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	“Tell us everything. Start from the beginning.”

	“That’s going to be tough. Do you want me to start from the day I was born, or do you have a specific date and time you consider the beginning of everything?”

	“What?”

	“I mean, the beginning is subjective, isn’t it?”

	“Cute. Did he feed you that bullshit?”

	Vick laughed. “Dr. Debaucherous hasn’t fed me anything. If you want to ask a question, you’ll have to be clearer.”

	Agent Redding broke first, but Vick knew she would. She stood, knocking her chair to the floor as she paced the ten-by-ten room. Her dirty-blonde hair swished against her dark gray suit, and she kept her bright red nails on her hips. The bad cop routine might not be an act with the way the vein on her temple throbbed.

	Agent Flowers, the handsome older man of the pair, leaned on the table with his elbows. His salt-and-pepper mustache twitched, and Vick wondered if he found Agent Redding’s angry stomping amusing in some fashion or another. Either way, it didn’t cause him to break character or his advanced stoicism.

	“There’s no reason to draw this out any more than we have to,” Agent Flowers said. “We’ve got you dead to rights, Mr. Burgess. Why not make this easy on yourself and give up what you know about Dr. Debaucherous and his plans?”

	Vick sat back and crossed his arms. “That’s good. Did you get that line from the supervillain interrogation manual? Feels like plagiarism to me.”

	“Enough of this bullshit!” Agent Redding snapped as she turned back to the table. “We know you’ve been working with Dr. Debaucherous for months, maybe even years while the world thought he was dead. What’s he been doing in hiding all this time? What crimes against humanity has he been plotting in secret?”

	“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Vick quipped with a short laugh.

	“Yes. We would.”

	“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Agent Flowers interjected. “You’ve caused quite a bit of trouble since you robbed the Money Tree Bank in Omega City.”

	“Oh,” Vick said, uncrossing his arms.

	“Yeah. We know that was you, though we’re more than curious to know how it ties into your plot with Dr. Debaucherous.”

	Agent Redding picked up her chair and sat back down, watching Vick with great interest. “Why don’t you start there?”

	“The bank robbery?” Vick asked in return.

	“Yes.” Agent Redding pinched the bridge of her nose. “Tell us about the bank robbery, so we can start trying to put all the pieces together about your relationship with Dr. Debaucherous.”

	“Are you sure? It’s not that great of a story. As far as bank heists go, it was lousy. I’m lucky to have gotten away with it, all things considered.”

	“We’ll be the judge of your story,” Agent Flowers said. “They pay me by the hour, so regale me with the tale of the Money Tree Bank and how you robbed it.”

	“I’d love to know why he robbed it too,” Agent Redding added, giving her partner a sideways glance.

	“I robbed it for money,” Vick replied. “Why else would anyone rob a bank? Aren’t the two of you government agents? How do you not already know that when your career is interrogating supervillains?”

	“We’re asking the questions here,” Agent Flowers warned. “Stop smarting off and tell us about the bank robbery.”

	Vick sighed and shook his head. “Fine. It was a sunny Monday morning in Omega City. I heard some birds singing in the decorative trees that adorned Seventh Avenue as I made my way toward the Money Tree Bank near the corner of Elm. A taxi driver shouted out his window at a passing woman walking an entire pack of dogs heading to the park, and the smell of the day’s first hotdogs wafted from the street vendors’ carts as I—”

	“We don’t need all that bullshit!” Agent Redding snapped. “Get to the part where you rob the bank!”

	“I thought we had all the time in the world. Didn’t you say you got paid by the hour?”

	“I said that,” Agent Flowers answered before Agent Redding could fire up another tirade. “Even so, my patience for flowery prose during this interrogation has reached its limit already. Get to the point.”

	“Alright, I’ll dumb it down for you. So, there I was, pointing a sawed-off shotgun at a woman’s face…”
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	“Put the money in the satchel. You don’t have to get hurt.”

	Vick watched the robust woman’s frightened face through the eyeholes of his black mask, and only one thought passed through his head.

	I wish I hadn’t called the bag a fucking satchel.

	“Do it!”

	The woman nodded and opened the drawer under her counter. The tag on her blouse had the name ‘Doris’ printed in black letters against a shiny golden background. The other tellers watched, waiting with apprehension written all over their faces.

	“I’ll get to the rest of you!” Vick exclaimed, turning toward them while the barrels of his gun remained pointed at Doris. “Have the money ready!”

	The Money Tree bank employed a pair of security guards, but they were currently napping on the floor thanks to the charge in Vick’s taser. He’d designed the weapon himself from instructions he’d downloaded from the V-Net. He hadn’t been sure it would work, but it had stunned both guards, and neither had woken up. They twitched now and then, but that was all they’d done in the minutes since it happened.

	“Hurry up, Doris,” Vick said in a singsong voice, doing his best to watch all five of them as they piled stacks of bills on the counter. “I don’t have all morning.”

	“I’m going as fast as I can!”

	“They should make ATMs easier to rob. Then I wouldn’t have had to come in here and take up all your time.”

	Vick looked around, but no one laughed. Maybe the joke would work better at open mic night at a villain nightclub.

	“OK,” Doris muttered. She stepped away from the bag with her hands up and her palms forward. “That’s all I have.”

	Vick peeked inside the black satchel and saw the bricks of pale green cash inside. “Thank you, Doris. I’ll make sure to let your manager know how helpful you’ve been. Who’s next?”

	The process repeated with the next teller, though Vick spared him any jokes since none of them seemed to be in the mood to laugh even though the man telling the joke had a loaded shotgun aimed at them. It was too bad he didn’t have the money for a black-market laser rifle, but the sawed-off shotgun was doing the trick. He could peel off a few stacks from this heist to get a shiny new weapon for the next one, but this money wasn’t for him. Still, he’d need something on hand if he wanted to keep the party going. Being a villain wasn’t cheap, which was why they turned to a life of thievery to fund their escapades.

	It was one of the reasons why they did what they did at least.

	“Thank you for your cooperation,” Vick said, walking backward with the bank exit to his back, carrying the satchel that had grown heavy with paper currency. “When you speak of this day, and I know you will, be sure to tell them of the masked man and how he struck fear in all your hearts!”

	With that, Vick left into the morning sunshine to traverse the streets of Omega City.

	“Oh, fuck me diagonally.”

	As it turns out, you can’t do shit in this golden age of technology. Everyone everywhere is connected to the ‘net every second of every day. Well, Vick hadn’t left his apartment with his cellphone because he had planned on robbing a bank that Monday morning. No one else, however, had done the same, and someone had used theirs to tip off the police. Innocent bystanders with personal data devices were worse than vigilante superheroes. Still, it was all ego with do-gooder bastards. It didn’t matter if they had superpowers or not. Everyone wanted to be a fucking hero.

	Well, not everyone.

	Two black and white cruisers rushed toward him with their sirens blaring and lights flashing. If they’d arrived half a minute earlier, they may have been able to take Vick unaware the moment he’d stepped out of the bank. Luck remained on Vick’s side, and he used that precious thirty seconds fate had given him to bolt from the scene of his crime like a frightened mouse.

	Vick couldn’t see the chaos his bolting caused as he pumped his legs. He ran faster than he ever had before. He carried his bag of money over his left shoulder, and he ripped off his mask with his right. As much as he would’ve liked to remain anonymous as he made his mad dash to secure his freedom, he needed to blend into a crowd if he wanted to give the police the slip. Besides, he needed fresh air for his cardio workout more than he needed the disguise. He tossed his shotgun into a blue and gray dumpster. It sucked to have lost his only weapon, but he’d draw way too much attention to himself with both the bag and the satchel.

	The sounds of screeching tires and shouting filled the morning, but they faded as Vick ran down the street. He turned down an alley that connected with an adjacent street. Some cops on foot ran behind him, screaming at him in their well-practiced authoritative voices for him to stop. Vick ignored them, and two slugs nailed him in the back. He faltered for a moment, but luck still had some love for him. The slugs hit the satchel he held over his shoulder, and they didn’t have enough force to get through the stacks of cash hidden inside.

	There will come a day when the police run from me, Vick thought as he burst from the other side of the alley. He ran through the street while car horns blared at him for surging in front of them. I won’t have to run forever!

	The sounds of sirens returned as the Omega PD cruisers made their way around the block. As he pushed his way into the bodega, the cops on foot continued to follow. The owner behind the counter shouted in some language he didn’t understand, but Vick ignored it, hoping he’d find a back exit to the place instead of a dead-end. He went through a kitchen, heat blasting from the ovens and stoves. A woman jumped out of his way as he kicked at the back door to exit into another alley.

	Vick went into the door of the building next door and found himself running down the hall of an apartment building. The sounds of sirens became muffled as he stomped on the old carpet. He turned a corner and found a stairwell leading upward. He took it, listening in case the door below him opened. If he heard that, the sounds of the cops would surely follow it as they rushed up the stairs in their black boots, coming to drag him into the back of their cruisers. The situation might make them a little trigger-happy. Omega City police weren’t known for their bedside manner.

	Vick exited the stairwell without hearing anyone entering or clomping up the stairs. He had become the prize in a shell game, and the police would be coming through at some point to find him and his bag of ill-begotten money. They wouldn’t care that the millionaire and billionaire classes had all gotten their money through nepotism or nefarious needs. Robbing a bank in broad daylight was like stealing a gumball compared to what those fat cats did to build and retain their narcissistic empires.

	But they all thought people like Vick Burgess and the villains who molded his perspective were the problem.

	There wasn’t much time to dwell on society and its issues. If anyone happened to peek out of their apartment doors on the fifth floor of the random building through which Vick walked, they’d have the time to snap a pic and send it right to the OCPD, earning him a one-way ticket to prison. He didn’t leave much of a reasonable doubt, and his luck would have to run out at some point, barring some kind of miracle.

	Vick didn’t turn to see if any heads poked out of their apartments as he passed their doors. Most people who lived in Omega City kept to themselves unless they fancied themselves a vigilante. Some of the street-level superheroes liked to spread the rhetoric that it’s up to everyone to police their neighborhoods, which led to people getting involved in shit that didn’t concern them. Some of that shit included bank robbers using an apartment building to hide from pursuing cops.

	I’m not a bank robber, though. I won’t be for long at least.

	Vick came to the end of the hall, which ended with a window facing an alley. He looked at the brick and mortar of the neighboring building and the fire escape, thinking, I can make that jump. It’s not that far.

	With a quick look behind him, Vick opened the window, letting the rush of cool morning air down the hall. He found the fire escape and crawled from the window onto the cold metal. He prayed none of the cops happened to walk by to find him climbing on it like a kid on the monkey bars. His lucky streak continued, and the only people he saw were those commuters looking for their buses or taxis to get to work on time. Part of his plan hinged on the morning streets of Omega City being too crowded for the cops to navigate as he made his getaway, and it paid off so far.

	Who robs a bank without a car waiting for them? This exercise in stupidity better help me grow as a villain!

	Vick took a long breath, steadied his nerves, pushed off the edge of the fire escape, and launched his body across the alley. He thought he missed his mark, but only by an inch. He caught himself on the floor below the one for which he’d aimed, slamming into the metal railing. He’d taken the force with his chest, and he felt like he might have bruised at least two of his ribs when, and he almost dislocated his left shoulder. He didn’t have time to rest off the potential injuries. With a stifled grunt of pain, he pulled himself onto the fire escape, tossing the satchel onto the metal landing before he dragged it over the rail. He took a brief look below him and wondered how bad it would’ve been if he’d missed altogether. Some bruised ribs and a sore shoulder didn’t seem so bad in comparison to breaking every bone in his body if he'd fallen to the ground of the alley.

	The window on the other side of the fire escape had been locked from the inside, but Vick forced it open by breaking the plastic mechanism that kept it in place. Luckily for him, the landlord of this particular building didn’t believe in metal bars on the windows to keep budding villains out.

	Plates and cups clattered to the floor as Vick entered the random apartment. He’d knocked over a full drying rack as he dismounted the kitchen counter onto the faded linoleum floor. A woman screamed at him in Russian from another room as Vick surged past her, ignoring the aching in various parts of his body. He needed to get out of there before he could find out if she had a sleeping husband with a gun or a baseball bat ready to defend his home from the intruder. Vick’s luck held steady. If the woman called the police, it might take them a while to find someone who could speak Russian. The language barrier of Omega City might’ve saved his ass. Vick paused long enough to grab a dark brown coat from a rack by the door, throwing it over his slim frame and his bag as he made his way toward the stairwell at the far end of the hall. He looked ridiculous in his temporary disguise, but no more so than the normal weirdos who lived in this part of the city.

	Vick got back to ground level and walked out of the building like he owned the place. He looked to the left and right as he exited to the sidewalk. The cops were still searching for him half a block away, but they took no notice of the young twenty-something man walking away from them wearing a jacket that looked too big. As it turned out, they’d lost him before he went into the first building, but they would search it eventually. For now, the incompetence of the cops helped aid Vick’s escape.

	No wonder these assholes need superheroes to help them catch criminals, Vick thought with a smirk spreading across his face. He jogged across the street, ready to bring his prize to the man who’d asked him to get it.

	 

	***

	 

	What followed Vick’s daring morning robbery of the Money Tree Bank and his dashing getaway from the police were a series of twists and turns through the maze of tunnels and passages underneath Omega City. He’d entered through the subway and made his way downward via a hidden stairway. The sounds of water dripping echoed in the tunnels throughout the bowels of the city, and the only light came from the dim flashlight Vick carried in his left hand. If it were any brighter, it would have offended those who never left these tunnels to see the light of day.

	The bowel-dwellers remained in their holes and hovels. They knew Vick from his trips to and from a certain supervillain’s secret underground lair, so they didn’t bother him. They couldn’t see him, but they could smell him. They kept to themselves rather than sneaking around to eat him like they would if a lost hobo or some hapless criminal were looking for a hiding place. If they knew how sore his body had become after his frantic getaway and flight across an alley, they might’ve risked it for the meat off his bones and whatever they could pull from his corpse. They had no need for the money in his bag, but they could always use it to buy stuff from people waiting for the subway if they felt brave enough to emerge around normal people.

	Getting the bowel-dwellers to live and let live had been one of the first lessons Dr. Debaucherous had bestowed upon Vick. All it took was a vicious beating to establish dominance. Once he had beaten one of their hunters, they left him alone, opting to hide instead of risking their lives to take and eat him. Bowel-dwellers only understood simple concepts like violence and hiding if the fight would claim their lives.

	The vicious bastard almost ripped my throat out, too.

	Vick came to a door that had been camouflaged to look like a stone wall complete with metal pipes jutting from it for effect. A hidden keypad behind a false brick allowed entry into Dr. Debaucherous’s secret underground lair. Vick typed in the code from memory, closed the false brick, and stood back, waiting for the hidden door to open. The sound of a large locking mechanism echoed throughout the cavernous tunnels of underground Omega City. The door slid open to reveal a short hallway leading to a metal staircase that in turn led to the main area of the secret hiding place of a man the world believed to be long dead.

	“Good morning, Dr. Debaucherous,” Vick said after finding the supervillain in the main lab of his lair fiddling with an electronic device attached to what appeared to be an android’s arm on a metal rack. The good doctor dabbled in automatons, but his true passion had always been genetic engineering.

	When in his own company, Dr. Debaucherous didn’t don his signature plague doctor mask that made him look like an overgrown bird enthusiast, but he did wear his white lab coat. His short, unkempt, white hair stood on end like he’d spent the morning giving himself shock therapy, which was something he actually did—he said it energized his mind and body better than a hundred cups of coffee, amping it up like an atomic-powered supercomputer. He wore dark goggles, even in the dimly lit lab. He had to. Any bit of light would blind him—not unlike the sensitive eyes of the bowel-dwellers. Dr. Debaucherous never spoke of the accident that had caused him to ruin his eyes, but he’d be almost blind without his engineered eyewear. He claimed he could make himself a new set of cybernetic eyes that would work better than anything God could create for any of His creatures, but he didn’t trust anyone to install them for him, not even an android of his own design.

	“Good morning, Mr. Burgess,” Gabe, the only other being in Dr. Debaucherous’s lab, said. They stepped into the room with their long, thin legs. They walked hunched over since they had been built so tall. Vick had always wondered why Dr. Debaucherous had built them that way, but he decided after a long self-debate that it had to have been an aesthetic choice. The android had one piece for their torso; a chassis consisting of most of their parts and hard drives, and their head had been fashioned in the shape of a light bulb with two red eyes and a rectangular slit for a mouth. There were more sophisticated androids in the wide world, but Dr. Debaucherous never upgraded poor Gabe to look as conventional as the automaton brethren he’ll never meet.

	Perhaps Dr. Debaucherous liked things with a retrocore look to them like his supervillain costume.

	“What have you brought for me?” Dr. Debaucherous asked without taking his attention from his android arm to look at Vick or offer a semi-polite greeting. He’d built Gabe with manners, but he didn’t use them himself. He spoke with an accent with the tinges of Russian or another country in that part of the world—the last vestige of his former life in another land.

	“I robbed the Money Tree Bank on foot this morning like you wanted,” Vick replied. “I got away with it, and I have a bag full of cash to show for my troubles.”

	Dr. Debaucherous put down his tools and looked up. “Show me the fruits of your labor.”

	Vick smiled and unzipped his satchel. He flipped it upside down and dumped stacks of cash onto the table like some stock footage spliced into an old heist movie. They fell like bricks of paper, toppling over and falling to the floor as well. It would have been an amazing sight to behold if it hadn’t been for one glaring detail.

	“What the hell?” Vick picked up a stack and observed the bright blue ink that covered most of the money. A memory came back to him from his flight from the police. He thought his bag had caught a couple of bullets, but that wasn’t the case. “Those fuckers must’ve slipped me a couple of exploding ink packs! Dirty bastards! I hope the next bank robber isn’t as polite!”

	Gabe leaned down and observed the money, their eyes whirring as they focused on it. “It would appear that’s what happened.”

	“You’ve essentially returned to me empty-handed.” Dr. Debaucherous scoffed and went back to work on his project. “You would’ve been better off getting caught and arrested. At least breaking out of prison would have been a better learning experience for you.”

	“So that’s it then?” Vick tossed the blue stack of bills in his hand onto the heap with the rest of the marked money. “I did what you asked, and you’re just going to stand there and mock me for it?”

	Dr. Debaucherous shrugged his shoulders and let out a long, exaggerated sigh. “This is what you wanted, Burgess. Clean up that pile of tainted money. I’m sick of looking at it, and that blue ink has a heinous stench to it.”

	Vick rolled his eyes and shoved the money back into his satchel, staining his hands in the process. He’d have to burn it all and find some soap strong enough to either wash the ink clean or peel enough of his skin off to keep him from getting caught blue-handed by some nosey beat cop.

	“What should I do next?” Vick asked once the money had been stashed away.

	“Get out of my sight,” Dr. Debaucherous replied without having Vick in his line of sight at all. “When you can learn to do something properly, we can talk about you moving up.”

	Vick knew enough to take Dr. Debaucherous at his word. He took his satchel and left, heading back to the exit that led to the bowels of Omega City. If his luck returned, he’d find a stray pair of gloves or mittens to hide his blue hands. Otherwise, he’d be heading home with his hands stuffed in his pockets like a sad sack.

	“Goodbye, Mr. Burgess!” Gabe called. “Better luck next time!”

	“Right,” Vick muttered as he climbed the metal staircase to leave the underbelly of the city. “Next time.”
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	“So,” Agent Flowers said, “you were already working for Dr. Debaucherous at the time of the bank robbery.”

	“I wouldn’t call it working,” Agent Redding interjected. “It’s more like grooming between villains and their sidekicks.”

	“Hey!” Vick exclaimed. “That’s not what was happening, and I’ve never been any villain’s sidekick.”

	“Oh?” Agent Redding asked. “What was it, then? What were you to the illustrious Dr. Debaucherous?”

	Vick laughed. “I can’t say exactly. It’s a professional courtesy between villains and whatnot.”

	Agent Redding scoffed. “Villains? Please. You were more of an idiot who got lucky. You said so yourself several times. I want to know how you got there.”

	“To the bank? I walked there with the shotgun under my coat. It’s the city. Everyone walks everywhere.”

	“That’s not what I meant. How did you get to running errands or whatever you call it for Dr. Debaucherous in the first place? How’d you get from being a lazy stoner watching cartoons in your underwear to doing whatever it is you call it with a supervillain like Dr. Debaucherous?”

	“That depends.” Vick sat back in his uncomfortable metal folding chair and put his arms behind his head. “How far back do you want to go?”

	“As far back as you care to take us.” Agent Redding leaned forward, smirking to show one of her canines like a vampire taunting a prospective victim. “Paint me a picture to help me understand how and why you got involved with Dr. Debauchers in the first place.”

	“And sit right,” Agent Flowers added. “You don’t have to like being here, but this would go a hell of a lot smoother if you showed the slightest bit of respect.”

	“I wasn’t aware good posture helps in these situations.” Vick straightened himself and raised his eyebrows at Agent Flowers once he was situated. “There. Better?”

	“Much. Now, I believe you were going to take Agent Redding and me back in time.”

	“Right.” Vick scrunched his nose and looked toward the part of the room where the corner met the ceiling. After a few seconds, he looked back toward his gracious hosts and said, “Let’s go back in time eleven years or so. It was Thanksgiving at my parent’s house in Omega Haven. I was fifteen years old, slightly rebellious, and full of optimism and hope for my future…”
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	Every family has their Thanksgiving traditions. Most of which—if you believe the millions of television sitcom episodes featuring a holiday based on a tale we tell over and over again to sugarcoat what American settlers did to the natives in the name of manifest destiny—revolves around repeating the feast where Native Americans shared some kindness and food with the European colonists. The third Thursday of November is reserved for getting together with your loved ones, eating like you’ve been starving for a few weeks in a cave, and giving thanks for what you have because, shit, it could be a lot worse. If you don’t believe it, just ask the descendants of those Native Americans who showed their colonizers the kindness we’ve come to know as the First Thanksgiving.

	It also acted as a great day for one to come out to their family, but that’s something that probably didn’t happen when the Native Americans broke bread with their colonist counterparts.

	The Burgess family believed in these ideals that had been burned into their minds and souls, chintzy as it all sounds. What they and most families neglect to consider is the volatile concoction of explosive material they create when they pit their personalities against those of their loved ones. It takes one person making a single statement to send the whole thing into a clusterfuck of a tailspin, and Vick, the youngest of the three Burgess children, had planned to be the catalyst this Thanksgiving. Hell, he reveled in how badly he wanted to ruin the holiday for his family.

	Vick’s mother, a strong republican woman named Susan, brought out the last serving tray. She reached across the table with a meaty forearm and placed the candied sweet potatoes between the sliced-up turkey and the green bean casserole. She sat down across from her strong, like-minded husband Steven and smiled. 

	Vick sat to her left, sitting across from both of his siblings. His brother Todd had turned twenty-one over the summer, and he had lorded his legal drinking age over Vick like it mattered more than any other honor or blessing ever bestowed upon someone. He acted as if he should’ve been awarded a trophy for aging, though it would come as no surprise to anyone if their father actually had a trophy made up for the occasion. Being a chip off the closed-minded block had its advantages when it came to the never-ending game of sibling rivalry.

	Then there was Penelope, who could’ve been a slenderer clone of her mother. She sat with her hands folded in front of her, waiting for their father to give the blessing that allowed them to feast till they were ready to burst and return to the flat-screen TV to see which football team would spend their holiday kicking the shit out of the other for the sake of the drooling idiots watching at home.

	Vick had no idea what the first Thanksgiving had been like. He knew—as many people did—that history wasn’t written to tell the tale of what happened. All he’d learned in school and from the books he’d been forced to read was what he and everyone in the system were meant to believe from their governmental overlords. The whitewashing of history would doom society to repeat it, though it didn’t have to be that way for everyone.

	It’s all indoctrination, Vick thought as he reflected on the holiday and all the bullshit that went along with it. That’s why I have to be the one to break the cycle, and it begins today.

	“Everything sure looks tasty!” Steven exclaimed as he lustily started at the many platters of food he hadn’t lifted a finger to help prepare. “You’ve outdone yourself again, darling.”

	Susan blushed at her husband’s praise and looked away. “Stop that and say grace. We all want to eat while it’s still hot!”

	Between getting the food out, waiting for the five of them to sit, and the goddam pre-meal prayer, Thanksgiving dinner would always and forever be served warm—never hot.

	Steben stood with his chair behind him while his wife and offspring bowed their heads like good little puppets. “Lord, once again, we thank you for the meal you’ve provided. Thank you for giving my lovely wife the skills to cook and make a feast worthy of your grace. Thank you for my family, who are all growing up to become exemplary adults in their own rights. Most of all, Lord, thank you for the time we can spend together. One day we’ll feast at your table, but for now, you’re more than welcome to join us at ours in spirit. Amen.”

	“Amen,” everyone except Vick repeated in unison.

	Steven sat back down. “Dig in, everyone!” He pulled the large platter with the turkey toward him and busied himself by taking a drumstick and the choicest pieces of white meat. As the man of the house, he always got his first pick of the meals his wife made. He’d tell you himself if you got in between him and his food.

	“Everything looks so good, mom,” Penelope said as she plopped a scoop of stuffing onto her plate while she waited her turn to get some turkey. Out of all of the small Burgess family, she had been the only one to help her mother in the kitchen. Their Aunt Helen would have been there to help as usual, but she had decided to spend the holiday with her new boyfriend on some snooty island getaway called Paraíso Flamejante.

	Susan beamed at the compliment. “Thank you, Penny. Can you please pass the pickle plate?”

	Todd chuckled. “Say that ten times fast.”

	Susan laughed, but Vick knew she didn’t get the joke. She never did. Years of being married to such a dull man had dulled her as well, but she seemed to like it that way.

	Now’s as good a time as any, Vick thought. Aloud, he said, “I have something I need to say.”

	The rest of the family stopped dumping copious piles of food onto their plates and turned to stare at the youngest member of the Burgess clan. If they hadn’t noticed his plate remained bare, they noticed now.

	“What is it?” Steven asked. 

	“He’s gay!” Todd exclaimed, pointing a thick finger. “I knew it! You owe me fifty bucks, Dad!”

	Steven motioned with his hand for Todd to stop speaking.

	“What?” Todd dropped his fork with a clang against his place to give his father his best ‘what the fuck’ look, which he’d practiced relentlessly over the years. “You bet me fifty bucks like two years ago that Vick would turn out gay. What, you don’t want to pay up all of a sudden?!”

	“Stop it!” Susan scolded. She sighed and turned back to Vick. “Go on, Victor. What do you have to tell us?”

	Vick took in a long breath, mostly buying for a little bit of time in case Todd had anything else he wanted to add or Penelope felt the urge to speculate on his sexuality as well. Maybe she had a side bet with Todd that he’d tell them all he’s bisexual. When no one said anything, Vick decided the time had come to make his proclamation.

	“I’m a supervillain.”

	Vick hadn’t been sure what kind of response he’d get, but he hadn’t expected the stunned silence that followed. Sure, announcing his affinity toward villainy at fifteen to his family at the Thanksgiving table might’ve been a bit premature, but it felt right. A weight he didn’t know he’d been carrying had been lifted off his shoulders.

	“You’re joking!” Todd said as the grin left his face.

	“Nope,” Vick confirmed. “I’m not joking at all. I’m a supervillain.”

	Steven slammed a fist on the table. “What the hell is wrong with you? After all I’ve given you over the years, this is the thanks I get? A goddam supervillain for a son?! Where did I go wrong with you? Tell me, so I can fix this.”

	“Steven!” Susan exclaimed.

	“Tell me!”

	“You can’t fix me, Dad,” Vick retorted, meeting his father’s angry gaze. “There’s nothing to fix in the first place. This is who I always knew I was.”

	Steven scoffed. “I almost wish you did say you were gay instead of this bullshit.”

	“I’m also pansexual. Does that help?”

	“Not really.”

	“Aren’t all villains pansexual?” Todd asked with a goblin-like grin. “I’m sure I read that somewhere.”

	“I mean, there’s as much queerness in the supervillain community as there is with the superheroes,” Vick replied. “We are everywhere.”

	“I’m bi,” Penelope said. “Not that it matters. I came out last year, and no one cared.”

	“That’s because it’s just a phase,” Susan groaned. “We talked about this already.”

	“It is not a phase!” Penelope argued.

	Susan waved a dismissive hand at her daughter.

	“I care, Penny,” Vick told his sister. “I think your sexuality is valid and not a phase.”

	Penelope smiled. “Thank you! I think your pansexual supervillainy is also valid.”

	“No it isn’t!” Susan snapped. “This is a phase too. How does someone who’s only halfway through being a teenager know they’re a supervillain?”

	“Thank you!” Steven added, gesturing toward his son.

	“You don’t even have any powers,” Susan continued.

	Steven nodded. “None.”

	“And you’re not smart enough to be a mad scientist,” Todd added with a chuckle. “You’ve spent too much time on the V-Net watching villain porn.”

	“What’s the V-Net?” Susan asked.

	“It’s short for ‘Villain-Net’,” Todd replied. “It’s a hidden section of the internet where villains hang out to discuss dirty deeds and trade illegal info and weapons, only it’s full of posers like Vick who want to cosplay as bad guys.”

	“Oh, God,” Steven groaned. “I knew the internet would ruin this whole generation!”

	“You’re not that old,” Penelope interjected. “The internet was around when you were younger.”

	“But it didn’t have this shit on it, and it didn’t turn kids into villain posers either!”

	“I’m not a villain poser!” Vick shouted. “I’m a supervillain on the inside, and I’ll come into my own someday. You’ll see. With the right tutelage, I can bring Omega City to its knees. I’ll make every superhero wish they’d never crossed me, and when they’re all dead on the road behind me, I’ll take over the world and extend my villainous hand into the universe itself and take that as well.”

	“Nice diabolical speech,” Todd said. He rolled his eyes while shoving a huge piece of turkey into his mouth. “Did you practice that in front of the mirror with your limp wiener in your hand?”

	“You can do it, little bro!” Penelope exclaimed. “Take society down a peg and destroy the patriarchy while you’re at it!”

	“That’s enough out of you, young lady!” Susan shouted. She turned toward her husband. “Steven, put an end to this!”

	“We back superheroes in this house!” Steven shouted, getting to his feet. “I’m not going to sit here and listen to this!”

	“Clearly,” Vick said, “seeing as you’ve gotten up to literally stand your ground.”

	“I’ll have no more talk of this in my house, and you’re off the internet for good, Victor! You’re not a supervillain. You’re a high school student who’s going to let this shit go, graduate, and get a real job! If I find out you’re building ray guns or communicating with mad scientists or evil geniuses, I will ground you until you get your first paycheck!”

	“First paycheck from where?”

	“From your first job! Haven’t you been…”

	Steven clutched his chest and fell back into his chair.

	“Steven?” Susan asked, getting up. “Are you alright?”

	“I’m OK. It’s… Shit, maybe not. Call an ambulance, Susan. I knew one of these damn kids would kill me!”

	Susan ran into the kitchen to get the phone. Penelope went to her father and did her best to soothe him as his breathing intensified. Vick watched as his father did what he could to get his body under control.

	“You really did it this time,” Todd said, shaking his head at his younger brother. “You killed Dad on Thanksgiving!”

	“Come quick!” Susan shouted into the phone. “I think my husband’s having a heart attack!”

	“I am!” Steven shouted in return.

	“It’s just a phase!” Vick called in return. He popped a forkful of turkey dripping with gravy. “Don’t worry.”

	Steven, Penelope, and Todd all looked at Vick, who laughed to himself while he ate his Thanksgiving dinner.
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	“Jesus,” Agent Flowers said. “Did Your father die?”

	Vick laughed. “No. It was only a panic attack. Since neither of my parents believed in them despite what the doctors told them, he always insisted I almost killed him that Thanksgiving.”

	Agent Redding huffed and rolled her eyes.

	“What?” Vick asked, turning to her. “You didn’t like my story? You were aching to hear it.”

	“I don’t know if I believe it,” Agent Redding replied. “I had you pegged for the kind of guy who came from a broken home or a run-down orphanage in the bad part of town.”

	“Wow. That sounds like villain profiling to me.”

	Agent Redding shrugged. “I make no apologies for it either. I’ve been doing this a long time, kid. Villains come from a certain stock of people, and this loving family memory you’ve shared reeks to high heaven of something I’d scrape off the bottom of my shoe.”

	“Look it up if you don’t believe me. Haven’t you read my file before you marched in here? You knew I was the one who robbed the Money Tree Bank, but you didn’t know I was raised in a home with both my parents and a pair of siblings?”

	Agent Redding tsked. 

	“Don’t be upset with me. You’re the one who didn’t do their homework before demanding information.”

	“Let’s take it back a bit,” Agent Flowers said before the argument could continue. “Not as far as you took it last time. We know you wanted to be a supervillain at a young age. We also know at some point you came into contact with Dr. Debaucherous, a supervillain the world thought had died years before. How did that happen?”

	“To answer that question, you’d have to know that the world may have believed Dr. Debaucherous had died in that explosion at sea fighting Admiral Action on his battleship lair, but there are groups on the V-Net who never believed that’s how he ended.”

	“Who?” Agent Redding asked. “Are you talking about those Blackguard fuckers?”

	“Among others. It’s funny. I didn’t come across The Blackguard in the flesh till years later. They’re not at all what anyone thinks they are, but you probably know that.”

	“What did you know about Dr. Debaucherous before you went looking for him on the V-Net?” Agent Flowers asked.

	Vick shrugged. “The same shit everyone knew. His full name was Dr. Desmond Debaucherous, and he’s supposedly a descendant of a bastard child of Joseph Stalin, though I never asked him about this rumor directly. He worked as a black market dentist in Russia and had even risen to the ranks of Vladimir Putin’s oral hygiene advisor until the dictator’s secret execution. After that, Dr. Debaucherous found his way to America, extended his life by hacking his genetic code and splicing his genes with his special formula of radiation therapy, and took up residence here in Omega City as a supervillain. You could’ve read that in one of the unauthorized biographies put out about him. You don’t need me to rehash his life story. He wouldn’t like me talking about his past. His origin story is his business.”

	“So, you found him through one of these groups on the V-Net,” Agent Flowers said. “Why don’t you tell us how that went?”

	“Well,” Vick replied.

	“Well? Well, what?”

	“It went well.”

	Agent Flowers let out a long groan and rubbed his chin. “Can you elaborate on how it went well? I want to get a decent timeline of events here, and you had no problem putting your Thanksgiving tale into vivid detail for us.”

	“I don’t even understand why we need this,” Agent Redding added, crossing her arms in her most familiar pose. “We know he found Dr. Debaucherous through the V-Net. What else can we learn from this?”

	“We can learn where the cracks are in the system that allows a kid in their twenties to track down a supervillain,” Agent Flowers replied. “If we know that, we can get to work cracking down on this V-Net before it happens again.”

	“Good luck with that,” Vick said. “The way I’ve pieced it together, the servers for the V-Net aren’t always in the same location, and they’re encrypted as hell. But you already know that much, don’t you?”

	“So tell us something we don’t know.” Flowers double-clicked his pen and got ready to jot down some notes. “You want to be a supervillain, and the V-Net provided you with your first opportunity to meet one face-to-face. How does one go about it?”

	“Well, first you need to realize something a lot of the community on the V-Net already knows.”

	Agent Flowers raised his eyebrows. “Yeah? What’s that?”

	“All superheroes are bastards.”
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	To Vick’s surprise, his parents hadn’t kicked him out of their home after the eventful Thanksgiving where he’d told them all his affinity toward becoming a supervillain. They treated it as a passing phase, though Vick hadn’t relented on his want to build massive lairs on asteroids orbiting the Earth or suspending politicians over vats of acid till they passed laws in his favor. He merely kept it quiet.

	His parents, however, weren’t as subtle with their wants for how they wanted him to live.

	“You should read this piece on Rifleman.” Steven dropped a thick magazine on the dining room table where a nineteen-year-old Vick had his notebooks and his laptop open to an essay for his community college literature course on which he’d been working for the last few hours. It landed with a soft thud.

	“What?” Vick looked up from his work. “Why would I want to read about that fascist wannabe?”

	“Rifleman is not a fascist! Maybe if you’d get off those websites that slander superheroes for ten minutes you can read something that doesn’t skew the news to push a false narrative.”

	Vick sighed and picked up the magazine. Under the big, red letters that read, ‘The Patrioteer’—which sounded like a bad superhero name in itself—stood the man Steven wanted his son to idolize. The broad-shouldered superhero stood with his muscular arms crossed and his baby-bare, squared chin pointed outward. His hero costume consisted of a black tee-shirt under a camouflaged vest that had somewhere between a dozen and a thousand pockets. He also wore a black mask that only covered his eyes, half his nose, and maybe an inch of skin around it. He’d kept everything else visible as if that would deter anyone from finding his secret identity. Maybe he wanted to be found to make an example out of any villain he felt foolish enough to attempt to come after him.

	Near the bottom of the page, the caption read, “Rifleman speaks out against the movement of villains threatening to tear America apart.”

	“Of course, he’s speaking out,” Vick muttered. “He’s playing up to the idiots who buy this dumb magazine, and no one who reads a rag called ‘The Patrioteer’ has any interest in hearing an opinion that’s not already in their jingoist head.”

	“And where would you rather get your information on this stuff?” Steven asked.

	Vick tossed the magazine across the table over his notebooks and schoolwork. “I’d rather not read about it at all if it’s all the same. Since you and mom monitor all my internet history, I can’t look up anything balanced either way. All this crap is hero-worshiping bullshit as if we hadn’t had enough of it over the decades.”

	“You watch your mouth when talking about Rifleman! He’s served this country and saved tons of lives. It’s more than you’ve ever done.”

	“So what?” Vick asked, sitting back to better glare at his father. “Now you want me to join the Army? I’m already in community college since you guys pushed me so hard into doing it, and it’s taking up all my time as it is. Besides, you didn’t even serve, so where do you get off making an issue about me wanting to live my life how I see fit?”

	Steven tsked and shook his head. “One day you’ll see the world for what it is instead of a prize for some supervillain to take with some insane plot against humanity.”

	“Are you done? I’d like to get my homework finished sometime before class starts tomorrow morning.”

	“Why don’t you read that story in the magazine and do your homework on Rifleman? You’d probably get a better grade.” With that, Steven left through the door to the kitchen. 

	“My essay is for my literature class!” Vick shouted. “Unless Ernest Hemmingway wrote about some superhero poster boy for anabolic steroids and misplaced patriotism, I’ll get an F!”

	Steven didn’t respond while he got his snack together to bring back in front of the television to watch some news program. It didn’t matter what the vapid anchors said. Men like Steven Burgess only had one mindset, and that was one of the superheroes being right and everyone they raged against being wrong. Everything had gotten so political that you couldn’t even fault the righteous do-gooders without upsetting the balance of the narrative people wanted to preach.

	“Fuck!” Vick snapped. He closed his laptop with his essay only half-done. He found his mind all over the place, and the only thing he couldn’t get into it was the works of Ernest Hemmingway. He’d have to finish the paper in the morning or beg for an extension, which the teacher might do. If not, there was always blackmail. He’d done it before and passed half his classes during his senior year by digging up dirt on his teachers. It might’ve been easier to have studied and taken the tests, but passing classes like a villain had been so much more rewarding—not to mention how educational the experience had been.

	Mr. Little has to be having an affair with someone else on the school’s staff, Vick thought. All of them are doing someone else in that fucking school. If I can find proof, I don’t have to write about Hemmingway or any other literary blowhards for the rest of the semester. Maybe I’ll hit paydirt and find out he’s been boning a student or two behind the cafeteria’s dumpsters.

	Vick cleaned up his piles of schoolwork while he plotted against a community college professor. He would’ve worked in his bedroom, but his parents didn’t let him have his laptop in private. He could’ve tortured his brother Todd for telling his parents about the V-Net, and he probably would someday when he could exact his revenge for the slight. Once he’d finished getting the table clear from his academic clutter, he looked at The Patrioteer Magazine cover with the ridiculous Rifleman on it, staring with a stoic yet knowing gaze at all who looked upon him.

	“Conceited dick,” Vick muttered. He could’ve written an essay about the sentient military propaganda who called himself a superhero after all. That would please his father. But where to start?

	Rifleman is a symbol of justice to many of the people who look toward him for guidance in a world plagued by crime, poverty, and the general decline of the fabled American Dream. But what do men like Rifleman and his ilk promote? It can’t be heroism. No. If he were a true hero, would he be posing on magazine covers like an idol for fascist Americanists, looking for any excuse to don a persona of their own and start beating those they label criminals in the street in the name of what they consider justice?

	Vick laughed. If he wrote any of that, his father would call it ‘anti-superhero propaganda’, though he didn’t mind much about stories like that flowing in the opposite direction.

	Maybe I’d write an essay on the superheroes’ relationship with the police and the powers-that-be in our government. It’s about time something’s done about that.

	None of the possible essays on Rifleman or superheroes could have been attributed to Ernest Hemmingway, so he left his neat pile of notebooks, folders, and his laptop on the dining room table and walked toward the staircase.

	“Hey,” Steven said as he returned from the kitchen carrying a plate with a sandwich and some chips on it. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

	“I’m going to my room,” Vick replied. “I might go out. I feel like I need a change of scenery or something.”

	“What about your homework?”

	“It’s pretty much done. No worries.”

	“Pretty much done isn’t done.”

	“It’ll get done. Soon.”

	“No internet in your room!”

	“My laptop’s downstairs!” Vick closed his door, making sure not to slam it, though he felt like it would have been a good way to end the conversation. Even at nineteen, his parents forbid him from using the internet in their home for fear he’d find his way back onto the V-net and into its wormholes and spiderwebs of villainous content that would turn him into one of the bad guys who fought their precious superheroes like fucking Rifleman.

	Vick stepped over the various piles of messes in his room and reached under his bed to pull out Mr. Fluffkin, who happened to be an old brown teddy bear he’d gotten so long ago he didn’t remember when. The old stuffed toy had a secret; one he hadn’t yet told anyone, not that Mr. Fluffkin could talk. With the sound of Velcro separating, Vick opened up the hidden hole in Mr. Fluffkin’s back and took out the five-by-eight tablet hidden inside.

	Yes, Mr. Fluffkin turned out to be Vick’s first foray into genetic hacking, even if it had been a pretend hack job by removing a toy’s stuffing and replacing it with a small tablet capable of getting on the V-Net. It all felt so childish doing things this way, and having to rely on a teddy bear made Vick feel much smaller. After all, how could one become a supervillain with a beady-eyed bear keeping one’s secrets?

	“Don’t look at me like that,” Vick told Mr. Fluffkin. “I’ll be on my way to becoming a superstar in the world of supervillainy soon. You’ll see just like everyone else.”

	Mr. Fluffkin stared at Vick with his adorably naïve face unchanging. 

	“If you keep giving me those judging looks, I’m going to hollow out a book to hide this tablet instead and give you to a bunch of genetically altered puppies. Is that what you want?”

	Again, Mr. Fluffkin didn’t respond.

	“I didn’t think so. Supervillains don’t play with teddy bears.”

	With his imagined argument with Mr. Fluffkin at its end, Vick booted up the tablet, listening in case his father clomped his way up the stairs to check on his youngest son. He’d been covering his electronic footsteps as best he could, not that his parents had the slightest inkling of how to catch him in the act of getting online to further his studies into the world of supervillainy. They still called Penelope to come over whenever there were issues with their router since they’d never ask Vick to touch it. If she noticed he’d been using the tablet on the family’s Wi-Fi, she’d kept quiet so far. As far as the family went, she was the only one he’d trust if he needed anything.

	Vick used his backdoor programs and channels to get onto the V-Net, which he’d been able to do with practiced precision to avoid spending too much time. He found his regular message boards and browsed some of the newer posts. Most of what had been posted were messages from potential henchpersons looking for a supervillain.

	“You’re so fucking thirsty,” Vick muttered as he scrolled past a message where the potential henchperson wanted to set up a meet-and-greet to hook up with others in the field of henching. 

	It wasn’t that Vick looked down upon those who chose to go into that particular field for work. In another life, he might’ve been looking to hench rather than becoming a supervillain in time. A community college education in general studies wouldn’t do much for him in that regard. Supervillains were infamously smart, and learning about symbolism in a century-old short story wouldn’t help anyone get to the point of genius where they’d be able to build a death laser to hold the moon hostage.

	Vick didn’t understand why, but the latest conversation with his father had put his mind into a state of static and flux. He didn’t want to attend college and be so bored with it that he didn’t finish his assignments or take good enough notes to memorize to pass a test based on remembering random facts he’d soon forget to make way for more random facts the following week. It didn’t feel like the right path. Maybe that kind of thing would be good for people who wanted to drop themselves into the job market and exist on the whims of the one percent of capitalists who had put themselves in charge of running the country. That kind of life didn’t suit Vick much either. Only one type of life felt right.

	There’s a humongous difference between living in your childhood bedroom as an adult and starting the blueprints for a supervillain lair so badass it would make the buttholes of people like Rifleman pucker in fear.

	“Fuck it.” Vick wrote down the address of the henchperson’s meetup, shut down his tablet, and shoved it back into Mr. Fluffkin for safekeeping. He’d decided that having zero connections in the supervillain world while he remained on the cusp of full-on manhood wasn’t enough anymore. He didn’t plan on working as a henchperson, but he’d get nowhere scrounging around the V-Net looking for electronic scraps to feed his need for supervillainy. If he wanted to get anywhere, he’d have to take the first baby step outside of his parents’ house.

	With the future on his mind once again, Vick threw on his black hoodie, stepped out of his window, climbed down the tree into the neighbor’s yard, and jogged down the street.

	 

	***

	 

	Getting from the suburbs to the city had been easy enough. He’d done it hundreds of times. He only wished he had something to occupy the long bus ride into the heart of Omega City. Everyone seemed to be fiddling with some electronic device, and he had none. His secret tablet wouldn’t work since it didn’t have a cellular signal, and he didn’t want his father to catch him taking his ancient cellphone before sneaking out since they forced him to keep it on the kitchen counter when he wasn’t out of the house for school.

	I’m nineteen for God’s sake! This sneaking around shit is getting cumbersome as hell!

	The bus arrived at the central station, and Vick got off. Tall buildings surrounded him, but they surrounded everything in Omega City. He checked the address on the piece of paper and started walking past the Money Tree Bank, dozens of apartment buildings, and various businesses. A magazine stand on the corner displayed dozens of publications featuring the conceited smile of Rifleman, meaning he
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