn't excuse you leaving me waiting while you gawk though," she teased. Dang…
    

    
      "Can you ignore that you saw that?"
    

    
      "Nope. It was cute." If I hadn't watched her grow into the girl in front of me, I would have assumed she'd been replaced by a doppelganger again. 
    

    
      It should be illegal to tease me when I'm trying to be cool.
    

    
      "You could have let me know you saw me!" 
    

    
      "I could have." She smiled devilishly and ugh. That look on her face scared me. I think. Is it fear that's making my heart race? Gotta be. Only explanation.
    

    
      "Shut up, Goldielocks."
    

    
      "Make me," she said, poking her tongue out. 
    

    
      Was it wrong to kiss her on the first date? We had been flirting for a while and she had said the most homoerotically charged thing one could say. 
    

    
      "If you say that again. I will make you." I said leaning in over the table. Now she was turning red. Perfect.
    

    
      "Make me," she squeaked. 
    

    
      "Lean forward then."
    

    
      Angie leaned in. I gave her a gentle caress and then a light kiss on the lips. Any more than that right now was probably too intense way too early. Especially for her; pulling away revealed her face was a gorgeous shade of crimson. I wasn't sure she intended to get this far and it finally let me wrestle some control back from her.
    

    
      "Is that what you wanted, Angel?"
    

    
      "Maybe…" she teased.
    

    
      That just made me want to go further. She wanted to kiss me. She was waiting for it. Is there anything better than that? No. There wasn't.
    

    
      "You are so mean." I said. 
    

    
      "You left me waiting."
    

    
      "Since when did you get so confident?" I sneered and she laughed at me. Laughed at me.
    

    
      "When I realised you weren't going to make a move." She said it with a sing-songy mocking tone that made me want to screech.
    

    
      "Look I…" 
    

    
      "And it's not really confidence, I don't think. My leg hasn't stopped bouncing since we got here and I'm relying on you to not hate me for anything stupid I say," she rambled. The sing songiness left her voice as she kept going.
    

    
      "It's ok–"
    

    
      "I also didn't expect you to get flirty that quickly, and I really wanted to reciprocate and we kissed and it was good."
    

    
      "It was good." I said.
    

    
      "Do you like it when I'm forward like this?" She asked. It wasn't fair. She was looking at me with the cutest puppy dog eyes on the planet and I was weak. How the hell am I meant to survive when she says things like that?
    

    
      "I just didn't expect it."
    

    
      "I'm sorry"
    

    
      "It's not a bad thing." If anything it's too good. I want to take it slow. I want to slowly figure things out with her and this behaviour made me want to just take her out somewhere fancier. Kiss her more. Hold her hands. It's too early for all of that though. We were just going to have to figure it out as we went.
    

    
      Things were going well at least. We talked for an hour about school (she was a bit behind in a few classes. A study group might be in order.), about if we were going to go to uni (she didn't know if she was going to. She hadn't had time to think it through), about clothes, about the food, you know. Date stuff. Until the ground shook, we heard a scream and we had to jump right into the action.
    

    
      I was going to kill that crab.
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