The Paragon City public transportation system is like no other in the world.  Not because of any miracles of design, to be certain.  The elevated rails have been used in Chicago for over a century.  The monorails have run in Tokyo for years.  The rail platforms are more functional than innovative.

No, the reason that the monorails in Paragon are unique is the clientele.  Only in Paragon do battle-armored robots with personal teleportation systems and fairy princesses with delicate wings of gossamer swipe their rechargeable, reloadable, easy-to-use yellow PPTD cards through magnetic readers and take a load off, traveling about the city while thumbing through a newspaper or drinking a cup of horrible coffee purchased with change from an ancient vending machine.

There was an entire set of cultural expectations in the Paragon City mono, Jack mused to himself, nursing a pathetic, weak cup of coffee.  Personal contact was frowned upon, even eye contact.  Despite the plethora of colorful individuals mixing with average citizens, the most personal contact was a mumbled "This seat taken?"  Jack shrugged, and moved his blades from the seat beside him to the pitifully small space between his knee and the window, as an eight-foot tall muscled monstrosity that appeared to have lost a wrestling match with an American flag sat beside him.

The riders were too polite to point out that he stank, or that his face and clothing were in complete disarray. Jack supposed that it could have been worse.  The cute little kitten girl with the tank top and shorts appeared to have sludge caked on her knee socks and vomit drying in her hair.  Must have been a sewer mission.

Jack nursed his cup of coffee, loving it and loathing it simultaneously.  It was horrible, nearly transparent, more like a cup of hot water that coffee grounds had once been waved at.  Yet it was the first cup of coffee that he had been able to enjoy in nearly three months.  Three months lost.

The coffee reignited a need, an addiction that he had slowly, painfully mastered.  The caffeine burned through his brain, his poor, abused synapses crying for more.  There had been no coffee, where he had been.  No substitute.  No civilization to speak of.  Only himself, and four women.

That was behind him, now.  This was his home dimension, and now, he was going to go home.  He was going to turn himself from the half-crazed savage he had been into a somewhat respectable human being.  Respectable human beings, after all, do not decide that going after large predators with claws capable of disemboweling with a mere swipe is anything near a good idea.  Or, to be fair, they generally don't think it is a good idea after they've had their caffeine fix.

And they certainly don't try it with nothing more than a knife.

The train pulled into the station, and Jack took one last swig of his coffee, hoisted his blades over his shoulder, and started walking.  Even the nihilistic Freaks took one look at him, and stayed away.  Jack was determined that nothing was going to get between him and his home, where he could be certain of three things: A hot cup of coffee, a hot shower, and a soft bed.  Once those three things had been taken care of, then perhaps he could face people again.

The soles of his boots flapped as he walked, nearly ready to fall off.  He had been forced to hack off his pants at the knees, and his shirt had long since been requisitioned for use as bandages and tie-downs.  His beard was unruly, and his skin seemed layered in grime.

He fished out his keys, which had survived the trip somehow, and unlocked the door.  Home.

Jack set down his blades and went straight to the 'kitchen,' a small square of cheap laminated tiles next to a sink, and went through the automatic motions of starting the coffee pot.    This essential duty complete, Jack stripped and stumbled into the shower.

Time passed around Jack, but he failed to notice.  Jack merely stood and absorbed heat, moisture, searing clean his flesh, liquefying knots in his muscles that had become a part of him, melting away at aches in body and soul.  Jack stood, dripping, mind clear and free for the first time in an eternity, it seemed.

It was the smell that finally woke him from his meditation.  The smell of a fresh pot of coffee, tantalizing, begging to be consumed.  Grudgingly, Jack turned off the tap, and stepped over his dirty, dilapidated clothing to dry himself.  He knew he would have to burn that clothing, and he was comfortable with that.  At least his favorite jacket had not been with him the day they'd gone lost.

Wrapping himself in a towel, Jack stomped out to the kitchen, avoiding without thinking the piles of papers and research notes he had left. He located a coffee cup with the logo of a local pharmacy, poured coffee into it, and drank deeply. A satisfied sigh escaped his lips. He topped off the cup again, and then headed towards the cupboard closet, hidden behind a half-wall near his bed, to get himself dressed and ready to go out into the world again. He paused, noting the small apartment was cleaner than he remembered, then shook his head, disregarding the incongruity for the moment. He had other things to do.
Jack looked past the bed, past the white-haired girl lying there asleep, to the closet which contained his clothing.  He stopped, paused, rubbed at his eye.  Something was out of kilter here.  His brain fumbled for a calculation, failed.

Jack leaned against the wall, took another draught of his coffee.  He knew what it was, but his brain was refusing to acknowledge it.  He rubbed at his eye, looked over the recumbent form.  A name lifted through his brain.  Alisa.

A part of himself which he had kept buried for nearly eight weeks was clawing at its mental coffin, scratching to get out.  Alisa.  She twisted slightly in her sleep, pulling the threadbare blanket closer around her.  A small tear trailed down her cheek.

Jack let out a breath he had not even realized he was holding.  This was Alisa Korsakova, the boss' daughter.  He knew it intellectually, but the emotional knowledge was rattling around in his brain, seeking to connect with this fact.  This was...

During the exile, Jack had withdrawn into himself.  A semi-catatonic state.  The problem of finding the way home to... the important things, the hopelessness of their situation, had taken their toll on him.  Initially, he had done what he could, working with Tatyana to find their way.

Within a month, much of himself had withdrawn, been buried.  The larger problem was just too big, as was... whatever it was that he was missing.  He had lost himself in the minutiae of survival.  Food.  Shelter.  Sanitation.

It was not that he had forgotten, no.  It was that it was so deeply buried he would not allow himself to remember, to meditate on the fact that...

Alisa twisted again in her sleep, more tears visible for a flash before she buried her face in the pillow.

With a wrench, brain and heart connected.  Self-realization kicked into gear.  That which he'd hidden from himself for these past two months, and indeed, for some time before that, came clearly into focus.  This was Alisa.  She made him happy, had, in fact, become a part of him and his life that he could not allow himself to live without.

Jack set down his coffee cup, and lay himself down atop the sheets, next to Alisa. He touched her face gently, wiping away at her tears. He let himself sigh, let the Gordian knot in his brain be severed by affection.  Love?  He was not sure.  To hell with being sure, he thought.  He did not restrict himself to the here and now, but did make an effort to focus upon it. 

Her face tipped upward, eyes opening slowly. With a voice still heavy with sleep she mumbled, “Jack?" 

"Yeah, Alisa, it's me.”

Eyes widening, she stared at him, blinking in disbelief… ignoring the drying tears she’d become used to waking up to.

“Look, I know I've been gone, but... unnh." This last was in response to a quick mental brush, which was not as gentle as it could be; a blind, desperate searching from a woman still not awake. Jack winced, and the pain subsided almost instantly. She had poked into his mind and found only the barrier that she always found there, but one that was eminently ‘Jack’; it had a feel that was as familiar to Alisa as her own.

"Jack." This time, the single word was not entirely a question. She reached up with her hand to lightly stroke his face. “Where… How…”

"Listen, Alisa. Babe." He put a finger to her lips, telling her to put the questions aside for the moment. "I've been gone too long. I did a lot of thinking... and then I turned my brain off, mostly, because I couldn't let myself think. It hurt too much. You're... the most important person in the world. I couldn't live without you... so I survived, instead of living. I just don't seem capable of… living… without you... and I never want to leave you again. Alisa, I..."

"Jack!" This time, she cried out joyfully, pulling him close, burying her face in his neck; tears she once again couldn’t control, soaking his beard. 

Yes, Jack thought.  This was more than just mere survival.  This was more than the mere preservation of himself.  This was far more important than that.  Survival only maintained life.  This... this was what life was about.  Deep connections with other people.  Love?  Jack was not certain, not yet.  But he drew closer to that realization as he drew Alisa closer.

For a time after that, there were no words.

