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Happy Birthday

Wishing for many, many More
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ONE 

SOMEONE SHOOK HIS HAND. Someone else patted his shoulder. Someone murmured condolences. 

“We’re here for you,” someone said, and wasn’t that a joke? 

Faces and voices blurred together, and he nodded and shook hands and said “thank you” s and made other appropriate responses. What was the appropriate response to losing the man you had been expecting to share the rest of your life with? The man who was your life? 

This wasn’t supposed to happen.

He had never envisaged a scenario where he might lose Ethan. He was the one with the risky job. If one of them were to die unexpectedly, it should have been him, not Ethan. It was so hard to believe even now, standing here at the crematorium, with friends and neighbours and co-workers offering condolences, that Ethan was really gone. It had been so sudden, the illness, and all he had left were memories and an emptiness that he still could not comprehend or accept.

“Cole,” Ethan’s uncle Xavier was in front of him. “You take care of yourself, you hear me? He would want you to.”

How do you know? 

He didn’t speak the words, just nodding, his eyes moving to the photograph of the two of them on top of the now empty coffin. It had been taken on the day of their marriage, their smiles wide and happy. He felt tears start and he blinked them back furiously. At least there were no emergencies out there today that required the attention of his other persona. 

“Cole,” Jay, his neighbour and best friend was there. “Come on, I’ll drive you home.”

He shook his head, sitting down on one of the cheap plastic chairs. It was old, but sturdy. “I would like to stay a bit longer, Jay,” he said. 

Jay put a hand on his shoulder, squeezing it gently. “I’ll wait in the car.”

“No, don’t,” he said, suppressing a sigh that might have turned into a sob. “You go home. I’ll get a taxi.”

Or he could fly home, but Jay didn’t know that. There were things even his best friend didn’t know about him. His superhero identity was one of them. Ethan had known, of course. There had been no secrets from Ethan. He had known everything about him, including his real name, not Cole, but the name he had been given at the naming ceremony three days after his birth. In a way, Cole was as much a constructed identity as his superhero one was. 

“Cole,” Jay started.

“Please–” His voice broke. “I... I don’t know how long I’ll be, Jay.”

“I’ll talk to the director here,” Jay said, patting his shoulder gently. “And I’ll wait. I don’t mind. You know Sam and I are here for you.”

He nodded, too tired to argue. “All right.”

His hearing told him that Jay had left, and also picked out the quiet voice of Sam as she joined him in the car. But there were still people around, and he wished invisibility was one of his powers. It wasn’t of course. Flight, hearing and speed were what he had. Invisibility and strength were the powers that Jade had. The villain that the media dubbed as his arch nemesis. Obsidian and Jade. Who came up with those names, anyway? Ethan used to laugh about them, teasing him mercilessly about how the media seemed to care more for the colour of their eyes than their powers. 

The people were leaving, trickling out, till finally only one person was left. Cole could hear their breathing and heartbeat, which were faster than others. Once he might have wondered why that was, but now his hearing registered it, but his mind didn’t,

The person sat near to the door, their face turned away, but there was something so familiar about them. The set of their shoulders, the colour of their hair. Cole rose from the chair and stared at them. 

“Ethan?”

It couldn’t be. He was the one who had taken Ethan to the hospital, the one who had been there when he had drawn his last breath. He had seen Ethan’s body burn to ashes just minutes before. 

The man turned his face to him, and it was not Ethan, but there were some similarities all the same. The hair, the shape of the eyes. There were differences, too. The nose was snub, where Ethan’s was long, and the eyes were jade green, not blue. The jaw was squarer than Ethan’s. Still, he looked a lot like Ethan. 

“I’m Ryder,” they said, voice deep but now quiet, almost hushed. “He and him.” He rose and walked towards Cole. “Ethan and I are like cousins, a few times removed? Frankly, I’m not sure of the exact relationship, but I knew him. We used to spend holidays together as boys till his parents moved to this country. We had sort of lost contact afterwards, and I wasn’t even sure I wanted to come, but when Xavier says be there, well, you don’t really ask questions.”

Knowing Xavier, Cole could believe that. Perhaps the sense of familiarity he had was because of the familial resemblance. Xavier had the same hair and facial structure. But there was something else about this man that was extremely familiar, something about the way he moved, the grace and swiftness of his stride and the little gestures he made while talking. And those eyes. 

Cole felt as if someone had dropped a bucket of ice on to him. He had seen those eyes times without count, glaring at him from behind a mask.

“I’m really sorry about Ethan,” Ryder was saying. “He was too good for this world.”

“And how do you know that if you weren’t even in contact with him?”

It must have been shock that forced the question. Cole was never impulsive or rash. Ryder’s eyes took on a speculative expression.

“Figured out who I am, Obsidian?” he spoke even more softly.

“Jade,” Cole said, keeping his own voice quiet and even. “How long have you known?”

“Who you were?” Jade shrugged. “Almost from the beginning. Don’t worry. I’m not about to use that knowledge.”

Cole stared, his mind not able to process this. He wasn’t ready for this. But to be fair, this wasn’t Jade’s fault. Cole had all but forced that confession. 

“I meant what I said,” Jade said. “I’m sorry about Ethan.”

“Are you really his cousin?” Cole asked.

Jade nodded. “I am, but don’t let it hold you back, Obsidian. I’m still your arch nemesis. This is only a temporary truce.”

He truly looked grieved, and he nodded at Cole before vanishing. Cole looked at the security cameras. Probably, they had been deactivated. Jade was not one to take any chances. Cole sat down on the chair again, swallowing hard. What game was Jade playing now? Did it matter? This could be some kind of subtle psychological warfare, but right now, Cole couldn’t give a damn. 

In the face of the loss he had suffered, all his fights with Jade seemed unimportant. So, what if he robbed a few banks or hacked into a few rich people’s bank accounts? None of it mattered, not in a world without Ethan. Why would he even bother about trying to protect anyone when there had been no one to save Ethan? 

You’ve been doing it for a long time before you ever met Ethan.

Cole pushed the thought aside. He didn’t want to think. He didn’t want to go back to being Obsidian right now. Ethan was the one who had kept Obsidian from taking over his life, the one who made certain Cole had a place in the world separate from his superhero identity. In his absence, what was Cole? He belonged nowhere, with no one. 

His ears caught the sounds first. Jade hadn’t even waited, had he? For all his talk of temporary truce, he had started his usual shenanigans. Somehow, Cole couldn’t dredge up his usual anger. From the sounds, it seemed as if he was robbing the bank around the corner. Let him. What difference did it make? Jade was always careful not to leave any casualties. It was only money, after all. The banks were all sufficiently insured and wouldn’t suffer any losses, anyway. Nor will the people who had deposited their money with the banks. Jade was always careful when he stole. 

The sound of gunfire reached his ears a second later and Cole was on his feet, even before he became aware of his actions. 
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TWO

HE DASHED OFF A message to Jay, telling him that Ethan’s cousin had given him a lift. There was no need for Jay or Sam to wait around. It didn’t take him long to change to his costume, complete with mask, and to get to where the sounds were. He was surprised to find that it was not Jade, after all. Just common hoodlums, trying to rob a bank, and they had just shot a security guard. 

“Obsidian!” one of them shouted, fear in his voice. 

Did they think he fought only Jade? They didn’t seem to have expected him in any case. But Cole couldn’t afford to stick around. That security guard needed help, and Cole had to stop the thieves before they started shooting again. Shock had rendered them momentarily immobile, but that wouldn’t last long. He put on a burst of speed, grabbed their guns, and knocked them out before putting the guns down.

“Call the police,” he told one of the clerks, before lifting the wounded security guard carefully. The man was bleeding out. “I’ll take him to the hospital. Inform his family.”

He rushed off, not waiting to see if they would do as he said. The injuries were both on the torso, and there was no saying if they had hit any organs. There were no exit wounds, and the man was still breathing, though it was laboured and shallow. Hopefully, the hospital would put him to
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