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Star Power

 

Either Jeanette’s eyes had finally adjusted to the darkness over the past few days—weeks? years?—or her mind had given up on reality and started filling the room with shapes of her own imagining. She was hoping for the second option. She didn’t want the bones in the corner of the room to be real, or the metal cage in the corner, big enough to fit a human, with rusted spikes lining the inside.

Although even that cage was starting to look like a welcome respite from standing with her arms chained above her head, unable to even lean against the wall to rest. With the necklace, she could have broken free, but of course they had taken that first. The cuffs felt looser on her wrists now—in her more lucid moments, she took bitter comfort in imagining telling all the jealous girls at school about her weight loss secrets once this was over—but they were nowhere near loose enough for her to slip free.

But the smell of the room was the worst part, worse even than the numbness in her fingers from standing like this for days. To be more accurate, the problem wasn’t with the room; it was with her. Days’ worth of stale sweat clung to her, warm and damp in the rolls of her skin, matting her hair to the back of her neck. And that was the least offensive odor that rolled up from her body, making her gag at the smell of herself. No one had bothered to hose her down yet today, and even when they did, she knew it wouldn’t completely get rid of the reek of her own bodily waste. Everyone at school always told her she smelled like shit. At least they weren’t here to get a whiff of her now.

Her nose had habituated as much as it could, but she still had to hold her breath every time the heating vent kicked on and started moving the air around. There was a clue for her: if her imagination had taken over, she would have been smelling something worth imagining, like the grass and motor oil of the abandoned junkyard instead. Which meant what she was seeing was real, too.

But in the next second, she wasn’t so sure. Because when the door opened, the dark silhouette, visible only as a muddy shadow against the blinding brightness of the hallway, spoke her name.

Not her alias, either, the one she wouldn’t even let herself think now that her defeat had proven she didn’t have any right to it—or the necklace, for that matter, or her new friends, or the title of hero. He used her real name, the one she had never spoken aloud to anyone while in costume.

“Jeanette,” he murmured. “I think we should have a talk.”

If she had needed another sign that her other name and her other self had never really belonged to her, that was it.

Still, some part of her must not have been ready to give up yet, because she protested—and when she did, her voice sounded as strong as if she were wearing the necklace. “That’s not my name.”

Through her squinted eyes, she could see the figure just well enough to catch the disappointed shake of his head. “It wasn’t that hard to figure out who you are. You’ve been missing for two weeks. Your parents are worried.”

Two weeks. She quietly filed that information away, even though she didn’t see what use it was to her. Two weeks, two years, it was all the same in here.

“Not that it would have been that difficult to figure out anyway,” the man continued. “It’s a classic story. Unloved, unappreciated, yet unbroken despite a lifetime of mockery, you rose from the ashes they made of you and let their hatred fuel you to greatness.”

She couldn’t help but give a bitter laugh at that, even though she knew she shouldn’t say anything that might confirm that he had guessed her identity correctly. A classic story? He couldn’t have been more wrong. The reason most heroes were able to slip into their heroic identities so easily, those bright and shining examples of all that was right and good in the world, was that they were already used to being seen that way. She knew it from the stories Black Swan had told her about her life, and what she had heard from the others at the Club. But more than that, she knew it because when they were out righting wrongs and protecting the innocent, they always seemed to gravitate toward the victims everyone loved and sympathized with. A kidnapped little girl with cute pigtails. A kindly local grandma whose shop had been burned down by a superpowered business mogul.

Never someone who didn’t look good on camera after justice had been served. Never someone who made eyewitnesses or personal acquaintances of the victim wrinkle their noses in interviews, even as they tried to smile and say the right things about how worried they had been. The people they saved were always the ones who greeted the good fortune of their rescue with a triumphant smile, and not the hunched and beaten look of someone afraid to attract too much attention.

The figure stepped closer. Now that her eyes had started to readjust to the light, Jeanette could make out his face. More specifically, his snake-slitted eyes. Which narrowed the possibilities of his identity down to one. The Viper. She had wondered if it was him, after seeing the dogs’ eyes. It had been a matter of speculation for months in the Club whether he had learned to control animals other than reptiles, and now she knew the answer. Not that she would get the chance to pass that information on.

His laugh echoed hers. But where hers had sounded disbelieving, he only sounded indulgent. “I didn’t mean it was a common story for heroes, Jeanette. It’s a story for the other ones. The ones like you and me.”

“Really? A recruitment speech? What a cliché.” She hadn’t thought she would have the courage to speak so boldly without the necklace, and with her real face in plain view. Maybe, she thought, it would have been better for her if she hadn’t. But she kept going. “What’s next? Are you going to say we can do this the easy way or the hard way?”

His thin lips curved upward in a smile. “I’m not trying to change your path. I only want to shine a light for you, to show you the path you’re already on. It never felt right, did it? Trying to be one of them?”

Against her will, she pictured the moment when she had first seen Black Swan face to face, when they had both followed the smell of smoke to rescue the people trapped in the burning office building downtown. When Black Swan’s eyes had landed on her, her muscles had clenched with the overpowering desire to run, to hide, even though it would have meant leaving the rest of the people to burn. She remembered the weeks and months after that day, and how she had never really stopped feeling like Black Swan or one of the others would catch her out and discover who—what—she really was. She remembered watching every word that came out of her mouth, cringing every time she said something unguarded enough to reveal a little of Jeanette underneath.

She wore a black bodysuit, glittering with stars, made of unforgiving material that pinched and compressed until she could barely breathe, so no one could say she was too fat to be a hero. She spoke as little as possible, to minimize her chances of revealing too much. And still, she always felt like it was only a matter of time.

But she shook her head. “I help people who don’t have anyone else to help them,” she said. “And that’s never felt wrong.”

“Is that what felt right to you? Or was it having power over their lives? Why don’t you come have dinner with me, and we can discuss the difference? I think you’ve had enough of a demonstration of where misunderstanding your role in this world will get you.” He moved in closer, close enough to touch, and reached up to unlock her cuffs.

Without realizing she was doing it, she edged away from him, as far as the chains would let her.

He responded with a sigh and a smile. “I’m not asking for you to swear allegiance to the forces of evil—as if there were such a thing. I only want to have a discussion. Are you willing to sit with me over dinner and listen, or would you prefer to stay here?”

Whatever he might say, it was obvious what he wanted from her. And the right answer—the heroic answer—was just as obvious. But if she told him to leave, she didn’t know whether he would come back again. She might never get another chance to leave this room. And if he unlocked the cuffs and let her out of this room, that meant more of a chance to escape.

She didn’t have to listen to him. She wouldn’t listen to him.

Without speaking, she nodded.

He smiled, as if her cooperation had been a foregone conclusion. “You’ve made the right decision. The first of many, I hope.”

The heating vent hadn’t kicked on in a while. She told herself that was the reason for her sudden shiver.

 

* * *

 

She never would have found the necklace if she hadn’t gone out to the abandoned junkyard that day. That was the day the girls had waited just outside the school doors so they could pull her pants down as soon as she walked out, for all the people driving by to see. Or maybe it was the day they had put the dead rat in her backpack, and, when she shrieked in disgust, told her they had figured it was hers because they both smelled the same. Or it could have been one of a dozen, a hundred, a thousand similar days. After a while, the details stopped mattering.

What she
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