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    To the quiet heroes who think their adventures are over.
And to everyone who knows that you don't need a cape to save the day—sometimes, you just need good friends and a lot of nerve.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Though much is taken, much abides; and thoughWe are not now that strength which in old daysMoved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are;One equal temper of heroic hearts,Made weak by time and fate, but strong in willTo strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield."
— Alfred, Lord Tennyson, from Ulysses
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PART 1: THE FUND HAS LEFT THE BUILDING


Chapter 1: The Letter
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The morning sun was usually Iris’s best friend. For forty years, she had welcomed it, shaped it, and sometimes even bent it to her will. But today, the sun was just a reminder of the dust floating in her small, cluttered studio.

Iris wiggled her fingers. They made a dry, clicking sound, like dead twigs snapping in a winter wind. She frowned at her left hand. The knuckles were swollen, turning a task as simple as holding a glass cutter into a battle of wills.

"Come on, you stubborn claw," she whispered to her hand. "Just one more curve."

Iris was seventy-two years old. Once, the world knew her as The Prism. She had been a vision of shimmering light, capable of turning invisible, blinding giant robots with a flash of her hand, or bending laser beams back at villains. She had been glorious. She had been fast.

Now, she was just Iris. And Iris had arthritis.

She stood before her workbench, surrounded by sheets of colored glass—ruby red, ocean blue, and a yellow as bright as a canary. She was working on a commission for the local library: a stained-glass hummingbird. It was delicate work. It required a steady hand.

Iris took a deep breath. She focused on the yellow glass. For a second, just a split second, she felt that familiar hum in her chest. It was the old power, the ability to control photons. If she wanted to, she could focus the sunlight hitting the window into a laser-hot point and slice the glass without a tool.

She narrowed her eyes. She reached out with her mind, trying to grab a beam of sunlight.

Zzzzt.

A tiny spark popped in the air, like a dying lightbulb. It gave a weak fizzle and vanished.

Iris sighed, her shoulders slumping. "Worth a try," she muttered.

She picked up the manual glass cutter instead. She pressed down. Her wrist protested with a sharp ache, but she gritted her teeth. Scrrreeeeech. The wheel of the cutter groaned against the glass. It wasn't a perfect line, but it would do.

She set the tool down and wiped her forehead. Being a retired superhero wasn't exactly what the comic books promised. There was no Fortress of Solitude. There was just a two-bedroom cottage in the suburbs, a cat named Photon who slept twenty hours a day, and a heating bill that seemed to go up every time she looked at it.

"Photon?" Iris called out.

A fat, orange lump on the windowsill opened one eye. The cat let out a squeak that might have been a meow, then went back to sleep.

"Good talk," Iris said.

She shuffled toward the kitchen. Her knees popped in rhythm with her steps. Click-clack. Click-clack. She called it her personal percussion section. She filled the kettle with water and set it on the stove. While she waited for the whistle, she looked at the calendar on the wall.

It was the third of the month.

"Pension day," she smiled.

That smile was genuine. The only reason Iris could afford her glass, her cottage, and the expensive joint supplements for her knees was the 'Heroes’ Haven Pension Fund.' It was part of the deal they had made thirty years ago. The team—The Shade—had agreed to hang up their capes and masks. In return, the government and the grateful city had set up a trust fund. It guaranteed them a comfortable life until the end of their days.

It wasn't a fortune, but it was safe. It was reliable. It was the thank-you note for saving the city from Doctor Chaos, The Mole King, and that one week when all the toasters came to life.

Clack.

The mail slot in the front door snapped open, and a bundle of envelopes hit the floor.

"Right on time," Iris said.

The kettle whistled. She ignored it, turning the stove off, and walked to the front door. Bending down to pick up the mail was an adventure in itself. She had to do a sort of sideways lunge, gripping the doorknob for support.

"Hup!" she grunted, snatching the letters from the floor mat.

She straightened up, feeling a twinge in her lower back. "Ten points for Iris," she declared to the empty hallway.

She shuffled back to the kitchen table and sat down. She sorted through the pile.
Bill.
Bill.
Advertisement for walk-in bathtubs ("Ouch," she thought).
Coupon for pizza.
And there it was.
The envelope was thick and cream-colored. It had the official gold foil seal of the Heroes’ Haven Authority.

Iris smiled. She reached for her letter opener—a small dagger that Bennett (The Anchor) had forged for her out of a piece of an alien tank back in 1985. It was her favorite kitchen tool.

She slit the envelope open.

"Let's see," she murmured. "Maybe they finally added the cost-of-living adjustment Leo kept emailing them about."

She unfolded the letter. The paper was heavy, expensive.

She put on her reading glasses. The frames were pink and hung on a beaded chain around her neck. She adjusted them on her nose and began to read.

Dear Ms. Vane,

We regret to inform you regarding the current status of the Heroes’ Haven Pension Fund (Account #882-Delta).

Iris frowned. "Regret" was never a good word. "Regret" was the word people used when they broke your favorite vase or told you the mechanic couldn't fix your car.

She read on.

Due to unforeseen market volatilities and external management restructuring, the liquidity of the primary assets has been compromised.

"English, please," Iris grumbled. She hated corporate speak. Leo (The Suit) was the only one of them who understood this gibberish. He used to be their CFO, back when being a superhero team required a budget for spandex and jet fuel.

She skipped to the bottom paragraph, hoping for a summary.

Effective immediately, all monthly disbursements have been suspended indefinitely. The current solvency of the fund is recorded at 0.00% operating capacity.

Iris blinked. She read it again.
Suspended indefinitely.
0.00%.
The numbers seemed to float off the page. Zero. Nothing.

"No," she whispered.

She looked at the check attached to the bottom of the letter. Usually, this check was for $3,200. It covered her mortgage, her groceries, her materials, and her medical bills.

She looked at the check in her hand today.

It was for $12.42.

The memo line read: Final Settlement Remainder.

Iris felt the blood drain from her face. Her hands, usually shaky from arthritis, went completely still. It was the stillness of shock.

"Twelve dollars?" she said aloud. Her voice sounded thin, like cracking glass.

She looked around her kitchen. Suddenly, the cozy room felt very different. The hum of the refrigerator sounded expensive. The light bulb above the table looked like a luxury she couldn't afford.

She stood up, knocking her chair back. "This is a mistake."

She paced the small room. "It has to be a mistake. Computers make mistakes. Someone pressed the wrong button. Leo always said computers were stupid."

She grabbed the letter again, crumpling the edges. She looked for a phone number. There, at the bottom, in tiny print: For inquiries, please contact the Automated Resolution Center.

She grabbed her phone—an old landline with big buttons because touchscreens didn't work well with her dry fingertips. She dialed the number furiously.

Ring... Ring...

"Thank you for calling Heroes’ Haven," a robotic voice said. It sounded cheerful. Too cheerful. "If you are calling about the recent notice regarding the Liquidation Event, please press one."

Iris jabbed the '1' button so hard the phone slid across the table.

"We are currently experiencing higher than normal call volumes," the robot said. "Your estimated wait time is... four... hundred... minutes."

Iris slammed the receiver down.

She stood there, breathing hard. Her heart was hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. Panic, cold and sharp, began to rise in her throat.

Without that money, she had nothing.
The bank would take the house.
She couldn't buy her medication.
She couldn't feed Photon.
She looked at the stained-glass hummingbird on her workbench. It looked silly now. A useless trinket. Who cared about pretty glass when the world was falling apart?

"I'm The Prism," she said, her voice trembling. "I saved the Mayor from the Lava Men. I stopped the Comet of Doom."

But the empty house didn't care. The bill collectors wouldn't care.

She needed to do something. She needed to fight. But who do you fight when the enemy is a piece of paper? When the villain isn't a monster in a robot suit, but a bank account with a zero in it?

She sat back down, the strength leaving her legs. She looked at her hands again. They looked old. Useless.

"I can't be broke," she whispered to the empty room. "I'm too old to be broke."

Tears pricked her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. Superheroes didn't cry over money. They fixed things.

She looked at the letter again. $287 million. That was how much was supposed to be in the fund. That was the combined savings of four people who had given their lives to the city.

Gone.

Iris felt a spark of anger. It was small, but it was hot. It felt better than the panic.

She picked up the phone again. She didn't dial the 1-800 number this time. She didn't need a robot. She needed a team.

She closed her eyes and visualized the old rotary dial in her head, remembering the number she hadn't called in six months. It belonged to a man who was stubborn, heavy, and impossible to move.

She dialed Bennett.

The phone rang. It rang for a long time.

"Pick up, you old rock," Iris muttered, wiping a smudge of dust from the table. "Pick up."

Finally, a click.

"Hello?" The voice was deep, gravelly, and sounded like it had just woken up from a nap in a cave. There was a loud clang in the background, like someone dropping a wrench on a submarine.

"Bennett?" Iris said, her voice steadying.

"Iris?" The gravelly voice softened just a fraction. "Is everything okay? You never call before noon. You say it interferes with your 'creative sun time'."

"Bennett," Iris said, clutching the letter so tight her knuckles turned white. "Put down whatever you're holding."

"I'm holding a sandwich."

"Put it down."

"It's ham and cheese, Iris. I'm not putting it down."

"Bennett, listen to me," she said, and for the first time in years, her voice held the command of a team leader. "Check your mail."

"My mail? I don't check the mail. It's mostly just coupons for back braces."

"Go check it. Now. There's a letter from the Authority."

There was a pause on the line. She could hear Bennett chewing slowly. "You sound serious, Prism."

"I am serious." She took a breath. "The money is gone, Bennett. All of it."

The chewing stopped.

"What do you mean, gone?"

"I mean zero. I mean twelve dollars. The fund has been liquidated."

Silence stretched between them. It was a heavy silence, heavier than any physical object Bennett could lift.

"I'm going to the mailbox," Bennett said, his voice dropping an octave. "Don't hang up."

Iris waited. She looked out her window. The sun was still shining, bright and mocking. The birds were still singing. The world hadn't ended. It just felt like it had.

She looked at her reflection in the darkened screen of her small television. Gray hair tied back in a messy bun. Wrinkles mapping out a life of laughter and stress. Eyes that used to glow with energy now just looked tired.

"We're old, Photon," she whispered to the cat.

The cat didn't answer.

She heard the phone rustle as Bennett picked it up again.

"Iris?"

"I'm here."

"I found it." His voice was low. Dangerous. "They stole it. Didn't they?"

"The letter says 'market volatility'," Iris said, spitting the words out like poison.

"I don't care what the fancy words say," Bennett growled. "We earned that. We bled for that."

"I know."

"What do we do?" Bennett asked. He sounded lost, a rare thing for the man who used to hold up collapsing bridges.

Iris looked at the stained glass on her table. She looked at the light fracturing through the red glass, creating a sharp, bloody streak across the wood.

She didn't know the answer yet. She didn't know how four geriatric heroes with bad knees, hearing aids, and debt could fight a financial system. But she knew one thing.

"We don't give up," Iris said. "We get the others. We meet. And we figure out who took our retirement."

"Leo is going to have a heart attack," Bennett said.

"Leo probably already knows," Iris countered. "He checks the stocks before he brushes his teeth."

"And Chloe?"

Iris paused. Chloe. The Siren. The woman whose voice could shatter diamonds, now living in a silent world of assisted living restrictions.

"I'll get Chloe," Iris said. "You get Leo. Meet me at the diner. The one with the sticky tables."

"Joe's greasy spoon?"

"That's the one. One hour."

"Iris," Bennett said, just before hanging up. "I can't afford the bus fare. My pass expired."

Iris closed her eyes. The reality of it hit her again.

"Walk, Bennett," she said gently. "It'll be good for your hips."

She hung up the phone. She sat there for one more minute, letting the silence wash over her. Then, she stood up.

She walked to the hallway closet. She pushed aside the winter coats and the vacuum cleaner. In the very back, covered in a plastic garment bag, was her old uniform. It was white and silver, made of a material that didn't exist anymore.

She didn't take it out. She just touched the fabric.

"One last payday," she whispered.

She grabbed her coat, her purse, and her cane. She checked her wallet. She had twenty dollars cash. Enough for four coffees, if they didn't order the fancy stuff.

Iris Vane, formerly The Prism, stepped out of her house and locked the door. She checked the lock twice. Old habits.

Then, she started walking. She walked with a limp, but her head was high. The pension fund was gone. The security was gone.

But the team was coming back. And God help whoever had stolen from the elderly.
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Chapter 2: The Fallout
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The walk to the bus stop was usually a pleasant routine for Iris. It was a chance to stretch her legs, say hello to the neighbors’ dogs, and pretend she wasn't winded after three blocks. But today, the sidewalk felt like a treadmill set to 'uphill'.

Iris gripped her cane—a sturdy piece of oak that Bennett had carved for her tenth anniversary of retirement—and marched. Her mind was a whirlwind of math she didn’t want to do.

Mortgage: $900.
Groceries: $300.
Electricity: Too much.
Current Bank Balance: $12.42.
She stopped at the corner of Elm and Main to catch her breath. She leaned against the glass window of “Tech-Topia,” a store that sold televisions bigger than her kitchen table.

Usually, the screens displayed colorful loops of tropical fish or exploding spaceships to show off the high definition. Today, however, every single screen in the window was showing the same thing.

A news anchor with perfect hair and a face that looked like it was made of plastic was looking grim. The headline scrolling across the bottom of the fifty screens was bright red:

HEROES’ HAVEN PENSION FUND COLLAPSE: $287 MILLION VANISHED.

Iris pressed her hand against the glass. Seeing the number in giant, 4K resolution made it real in a way the letter hadn’t.

Two hundred and eighty-seven million dollars.

It wasn’t just her money. It was the security of every retired hero, sidekick, and cleanup crew member in the tri-state area. It was the money for The Green Gargoyle’s kidney dialysis. It was the fund for The Elastic Man’s specialized rubber-care skin cream.

A group of teenagers walked past Iris, their faces buried in their phones.

“Did you see?” one boy said, not looking up. “The boomer heroes lost their stash.”

“Lame,” the girl next to him replied, popping a bubble of gum. “My grandpa said they didn’t even have Wi-Fi in their secret base. How did they save anyone?”

Iris stiffened. She wanted to turn around and tell them about the time she bent a solar flare around the Earth to stop the polar ice caps from melting in 1994. She wanted to tell them that The Shade didn't need Wi-Fi because they had grit.

But she didn’t. She was just an old lady with a cane and a sensible coat. If she yelled at them, she wouldn't be a hero; she’d just be a 'Karen'.

She turned back to the screen. The news anchor was speaking. Iris couldn’t hear him through the glass, but the subtitles were clear enough.

AUTHORITIES CITE ‘SYSTEMIC MARKET FAILURE’ AND ‘UNTRACEABLE DIGITAL TRANSFER’. NO SUSPECTS. NO LEADS.

“Untraceable,” Iris muttered. “Rubbish.”

She pushed off the glass and continued to the bus stop. The bench was cold metal, designed to be uncomfortable so people wouldn’t sleep on it. Iris sat down carefully, arranging her coat around her knees.

She pulled her phone out again. She couldn’t just accept the robot voice from earlier. There had to be a human. There was always a human.

She dialed the emergency override number Leo had given her five years ago. “Strictly for life-or-death situations,” he had said.

“This counts,” Iris decided.

She dialed.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

“You have reached the Priority Line,” a voice said. It sounded slightly more human than the last one, but only slightly. “This line is no longer in service. For billing inquiries, please visit our website at www...”

Iris hung up. She looked at the phone as if it had bitten her.

“The website,” she scoffed. “I tried the website last week to update my address and it asked me to identify all the pictures containing a traffic light. I failed three times because a mailbox looked like a traffic light.”

The bus arrived with a hiss of hydraulic brakes. The driver, a young man with a bored expression, lowered the ramp.

“You getting on, ma’am?”

“I’m thinking about it,” Iris said, eyeing the steep step.

“We’re on a schedule,” the driver sighed.

Iris stepped up, hauling herself and her indignation onto the bus. She tapped her senior pass against the reader. It made a sad buzz sound.

INSUFFICIENT FUNDS.

The driver looked at her. Iris looked at the driver.

“It’s a glitch,” Iris lied smoothly. She used a tiny, almost imperceptible trick of the light to make the red light on the machine look green for a split second.

“Huh,” the driver blinked. “Thought it was red. Go ahead.”

“Thank you, young man.”

She found a seat near the front. As the bus rumbled toward the north side of the city, Iris watched the buildings pass by. The city had changed. It was taller, shinier, and colder. The gargoyles on the old buildings had been replaced by smooth glass facades.

She was heading to Sunny Meadows Assisted Living. It sounded like a delightful place where one might frolic in a field. In reality, it was a high-security warehouse for the elderly, painted in aggressive shades of pastel peach.

This was where Chloe lived.

Chloe, also known as The Siren.

In her prime, Chloe could shatter a tank with a high C. She could whisper a lullaby that would put an entire army to sleep. She was loud, brash, and the heart of their team.

Now, she was in a place that had a strict "Quiet Hours" policy from 2:00 PM to 4:00 PM.

The bus dropped Iris off in front of the facility. The automatic doors slid open with a whisper. The air inside smelled of lavender cleaning spray and boiled potatoes.

Iris walked up to the front desk. A nurse with a smile that didn't reach her eyes was typing on a computer. Her nametag said Nurse Ratcliffe.

“Name?” Ratcliffe asked without looking up.

“Iris Vane. I’m here to see Chloe Mars.”

The nurse stopped typing. She looked over her glasses. “Ms. Mars is currently in her room. However, she is on a ‘Volume Probation’.”

Iris raised an eyebrow. “Volume Probation?”

“She shouted at the bingo caller yesterday,” Ratcliffe said tightly. “Apparently, he missed calling B-12. Ms. Mars’s voice... caused the bingo cage to vibrate off the table and shatter.”

Iris suppressed a smile. “That sounds like her.”

“She is allowed visitors, but please, keep her calm. We don’t want another incident with the structural integrity of the drywall.”

“I’ll do my best,” Iris promised.

She walked down the hallway. It was lined with handrails and motivational posters that said things like “Age is just a number (and a lot of candles!)”. Iris hated them.

She reached Room 304. The door was closed. Taped to the front was a handwritten sign: KNOCK LOUDLY. I’M NOT IGNORING YOU, I JUST CAN’T HEAR THE DOOR.

Iris rapped her knuckles against the wood. Hard.

“GO AWAY! I DON’T WANT THE JELLO!” a voice roared from inside.

Iris opened the door.

The room was small but colorful. Scarves were draped over every lampshade. A guitar with broken strings sat in the corner. And there, sitting in a rocking chair facing the window, was Chloe.

Chloe was seventy years old, with wild white hair that looked like she had just stuck her finger in a socket. She was wearing a bright purple kaftan and oversized headphones. She was bobbing her head to music Iris couldn't hear.

“Chloe!” Iris called out.

Chloe didn’t move.

Iris walked over and tapped her on the shoulder.

Chloe jumped, spinning around. Her eyes went wide. She pulled the headphones down around her neck.

“Iris! Holy smokes! Don’t sneak up on a girl like that. I almost blasted you.”

“I knocked,” Iris said.

“What?” Chloe cupped her ear. She reached into her pocket and pulled out two small devices—her hearing aids. She shoved them into her ears. A high-pitched feedback squeal filled the room for a second, making Iris wince.

“Sorry, sorry,” Chloe fiddled with the settings. “These new digital ones are trash. They pick up the microwave but not the human voice. Okay. Test, test. Is this thing on?”

“Can you hear me now?” Iris asked.

“Loud and clear, Prism. You look... worried. Did you shrink? You look smaller.”

“I haven’t shrunk, Chloe. The economy has.”

Chloe frowned. She pointed to a chair. “Sit. You have your ‘I’m about to give a mission briefing’ face on. Who are we fighting? Is it the knee pain? Because I have a cream for that.”

Iris sat on the edge of the bed. She took a deep breath. She didn't want to break Chloe’s heart, but there was no soft way to land this plane.

“Chloe, did you get a letter today?”

“A letter? Maybe. I put it in the drawer. I thought it was another bill for the window I cracked when I laughed too hard at Seinfeld.”

“It wasn't a bill,” Iris said. “It was a notice. The pension fund. Heroes’ Haven.”

Chloe waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, that. Did they finally give us a raise?”

“Chloe,” Iris leaned forward, grabbing her friend's hands. They were warm and calloused from years of playing guitar. “The money is gone. All of it. $287 million.”

Chloe stared at her. She blinked once. Twice.

“Gone?” Chloe asked. Her voice was strangely quiet.

“Stolen. Liquidated. Vanished.”

“But...” Chloe looked around her small room. “But this place costs four thousand a month. If I don’t pay, they kick me out. Where do I go? The park?”

“You won’t go to the park,” Iris said fiercely. “But we have a problem. A big one.”

Chloe pulled her hands away. She stood up. She walked to the window.

“They promised,” Chloe whispered. The air in the room began to vibrate. The water in the flower vase on the nightstand rippled. “They promised us we would be safe.”

“Chloe, watch the voice,” Iris warned gently.

“I GAVE THEM MY EARS!” Chloe shouted suddenly. The windows rattled in their frames. The motivational poster on the wall peeled off and fell to the floor.

Iris flinched but didn't look away. “I know.”

Chloe took a deep breath, reining it in. She turned back to Iris. Her eyes were wet. “I blew out my eardrums stopping the Banshee Screamers in ‘89. I wear these stupid plastic hearing aids because I saved the city. And now they take the money?”

“Yes,” Iris said.

“Who?” Chloe demanded. “Who did it?”

“We don’t know yet. But we’re going to find out.”

Chloe looked at Iris. She saw the set of her jaw. She saw the old spark in Iris’s eyes—the one that used to mean ‘we are about to do something stupid and dangerous.’

A slow grin spread across Chloe’s face. It was a wicked grin.

“Is the band getting back together?”

“I talked to Bennett,” Iris said. “We’re meeting Leo at the diner. We need you.”

Chloe kicked off her slippers. She grabbed a pair of high-top sneakers from under the bed. “I hate this place anyway. The pudding has a skin on it. And Nurse Ratcliffe told me I hum too loud.”

“Grab your coat,” Iris said, standing up.

“Do I need anything else?” Chloe asked, lacing up her sneakers with surprising speed. “Weapons? grappling hooks?”

“Just your hearing aids and your bus pass.”

“Right. Low budget mission. Got it.”

Chloe grabbed a bright yellow windbreaker. She looked at the room one last time. “Hey Iris?”

“Yeah?”

“If we catch the guy who did this... can I yell at him? Like, really yell?”

“I’ll hold him down for you,” Iris promised.

They walked out of the room. Chloe didn’t look back. As they passed the nurse's station, Nurse Ratcliffe looked up.

“Ms. Mars? Where are you going? It’s almost time for Chair Yoga.”

Chloe stopped. She adjusted her hearing aid. She smiled sweetly.

“I’m sorry, Nurse. I can’t hear you. I’m going to save my future.”

She turned to Iris. “Was that dramatic enough?”

“A bit cliché,” Iris critiqued. “But effective. Let’s go.”

The automatic doors opened, and the two women stepped out into the afternoon sun. Iris felt a little stronger with Chloe beside her. The Siren was a chaotic force, but she was their chaotic force.

“So,” Chloe said as they walked toward the bus stop. “Bennett is coming?”

“Yes.”

“Is he still... large?”

“He’s the size of a vending machine. And about as mobile.”

Chloe laughed. It was a loud, booming sound that made a pigeon on a lamppost take flight in panic. “Good. I missed the big guy. And Leo?”

“Leo is Leo. He’s probably making a spreadsheet about our doom right now.”

“Perfect,” Chloe said. “Just like old times. Except now our knees hurt.”

“And we’re broke,” Iris reminded her.

“Details,” Chloe waved a hand. “We’re heroes, Prism. We don’t need money. We need a plan.”

“Actually,” Iris said as the bus approached, “we need bus fare. Do you have any cash? I’m out.”

Chloe dug into her pocket and pulled out a handful of quarters. “I won big at bingo last week before the incident. I’ve got us covered.”

They boarded the bus, two old women in sensible coats, heading to a sticky diner to declare war on the modern world. The other passengers didn't look up. They didn't know that the lady in the yellow jacket could level the bus with a hum, or that the lady with the cane could blind them with a wave.

They were invisible.

“Iris?” Chloe whispered as they sat down.

“Yes?”

“I’m really glad you came. I was starting to feel... old.”

Iris squeezed her friend's hand. “We are old, Chloe. But we’re not finished.”

The bus lurched forward, carrying the first half of The Shade toward their destiny. And toward cheap coffee.
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Chapter 3: The Anchor
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The smell of the chaotic ocean was the only thing that made sense to Bennett anymore. It smelled of salt, dead fish, and diesel fuel. It was an honest smell. It didn't try to hide what it was with perfume or fancy words.

Bennett stood at the edge of Pier 42, his massive boots planted on the concrete. Even at seventy-four years old, Bennett was a mountain of a man. He stood six-foot-five and was almost as wide as a vending machine. His beard was a thick, gray thicket that hid his chin and most of his neck, and his hands looked like they could crush a bowling ball without trying.

Once, the world called him The Anchor.

He had the ability to manipulate his own density. He could make himself as light as a feather or as heavy as a freight train. He could stand in front of a runaway bus and not move an inch. He had been the shield of The Shade. When the villains fired their death rays or threw cars, they hit Bennett. And Bennett never moved.

"Yo! Mr. B!"

Bennett grunted. He turned his head slowly. His neck made a sound like grinding gravel.

"What is it, kid?" Bennett rumbled. His voice was deep, vibrating in his own chest.

A young dockworker named Joey came jogging over. Joey was twenty, skinny, and wore his safety vest unzipped. He was holding a clipboard and looking panicked.

" The crane is jammed again," Joey said, breathless. " The winch is stuck. We got a pallet of imported Italian marble hanging thirty feet up, and it won't come down. The boss is gonna flip."

Bennett looked up. The giant yellow crane was indeed frozen. A wooden crate, heavy with stone, dangled precariously in the wind.

"Modern junk," Bennett grumbled. "Too many computers. Not enough gears."

"Can you take a look?" Joey pleaded. "You know how to hit it so it works."

Bennett sighed. He was supposed to be retired. He was technically just a "Consultant" for the shipyard, which meant he walked around and told people when they were tying knots wrong. But he couldn't watch a job go unfinished.

"Fine," Bennett said.

He walked toward the crane. Every step sent a dull throb through his hips. His knees felt like they were filled with broken glass. Being The Anchor for forty years had taken a toll. Every time he had absorbed a punch from a super-villain, his bones had remembered it. Now, in his golden years, his bones were reminding him of every single hit.

He reached the base of the crane. He looked at the jammed winch mechanism. A metal cable had slipped off the pulley.

"I need a crowbar," Bennett said.

"We don't have one big enough to pry that," Joey said.

Bennett looked at the cable. It was under immense tension. If it snapped, it would slice a car in half.

"Stand back," Bennett ordered.

Joey scrambled back behind a stack of shipping containers.

Bennett spat on his hands. He rubbed them together. He reached out and grabbed the steel cable with his bare hands. The metal was cold and greasy.

"Okay," he whispered to himself. "Just a little density. Just a touch."

He closed his eyes. He focused on his core. He willed his body to become denser, heavier, harder.

Usually, this felt like turning into a statue. Today, it felt like being squeezed by a giant python. His muscles tightened. His skin felt like iron.

He pulled.

GROAN.

The metal cable shrieked. Bennett gritted his teeth. He wasn't using leverage; he was using mass. He made his arms weigh five hundred pounds each. The sheer weight of his own limbs forced the cable down.

"Come... on..." he growled.

Sweat popped out on his forehead. A sharp pain shot down his left leg—his sciatica screaming in protest. The Anchor didn't care about sciatica. Bennett, however, cared very much.

With a final, guttural roar, Bennett yanked the cable.

CLANG!

The cable snapped back onto the pulley. The winch groaned and started turning again. The crate of marble lowered safely to the ground.

Bennett let go. He exhaled, releasing his density. He instantly felt light again—and incredibly sore. He stumbled back, grabbing a bollard to steady himself.

"Whoa! That was awesome, Mr. B!" Joey cheered, running out from his hiding spot. "You moved that with your bare hands! You're like... strong for an old guy."

Bennett rubbed his lower back, grimacing. "It's all in the hips, kid. Now go tell the boss to buy a better crane."

"You got it!" Joey ran off.

Bennett limped over to his favorite bench near the water's edge. He sat down heavily. The wood creaked in protest. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small tin of peppermint ointment. He rubbed it onto his knees, the smell mixing with the sea air.

"Strong for an old guy," he muttered. "I used to stop trains."

His phone buzzed in his pocket. It was a cheap flip phone because Bennett didn't trust "buttons that aren't there."

He opened it. A text message.

FROM: UNIVERSITY BURSAR’S OFFICE
RE: TUITION PAYMENT DUE
AMT: $15,000.00
STATUS: OVERDUE. PLEASE REMIT IMMEDIATELY TO AVOID DISENROLLMENT.
Bennett stared at the screen. The pain in his back vanished, replaced by a cold knot of dread in his stomach.

Maya.

His granddaughter. She was the only bright spot in his rusty, gray life. She was studying structural engineering. She wanted to build bridges that didn't fall down. She was smart, funny, and she looked just like her grandmother.

Bennett had promised her. He had sat her down when she got the acceptance letter and said, "May-May, don't you worry about the money. Papa has a pension. Papa saved the city, and now the city is going to pay for your school."

He had been so proud that day.

He closed the phone. He reached into his other pocket and pulled out the letter Iris had called him about. He had read it three times already.

Market volatility.
Liquidation.
Zero balance.
He crushed the letter in his fist. His hand became dense for a second, turning the paper into a compressed ball of pulp harder than wood.

"Liars," he hissed.

He looked at the water. He imagined the faces of the people in suits who ran the fund. He imagined them sitting in expensive chairs, eating expensive lunches, while he was rubbing ointment on his knees and watching his granddaughter’s future evaporate.

He felt helpless. It was a feeling he hated. He could fight a giant squid. He could wrestle a tank. But he couldn't punch a bank account.

"Bennett?"

The voice was soft, carried on the wind.

Bennett froze. He knew that voice. He hadn't heard it in person for over a year, but he would know it anywhere. It was the voice that used to give the orders.

He turned around.

Standing at the entrance of the pier was Iris. She looked small against the backdrop of towering shipping containers. She was wearing a beige trench coat and holding her cane. The wind whipped wisps of gray hair around her face, but she stood tall.

Next to her, looking like a neon sign in a library, was Chloe. She was wearing a bright yellow jacket and fiddling with her hearing aids.

"Prism," Bennett said. He stood up, ignoring the protest of his knees. "Siren."

"Hello, you old rock," Chloe shouted, waving enthusiastically. "WE TOOK THE BUS!"

Iris winced and tapped Chloe on the arm. "Volume, Chloe. Volume."

"Right. Sorry." Chloe whispered, "We took the bus."

Bennett walked toward them. It was a slow walk. He tried to hide the limp, but he knew Iris noticed. Iris noticed everything. That was her power. She saw things others missed.

"You look terrible," Iris said as he got close. Her eyes were warm, though. She reached out and patted his massive arm.

"I look like I work for a living," Bennett grumbled, but he leaned into her touch. "You look... fragile, Iris."

"I am fragile," Iris admitted. "I'm made of glass and bad intentions."

"And I," Chloe interjected, "am made of awesome. Bennett! Give me a hug! But be careful, my ribs are calcium-deficient."

Bennett hugged Chloe. It was like hugging a bird. She felt tiny in his arms. He squeezed her gently, mindful of his strength.

"Good to see you, Chloe," he rumbled.

He pulled back and looked at Iris. The smile faded from his face. The seriousness returned.

"You were right," Bennett said. "The letter. It's real."

Iris nodded. Her face hardened. "It's real. They took it all, Bennett. Every dime."

Bennett looked down at his boots. "I have a tuition payment, Iris. Maya. She's in her third year. If I don't pay by Friday..."

He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't have to. The shame burned his cheeks. The Anchor never failed. But Bennett was failing.

"She won't get kicked out," Iris said firmly.

"I don't have fifteen thousand dollars, Iris. I have a jar of quarters and a half-eaten ham sandwich."

"We're going to get it back," Iris said.

Bennett looked at her. He saw the fire in her eyes. It was the same fire he saw when she decided to reflect a laser beam into the moon to blind a werewolf army. It was the 'crazy plan' look.

"How?" Bennett asked. "We're retired. We're broken. Look at us. I can barely walk. You need a cane. And Chloe..."

"I CAN HEAR YOU!" Chloe said. "I just choose to ignore the negativity!"

"We aren't going to file a complaint," Iris said, stepping closer. She lowered her voice. "We aren't going to write a letter to the editor. We're The Shade, Bennett. We solve problems that regular people can't."

"This is a bank, Iris. Not a super-villain."

"A thief is a thief," Iris said. "And nobody steals from my team."

Bennett looked at the ocean one last time. He thought about Maya. He thought about the text message. He thought about the indignity of working for minimum wage at the docks when he had saved the city a dozen times.

A slow, heavy anger began to simmer in his chest. It felt good. It felt like fuel.

"Who's the target?" Bennett asked.

"Leo is waiting at the diner," Iris said. "He has the details."

"Leo," Bennett snorted. "Is he still wearing those cheap suits?"

"Probably," Iris smiled. "Are you in?"

Bennett cracked his knuckles. It sounded like a tree branch snapping.

"I need to clock out," Bennett said. "And I need a ride. My knees won't make it to the diner."

"We can call a cab," Iris said. "I have twenty dollars."

"I have eight dollars!" Chloe announced.

Bennett patted his pocket. "And I have the sandwich. We're practically rich."

He turned back to the crane. Joey was watching him from a distance. Bennett raised a hand in farewell. He was done being a consultant. He was done fixing winches for ungrateful bosses.

He turned back to his team.

"Let's go," Bennett said. "I'm hungry. And I want to hit something."

"No hitting yet," Iris said as they began to walk away from the pier. "First, we eat. Then, we plan. Then... maybe a little hitting."

As they walked, Bennett fell into step behind Iris, placing himself on her right side—his traditional spot. He blocked the wind for her. It was instinct. Even without the spandex and the masks, the formation was the same.

Iris, the leader, in front.
Bennett, the shield, on the right.
Chloe, the noise, bouncing around on the left.
"Hey Bennett," Chloe asked as they navigated the uneven pavement of the shipyard. "Can you still do the thing? You know, the heavy thing?"

"Yeah," Bennett said. "But I pay for it the next day."

"That's okay," Chloe grinned. "I have Ibuprofen. The good stuff. Prescription strength."

Bennett smiled. It was small, hidden in his beard, but it was there. He wasn't alone anymore. The letter had taken his money, but it had given him back his family.

"I missed you guys," Bennett admitted, his voice rough.

"We missed you too, you big lug," Iris said without looking back. "Now hurry up. Leo hates it when we're late."

They left the docks behind, three figures moving slowly but with purpose against the gray industrial skyline. The seagulls screamed overhead, but for the first time that day, the sound didn't seem lonely. It sounded like a battle cry.

The Anchor was moving again. And God help anyone who tried to stop him.
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Chapter 4: The Siren
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To understand Chloe Mars, you first have to understand silence.

For most people, silence is just the absence of noise. It is the space between words, or the quiet of a library. But for Chloe, silence was a heavy, thick blanket that covered everything. It was a physical weight.

On the morning the letter arrived—before Iris knocked on her door, and before Bennett left his crane—Chloe woke up in a world without sound.

She opened her eyes in Room 304 of Sunny Meadows Assisted Living. The sun was streaming through the window, hitting the dust motes dancing in the air. She could see the birds outside opening their beaks, but she couldn't hear their song. She could see the television flashing in the common room down the hall, but she couldn't hear the morning news.

Chloe sat up and stretched. She was seventy years old, but her hair was still as wild and white as a storm cloud. She reached for the nightstand. There, sitting in a small plastic case, were her ears.

They were two small, beige devices. The doctors called them "Advanced Auditory Processors." Chloe called them "The Beetles."

She picked them up. She hated them. She loved them. They were her connection to the world, but they were also a constant reminder of what she had lost.

Thirty years ago, Chloe was The Siren. She didn't just sing; she weaponized sound. She could hit a high note that would shatter the glass of a villain’s helmet. She could hum a low frequency that would make the ground shake like an earthquake. She was the loudest member of The Shade. She was the rock star.

But sound is a two-way street. You can’t channel that much sonic energy through your body without paying a price. The vibrations that saved the city had slowly, over decades, destroyed the delicate nerves in her own ears.

Now, without The Beetles, she heard nothing.

She inserted the left one.
Click.
Nothing happened.
She tapped it.
BZZZZZTTT!
A high-pitched squeal ripped through her head. Chloe winced, grabbing the side of her skull.

“Okay, okay, calm down,” she whispered. She could hear her own voice now. It sounded tinny, robotic, like she was speaking through a metal tube.

She inserted the right one.
Whoosh.
The world flooded in.
The hum of the refrigerator sounded like a jet engine. The footsteps of the nurse in the hallway sounded like a giant stomping through a swamp. The dripping faucet in the bathroom sounded like a hammer hitting an anvil.

Drip. CLANG. Drip. CLANG.

“Too high,” Chloe grumbled. She fiddled with the tiny volume wheel behind her ear.

She dialed it down. The world softened. The refrigerator became a hum. The footsteps became a shuffle.

She was online.

Chloe got out of bed and looked at her calendar. It was marked with exciting events like “Pudding Tuesday” and “Nap Time.”

“I hate this place,” she said to the empty room.

Sunny Meadows was a nice place, in theory. It had soft carpets to prevent falls. It had handrails everywhere. The walls were painted a soothing peach color that was supposed to keep everyone calm.

But Chloe didn't want to be calm. Chloe wanted to be loud.

She walked over to her closet and bypassed the sensible cardigans the nurses liked her to wear. She pulled out her favorite purple kaftan. It was bright, loose, and it flowed when she moved. She put it on and looked in the mirror.

“Still got it,” she winked at her reflection.

She grabbed her guitar from the corner. It was an old acoustic Gibson, battered and scratched. It had a sticker on it that said LOUD AND PROUD.

She plucked the E-string.
Twang.
The note vibrated through the wood and against her stomach. That was the best part. Even when her hearing aids glitched, she could feel the music. She could feel the sound waves traveling through her bones.

She started to strum a chord, a G-major. She closed her eyes and began to hum. It started low, a rumble in her chest.

Hmmmmmmm...

The water in the glass on her nightstand rippled. The picture frame of her old team—Iris, Bennett, Leo, and her—shivered on the shelf.

She added a little more power. Just a taste.

HMMMMMMMMM!

The window pane rattled. The lightbulb in the ceiling flickered.

BAM!

Her door flew open. Nurse Ratcliffe stood there, looking like a thunderstorm in scrubs.

Chloe stopped humming. The
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