
  
    [image: Illustrated book cover for The Brightest Blaze. It has a golden yellow background with a cityscape. A white woman with long red hair in a ponytail has her arms crossed over a pink T-shirt with a small coffee cup logo and “SC” on one side. She is looking sideways at a white woman with short brown hair wearing a black and red superhero suit, hands on hips. They are smiling at each other.]
  


  
    
      THE BRIGHTEST BLAZE

      
        VECTOR CITY SUPERS

        BOOK 3

      

    

    
      
        KELLY FARMER

      

    

  


  
    
      The Brightest Blaze

      

      Copyright © 2026 by Kelly Farmer

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. Any use of this book to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited.

      

      This is a work of fiction created without the use of AI technology. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      ISBN (trade paperback): 979-8-9917483-6-0

      ISBN (eBook): 979-8-9917483-7-7

      ISBN (Kindle): 979-8-9917483-8-4

      

      First Edition: March 2026

      

      Edited by Mackenzie Walton (www.mackenziewalton.com)

      

      Copyedited by Julie Cassidy (www.juliecassidyauthor.com)

      

      Cover illustration and design by Steve Buccellato (www.legendhaus.com)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Dedication

      

      
        Content Notes

      

      
        Blurb

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Also by Kelly Farmer

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For the beautiful trans community

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT NOTES

          

        

      

    

    
      Please note that this is Book 3 in the connected Vector City Supers trilogy. It would really benefit you to read Secret Spark (Book 1) and Fanning the Flames (Book 2) before this. There are lots of returning characters and the same main couple well into their relationship.

      As with the other books, the tone is light. However, there are topics reflecting today’s social and political climate that may be upsetting, especially regarding a group actively targeting and trying to suppress a specific population (in this case, superpowered people). I’m grossed out by them too, so they don’t get a lot of page time.

      There is also on-page sex, discussions of off-page therapy, and discussions of family estrangement.

      Take care of yourself, dear reader.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE BRIGHTEST BLAZE

      

      

      

      The Vector City Supers trilogy concludes with Sadie and Joan’s relationship being tested like never before.

      

      Being a hero can sometimes really blow.

      

      Sadie Eagan has everything she’s always wanted: a stable relationship with her superpowered girlfriend, her dream café, great friends. She also has self-doubt about running her own business and wonders when she’ll stop faking it ’til she makes it. And what’s with the odd distance between her and Joan?

      Joan Malone knew there would be growing pains now that she’s one of Vector City’s Superheroes. All the grunt work she has to do as Spark is much more stressful than her days in villainy (so many SuperWatch claims). Conflicting schedules means less time and snuggles with Sadie. Plus her twin brother’s acting weird, her old friends are hiding things, and she feels like she’s losing control.

      A group of norms who want to restrict the use of superpowers tries to gain access to power-suppressing technology. They’re also getting more vocal in their disdain and demands. Sadie wants to support Joan and the Supers but struggles with how to go about it. Joan’s trying not to be framed or blamed for her past. It doesn’t help that a Hero from another city has gone rogue to save the world by any means necessary.

      Sadie’s learning how to own her power while Joan can’t quite embrace change. Their future is hindered by the threat of external forces and, okay, how hard it is to open up about feelings. They’ll have to fight side by side for themselves and each other to keep their love blazing bright.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Joan lounged on the ledge of a three-story office building, arms crossed over her Spark suit, bearing witness to a crime down below. Not Supervillain-level crime, like she thought she’d be doing more of as a Superhero. No, this was how she spent her time as one of the guardians of Vector City.

      Watching two teenagers spray-paint a penis on a bus stop advertisement.

      To be fair, the perky blonde showing off her pearly white smile thanks to the toothpaste brand did have her mouth open a little too round. The artistic concept wasn’t bad, but the execution…

      The girl and boy were barely hiding their identities in the darkness, wearing only thin hoodies. It was pretty hot this August, so even wannabe criminals were adjusting their wardrobes. The girl said something that made the boy snort-laugh and spray anatomically impossible balls considering how narrow the shaft was.

      “Now it looks like two cherries hanging on their stems,” Joan called down.

      The teens froze.

      “What’s the squiggly stuff under the bottom part?”

      They stared up at her, eyes wide. “Uh, hair?” the boy ventured.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      She gestured at the tip. “Honestly, I’m getting fruit, or a mushroom growing out of a pot.”

      “What if I made this part wider?” The boy held the spray can up to the shaft. The girl chortled something about girth.

      Joan chuckled to herself. “You’re asking the wrong person.”

      She kicked her heels against the ledge and pushed off. Easy blasts of fire from both palms guided her safely to the sidewalk.

      Walking over, she asked, “What are you doing out here in the middle of the night?”

      The teens shuffled their feet. “Nothing,” the girl mumbled.

      “Is everything okay at home? You’re not avoiding anything or escaping a bad situation?”

      “We were just bored,” the boy said.

      The light from inside the little shelter gave Joan a better view of the perpetrators. Both were white kids, fresh-faced and sporting random piercings.

      “Don’t you have summer jobs or something to get up for in a few hours?” she said.

      They grumbled about working at an ice cream shop.

      She held out a gloved hand. “Give me the spray-paint.” She pitched her voice lower to hide her true timbre. Sadie said it only made her sound sexier, but it was a necessary part of a very public secret identity.

      The boy looked warily at her palm.

      “I’m not going to explode the can and injure all three of us. Hand it over.”

      He did so, pulling his hand back before it got too close.

      “Go home before I spray-paint your names on this anatomic travesty. If I catch you doing this again…”

      She let the heavy silence finish the sentence.

      “Now shoo. Maybe pay more attention in biology class.”

      The teens sauntered past her, defiant glints in their eyes. “She was cooler as a Villain,” the boy said.

      “Yeah,” the girl agreed.

      Joan rolled her eyes. Then she looked at the marred ad and suppressed a grin. Okay, it was funny.

      She was tempted to spray Teenaged Dumbasses with an arrow drawn to the dick. She just blocked out the whole thing instead, making sure there was no discernable penile shape.

      Former Supervillain Spark, who might have done something like this at their age, was now tasked with making Vector City a better, safer place to live.

      In the six months since battling with Quake and the other Villains who’d rolled into town, it’d been all about restoring what had been damaged. That included her image, and Mark’s as Ice. Her twin was doing an excellent job talking to the press, getting people to like him.

      Joan was doing an excellent job doing her job. Helping people, using her firepower for good in ways she’d never thought possible. Or at least as a subtle deterrent when she caught the norms doing things like tagging toothpaste ads.

      She checked the large clock on one of the office towers up Mansfield Avenue. Almost three a.m. About time to wind up tonight’s patrol. Maybe she could get home to crawl into bed and snuggle with Sadie for a few hours before she had to get to her café.

      She started heading toward headquarters, burying the spray-paint in a public garbage can. It was combustible, after all.

      Swift motion sped up behind her. Zee joined her, cream-colored Race bodysuit contrasting Joan’s black-and-red ensemble. “Hey,” they said.

      “Hey.”

      “Anything exciting happen tonight?”

      “Taught some teenagers about anatomy.”

      “Interesting.”

      “You?” Joan asked.

      “Called a cab for a very drunk couple from out of town.”

      “Wow.”

      Zee smirked and said, “It’s not all photo ops and glory, Spark.”

      They walked in comfortable silence. Technically, Zee was supposed to be watching Joan. She and Mark were still on probation. The other Supers monitored her more closely, but Zee gave her space. Gave her trust. That alone made her want to make smart choices.

      “We did help that guy find shelter,” Joan said. Before they’d split up, she and Zee assisted an unhoused man to a place that offered healthy meals and air conditioning.

      “That meant a lot to you, didn’t it?”

      “You don’t know what it feels like to not know where you’re gonna sleep. The fear that claws at you.”

      Zee nodded softly. Mark had probably told them about the early days of the Malone twins in Vector City. Blowing through what little money their parents had given them in less than two months, as sixteen-year-olds without financial common sense would do. Then resorting to park benches and…

      Fuck, that was depressing. Joan shook the thoughts away. Thankfully, Perry had taken them in and introduced them to the lucrative career of Supervillain.

      Now Joan was on a better path. And she had Sadie and their home together. And real friends who would support them if needed. Food truck friends in particular.

      Hmm. Food truck friends.

      “It’s Tuesday,” Joan said. “Powered by Plants parks in front of Sadie’s Café on Tuesdays. They have that breakfast sandwich Mark loves. He’ll probably stop by to get one.”

      Zee shot her a look, knowing exactly where this was headed.

      “He’s not working tonight,” Joan said.

      “Good for him.”

      “I bet if you texted him about meeting for brunch, he’d be up for it.”

      “I’ll be exhausted,” Zee said.

      “You sleep less than any human being I have ever met.” It was one of the side effects of their super speed—they just sped right through sleeping. Apparently, it was a blessing and a curse.

      They made a vague shrug. “He’ll be focused on the food truck.”

      “Are you two fighting again?”

      “No.”

      “Mark’s being cagey. Like how you’re being cagey.”

      “I have no claim on him. What he does is his business.”

      Joan scratched at the sweat trapped in her facemask above her eyebrow. “You’re usually happy to be up in one another’s business.”

      “We’re not dating,” Zee said, exasperation coating every word.

      “Right, right. You’re not dating.”

      “Everyone wants to put a label on things. Societal norms and outdated patriarchal ideals make people think they can impress their beliefs on others. It is possible not to feel the need to quantify something. I don’t feel the need. Mark doesn’t either.”

      “My my, so many words,” Joan teased.

      Zee scowled in an old, familiar way. “Don’t make me send you to prison.”

      “Okay.” Joan didn’t bother concealing her smile. “You’re not dating. Even though Mark’s met your mom⁠—”

      “That happened by accident.”

      “And now has dinner with you and your mom every couple of weeks.”

      “She likes him for some reason.”

      “Mark’s very charming. And he loves her cooking.”

      “We’re not dating,” Zee grumbled, turning the corner.

      Her brother and Zee’s “not dating” was Joan’s favorite pastime, since the Vultures were on pace to have another losing baseball season. Two commitment-phobes doing everything possible to alert the world they were not a couple despite spending a whole lot of time together. Not being into labels was fine, but Mark was most definitely jutting one foot out the door.

      Then again, so was Zee. They kept a lot of themselves private from the other Supers. Joan only knew bits and pieces from Zee hanging out with Mark and Sadie. She knew their dad died when they were ten, and they’d been raised by a very supportive mother who knew they were Race and kept it a secret. Zee spent most of their free time volunteering at an LGBTQIA+ youth center. Helping out in a different way.

      Wailing sirens a few blocks away snapped them both to attention. Fire trucks.

      Zee looked in that direction. “We should see what that’s about.”

      Cringing slightly, Joan said, “I’m not the fire department’s favorite person.”

      “Who knows more about fire than you?”

      “The putting them out part is not my specialty.”

      “C’mon, I’ll race you,” Zee joked, and was gone.

      “Damn it.” She shot flames from both hands and propelled into the air.

      She flew past the darkened office towers and apartment buildings. It was quiet at this time of night—her favorite time to fly. It’d been when she’d felt the most free in her Villain days. Honestly, she felt pretty free doing it these days, too. No agendas or appearances, no paperwork. Just Joan.

      The wind whipped the long black wig attached to her mask. Ugh, so annoying. Maybe if she got a new suit, she’d get rid of it. Being more true to herself, less using her Spark persona to hide, it made sense.

      Of course, she’d have to dig into her savings to pay for the bodysuit and accessories made of specialty materials by a niche tailor. Or else someone would have to find money in the city’s budget. That was something she didn’t feel right asking the norms to cover.

      Besides, the guy who used to do her and Mark and Perry’s suits was not on this side of the law.

      She spied the flashing lights and swooped lower to follow the fire truck and department SUV. Lending a hand even if they didn’t want it from someone who’d created problems for them a time or two.

      Think about the greater good, she reminded herself for the umpteenth time. Superheroes think about the greater good.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Joan wearily approached the back entrance of Superhero HQ. Dawn had broken, streaking the sky with orange and pink.

      Firefighters, as it turned out, had a lot in common with her. They spent their time obsessing over something most people ran away from. Their call had been a false alarm from an old building’s system shorting out. So they’d spent some time chatting, then bringing Joan—well, Spark—back to their firehouse to meet the crew and discuss better ways to contain a blaze. Zee had left her a long time ago and was probably already home. Or at Mark’s.

      She pulled off a glove and set her hand on the biometric scanner to gain entry. Blissfully cool air conditioning slapped her in the face. As much as the night had turned into a pleasant surprise, she couldn’t wait to shower, check in, and get home.

      The second the door closed, she yanked her facemask off with a relieved, heavy breath. She rubbed at her cropped hair. She freaking loved this new short haircut with the fade. Possibly more than Sadie, though Sadie thought it was “the hottest thing on you, which is saying a lot.”

      Unzipping her Spark suit only brought marginal relief. She pulled her phone from an inside pocket and checked for anything important. A few bits of nothing from the SuperWatch app. An email from Padma with the subject Rescheduling our meeting that Joan would dodge until their liaison to the mayor showed up and cornered her.

      She was a teensy bit behind on reporting to her mandatory quarterly check-in with the Super shrink. A month, to be exact.

      The welcoming scent of fresh-baked muffins greeted her as she headed into the white-tiled kitchen. Figures, Darlene was already there. She had a home—at least, Joan was pretty sure. But she never seemed to go to it, always at HQ or out doing something for the people of the city. Even her recent interest in learning how to bake was mostly being carried out here.

      “What did you make?” Joan asked as she snagged a glass mineral water bottle from the fridge.

      Darlene chewed on a pale muffin studded with blueberries. Her long brown hair hung loose over workout attire. “Something is wrong,” she stated. “I don’t know what happened, but something is wrong.”

      Joan took a long drink, then peered at the muffins still inside the pan. They looked okay. Maybe a little dense.

      She pulled one out and tugged on the paper. At first bite, it was overbaked in one part and almost raw in another.

      Yeah, something was wrong. She forced herself to swallow. There was a weird aftertaste, too.

      “I measured each ingredient,” Darlene said. “I followed the recipe. I don’t understand what went wrong.”

      Joan surveyed the ingredients strewn across the large breakfast bar. Milk, eggs, AP flour, baking soda… Ah. “Did you use any baking powder?”

      Darlene waved at the box of baking soda. “Yes.”

      “Baking powder or baking soda?”

      “They’re the same thing.”

      Joan stifled a laugh at the rookie mistake. Darlene was really trying her hand at having a hobby. Not that she’d admit to it, least of all to her former nemesis. Since Gus—aka Amazing Woman—had come into their lives, she’d repeatedly warned Darlene there was more to life outside of being Catch. Joan wasn’t a big enough asshole to squash the one thing she and Darlene could talk about.

      “So, baking soda’s a little different,” she said. “They’re both leavening agents, but⁠—”

      “They look exactly the same.”

      “The powder’s a little bit finer. More powdery.” Hence baking powder.

      Frustration oozed off of Darlene. “Why do two different things that look the same have almost identical names?”

      Joan set the muffin on the pale-gray granite top. “It was a solid effort. They would’ve been good otherwise.”

      “They’re terrible.” Darlene grabbed the pan and forcefully slammed it on the garbage can to get rid of them. She couldn’t even have a hobby without being overly intense about it.

      “Keep at it,” Joan said. “Mark and I don’t always make things that are edible.”

      The digital clock on the oven read 6:05. She really needed to get a move on if she had any hope of catching Sadie.

      Ward came into the kitchen, smiling like the evil morning person he was. “I’m excited to try your latest creation, Ms. Catch.” He spied Joan. “Good morning, Ms. Spark. Er, just Spark. I’m sorry. I know you said I didn’t have to⁠—”

      “Call me Joan. The formality is ridiculous.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Pain flashed in his brown eyes behind his glasses. “I’m sorry. I’m just so afraid I might say it in public. The formality keeps me from slipping up.”

      “The muffins were a failure,” Darlene said, dropping the pan in the  stainless-steel sink with a loud clang.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” Ward caught Joan backing out of the room. “Ms….Joan, I know you’re busy and have a lot on your plate, but if you could please connect with Padma about the several items she’s reached out to you about, then she’ll stop bothering me about them.”

      “Yup. I’ll email her today.”

      “Thank you. I’m also happy to pass along anything to her or set up any appointments you might require.”

      “No thanks, Ward.” Joan sucked down her water and headed for the back stairs. She didn’t need a sidekick. Ward was great, but⁠—

      “Can I get you something to eat?” he called.

      “Nope,” she called back. “I need a shower more than anything.”

      It still felt the tiniest bit naughty being in headquarters alone. The first few weeks, she couldn’t take a piss without someone going with her. But now she could access pretty much everything, including the jail cells in the basement that scared the shit out of her. Superpower blocking was always on down there, and it sucked.

      There was the whole third floor she hadn’t known about with several changing rooms connected to nice, big bathrooms. The showers were glorious and conveniently had room for two. She and Sadie  quite happily discovered that last month on their one-year anniversary. They’d both had to work, so Sadie brought her a late dinner from their favorite ramen place. Then gave her one hell of a dessert.

      She walked by the very same bathroom, the memories bringing a smile to her face. She tucked her water bottle under one arm to text Sadie she’d be home soon when she passed the gym and her best friend in the whole world.

      Kade spotted her through the open doorway, because of course he did. Because of course he was already up and working out. What was with all these morning people?

      “Hi, Joan!” he roared. Then he pulled one earbud out. “Was that too loud? I have my music on.”

      His god-awful hard rock music. “Hey, bud. It’s humid as hell outside. I need a⁠—”

      “Do you want to work out with me?” He jutted a thumb at the weight bench.

      She did love the state-of-the-art equipment, but: “Not today.”

      “Too early for you, huh?”

      “Way too early.”

      “Ward wants to talk to you.”

      “I already saw him,” Joan said.

      Kade looked around the room. “Where’s Zee?”

      “They got in before me.”

      “What were you doing? Otis doesn’t like it when you and Mark patrol alone.”

      “I was with a bunch of firefighters. The safest people I could be around.”

      “That’s funny.” He grinned his wide, friendly smile. He was such an open book with zero internal monologue. One of his best qualities.

      Joan gestured down the hall with the glass bottle. “I need to get home to see Sadie before she heads to the café. But tomorrow, okay? We’ll do Pilates to work on balance.”

      “My balance,” Kade said, which Joan couldn’t really refute. He was so top-heavy with his huge muscles that his legs didn’t stand a chance at holding him upright if he got off balance. Which happened a lot.

      “Have a good one.”

      “You, too. Say hi to Sadie. Oh, hey.” He trotted over to the doorway. “Say hi to everyone at Sadie’s Café from me. But from Kade, not Lunk. They know me as your friend Kade, so say hi from Kade, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Thanks.” He chucked her shoulder, and it almost sent her into the wall on the opposite side of the hallway.

      She hurried to the changing room that had her clothes and shit before someone else could stop her. It had a comfortable blue loveseat on the far wall (tested by her and Sadie on Joan’s birthday back in April). The small cedar shelving unit held her plastic bin of toiletries and Mark’s three bins of body washes and hair products and grooming gadgets.

      She quickly showered and dressed in a lightweight, short-sleeved white button-down, red Bermuda shorts, and matching red-and-white sneakers. She checked the time on her phone. Just about 6:45.

      Three new emails populated her lock screen regarding SuperWatch claims. Ugh, she’d handle those later.

      Ah, dang it. One was from that florist she’d promised to help push their claim through. Okay, one last thing, and then she’d head home.

      She went downstairs to the office just off the conference room. It reminded her a little of a newspaper office from the 1920s with the wooden desks side by side in three rows. Each Super had one, though she and Mark mostly shared one and used the other for snacks and a stash of fast-food napkins they still liked to doodle on.

      She flipped the cover open on the laptop and dragged it away from the in-bin that was blessedly empty for the moment. Beside the bin, Mark had put a framed photo of him and Joan in front of Hot and Cold the day they’d opened their food truck. A reminder of his motivation to fight the bad guys, since Villains had literally destroyed his dream. She found it a bit depressing, but whatever. They had good memories from those few months.

      It didn’t take long to put in her personal request to move along the claim that still hadn’t been resolved from when Squawk blew out the flower shop’s windows. And also to give them a thousand dollars out of her pay for lost revenue.

      She opted to handle the other two claims so she could have a full, actual day off.

      Only…shit. Now it was after seven. Sadie usually left around 7:30.

      Joan moved quickly and silently to the parking garage. She pulled her black sedan into early morning traffic. It’d be so much faster to fly, but the neighbors might wonder why Spark kept landing on the balcony at apartment 714.

      Repairs along Leyton Avenue were just about completed. It’d been a laborious task—manpower and financially—to fix the decimated street and damage to buildings. The Supers had lent their help and support, but still, it’d been a rough few months. Donating the insurance payout from Hot and Cold’s destruction to get it done faster had felt like the right thing to do.

      She made it home by 7:22, trotting up the stairs on tired legs. Sadie never expected her at any certain time, but a quick snuggle was a great way to start one day and end another.

      The rainbow-colored crepe paper wreath on their door welcomed her home. She unlocked the door, glad for the warning beep from the alarm system. Sadie had been diligent about setting it when home alone. Now more than ever, their sanctuary needed to be kept safe. A Villain-turned-Hero was definitely on more than a few shit lists.

      After toeing off her shoes, she followed the sound of Sadie’s electric toothbrush toward the bathroom.

      “Hi, babe,” Joan called.

      Sadie leaned back, long red hair dangling behind her as she glanced out the open doorway. “Hi, honey,” she garbled around her toothbrush. She bent over the sink, spit, and added, “What a nice surprise.”

      Joan reclined against the doorjamb, admiring the lightweight beige pants molding to her girlfriend’s lower half. Her pale pink Sadie’s Café T-shirt had the simple logo on the back in black: a coffee cup and saucer with steam rising off the top to form an S and a C.

      “How was work?” Sadie asked before starting to brush again.

      “Not too bad.” Joan regaled her with the night’s highlights as Sadie finished her oral hygiene routine.

      Sadie pulled liquid concealer from her makeup caddy. She dabbed a few dots on the purple smudges under her eyes.

      “Did you sleep okay?” Joan asked.

      “Sort of.”

      “Up late working again?”

      “Just going over a few things.” Sadie grinned over her shoulder. “And I always sleep better when my girl’s there keeping my feet warm.”

      “Tonight,” Joan assured her.

      “Yay.”

      Stomach grumbling, she went in search of something easy to eat. She rummaged around one of the glass-front cabinets and discovered peanut butter puff cereal. Hell yeah. Cereal and then a long nap sounded amazing.

      As she got a bowl from a different cabinet, she took note of how tidy the kitchen was. And the living room, sparkling in the early morning sunlight. They’d scarcely been home enough lately to mess it up. The office was probably a disaster, but that was Sadie’s organizational chaos—er, method.

      “There should be something good and quick to eat,” Sadie said from the bathroom. “I picked up a few things on my way home last night.”

      “Aw, thank you. Sorry I couldn’t join. I love grocery shopping together.” It was one of Joan’s favorite date nights.

      “We’ll go this weekend.”

      “Okay.”

      Sadie breezed into the office. “I should be home early tonight,” she said loudly so as to be heard.

      “Great. I’ll make us something special for dinner. What would you like?”

      “Anything’s fine. Everything you make is good.”

      Laughing, Joan said, “Darlene tried baking muffins this morning.”

      “Oh no,” Sadie laughed in return. “How bad were they?”

      “Bad.”

      Joan grabbed the milk from the fridge, snagging a banana from the fruit bowl on her way by. Sadie emerged with her pink commuter bag, looking like the badass business owner she was. She set it against the island, then moved into the open kitchen.

      Joan abandoned her breakfast for Sadie’s arms instead. They shared a quick kiss. “Mmm, minty fresh,” she said.

      “Mmm, hot night in a latex bodysuit,” Sadie teased back.

      “I showered.”

      She nestled into the crook of Joan’s neck. “Yes you did, with that citrusy body wash I love.”

      Sadie’s new-ish lilac-and-lily perfume tickled her senses. Joan breathed deep, letting the familiar comfort wash over her. They swayed slightly together.

      “Perry’s stopping by today for our weekly meeting.”

      Chuckling, Joan said, “Who’s more excited, you or him?”

      “Him, obviously, but not by much.”

      She shook her head with a grin. “I can’t believe I’m living with Perry Junior.”

      “Paperwork,” Sadie said with glee. Real glee.

      Per was thrilled someone finally found spreadsheets as interesting as he did. Sadie had surprised herself—what she’d once feared was now one of her favorite parts of running her own business.

      She slowly drew away from Joan. “I think Gus might be coming in this weekend for the Friendship Park ribbon-cutting thing. We should try to have a barbeque or something afterward.”

      “Sure. It’ll be nice to see her.”

      It’d be hilarious to be there as Spark for the official reopening of the repaired park, then change and head back as just another person enjoying a summer afternoon with loved ones.

      “Oh, Zee might stop by the café this morning,” Joan said. “Since Mark will be around for his favorite breakfast sandwich. I told them to have brunch together.”

      “If they’re talking to each other this week.”

      Making a mock nonchalant face, Joan said, “They’re just hanging out, whatever, it’s no big deal.”

      “Because they’re not dating.”

      “They’re not dating.”

      “Sure,” Sadie drawled. “And I’m a natural redhead.”

      Joan winked at her, signaling she knew with in-depth authority that was not the case.

      Her beautiful girlfriend smiled and ran her fingers up the shaved sides of Joan’s head. “Oh my god, you are so sexy with this haircut.” She planted a kiss on Joan’s cheek. “Like ten times more confident with that little swagger you’ve acquired.”

      A warm flush crept up Joan’s neck. She was more confident overall. Not having to hide twenty-four seven had opened her up.

      Sadie kissed her other cheek. “Sorry, honey. I have to jet.”

      They kissed, and then Sadie moved to get her bag. Joan unpeeled the banana, her stomach louder in its demand to be filled. She smiled at Sadie as she slipped into her rainbow-striped sneakers at the door. A professional heading off to live her dream.

      “Go get ’em, boss lady,” Joan said.

      Sadie straightened, one hand tucked under the thin strap of her bag. She grinned broadly and tilted her head. “I love you.”

      “Love you more.”

      “I love you more.”

      They went several rounds of “No, I love you more” before Sadie laughed and headed out.

      Joan sliced the banana and poured milk over her cereal. She was so damn proud of how far Sadie had come in the year they’d known one another. Her confidence was also increasing every day. She was growing Sadie’s Café slowly, intentionally. And she liked working out and was getting stronger and less afraid to smash her fists into the punching bag at the warehouse.

      The couch beckoned her over. Joan paused to glance out the sliding glass doors to the potted vegetable garden that’d overtaken their little balcony. She had to harvest today, and definitely needed to water. It was her calming ritual.

      She sank into the gray cushions with a tired groan. Food and sleep before anything else.

      She managed to lean forward to grab the TV remote off the coffee table. A cooking show might give her inspiration for dinner. Her finger slipped trying to balance the remote and cereal bowl, and she punched in the wrong channel.

      The Badger News Network roared onscreen with three white men arguing loudly about fuck all. Oh god, not this shit.

      Big letters along the bottom of the screen asked Should restrictions be placed on the superpowered?

      One particularly douchey-looking brunet was saying, “If this technology is available, why aren’t we using it more? Superpowers have caused one point eight million dollars of damage this year in Destine alone. Vector City is still trying to dig its way out of multiple massive Villain attacks.”

      “Vector City,” the newscaster said from behind the desk. “Who opted to solve their problems by adding two Supervillains who claim they’re on the straight and narrow.”

      The douchebags huffed out laughter.

      Joan’s blood bubbled in irritation.

      “Villains don’t change,” the brunet douche said. “Whatever side they’re on this week, they’re forcing good, taxpaying people to expend money for their missteps.”

      According to the graphics, this was Dale Terwilliger, political analyst. What did a political analyst even do?

      Wait, she knew this guy. He was the mouthpiece for some group dedicated to being assholes and pitting the norms against the superpowered. Otis kept assuring the rest of the Supers there was no cause for concern—these things popped up from time to time. But then Superheroes saved the day, and the complaining died down.

      Dale Terwilliger stared into the camera. “My group, the Citizens for Human Power, aims to restore the balance of power to the people. The real people. Not these genetic misfits running around in costumes pretending they don’t do more harm than good.”

      The other political analyst—old and gray-haired—said, “We can’t let these freaks continue to destroy our livelihoods.”

      “There would be no need for Superheroes if we didn’t have Supervillains,” Dale Terwilliger said. “It’s that simple. We need to track and suppress anyone with powers. That will put a stop to this madness.”

      “It’ll be a great day to see that happen,” the newscaster agreed.

      “Eh, eat a bag of poorly drawn dicks,” Joan told them.

      Superheroes did things like stop trains from ramming into school buses, and getting reimbursement claims to go through, and yes, preventing Villains from leveling their cities.

      “You’re welcome, bunch of assholes,” she muttered, and changed the channel to literally anything else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Sadie walked from the bus stop, relaxing meditation playing through her earbuds. She pulled her hair into a ponytail and took a deep breath. Well, as deep a breath as she could with the increased tightening in her chest. Every step brought her closer to her café. Sadie’s Café.

      The coffeehouse with her name on it, and all the responsibility on her.

      Knollwood Village was lovely in the morning. Despite being a night person, she had to admit she loved how the sun dappled through the trees and shimmered off the store windows. It was such a pretty neighborhood.

      Traffic on Hampton Street had been lighter the past few weeks than when the coffeehouse opened almost four months ago. More locals on vacation or working reduced hours over the summer than in April. Which wasn’t great for business, since fewer customers were stopping in and lingering over the specially crafted drinks her staff provided.

      My staff.

      Her heart skipped a beat, but she breathed that out. She’d gone over payroll last night and rechecked everything twice. All was good.

      “Breathe long, and deep, and easy,” the meditation guide soothed through her earbuds. “You’ve got this.”

      You’ve got this, Sadie. Everyone believes in you.

      She pulled the earbuds out and shoved them inside her bag. Sure, she was in a constant state of low-grade anxiety. And sure, running her own business had been an up-and-down roller coaster of emotions. The moment she caught sight of the four small white metal tables outside the wide picture windows, it all melted away for a few moments of bliss.

      Two middle-aged women were chatting at the table closest to the doggie station. A beautiful golden retriever wearing a blue-plaid bandana stared up longingly at his person.

      Sadie smiled at them. The words painted near the bottom of the window said it all: Where Friends Gather.

      “Good morning,” she said brightly.

      The women returned the greeting. The dog wagged his floofy tail.

      Sadie bent down to give him some scratches. “Aren’t you just the cutest?”

      The golden licked her face, then hopped up on long legs. Then proceeded to point out the plastic jar filled with little dog treats on a small stand.

      “No more treats,” the owner sighed.

      “Uh-oh,” Sadie said. “I think you’ve been caught.”

      The dog sat politely.

      “You’re too adorable.” Sadie rubbed between his ears as he looked past her at the forbidden treats. To the humans, she asked, “How are your drinks?”

      “Good,” the doggie’s mom said, and her friend agreed.

      “Great. I’m Sadie, the owner. Thanks so much for stopping in today.”

      She glanced at the logo adorning both windows—the same one on her T-shirt. And on the open/closed sign hanging inside the glass door. She bid the dog farewell, stepping around the plastic water bowl. She’d have to come out later and toss a few ice cubes into it.

      Crisp coolness and the sharp scent of coffee grounds welcomed her inside. A few people were scattered at the dark walnut tables in front of portable devices. The vertical slat chairs all coordinated in shades of reds and deep pinks. An R&B track from when Sadie was in high school grooved quietly from one of the corner speakers. The patterned pillows on the emerald-green couch in the back needed to be fluffed.

      One customer waited for his drink near the elm wood counter while another placed an order with Nyah. Estelle spotted Sadie from where she was finishing up a hot drink to go. “Morning, boss,” she said.

      “Good morning,” Sadie said.

      Estelle preferred to wear the black T-shirt with the little pink café logo on the chest. Her long black braid was held back with a headband as colorful as the tattoos up and down her toned golden arms.

      “Hey, Sadie,” Cam said over his shoulder.

      “Hi, Cam. Ooh, I love your eyeliner.”

      “Thanks.” He could absolutely rock that subtle hint of navy against his blue eyes. It matched his nails pretty well. He was as much a cuddly teddy bear outside as well as in.

      Sadie scanned the fairly clean and organized back bar. “How’s it going today?”

      “So far, so good.”

      Estelle smiled at the young guy at the edge of the counter. “Medium house blend with whole milk. Here you go, my friend.”

      “Thanks for stopping in,” Sadie said.

      Nyah flipped the tablet for her customer to pay. Her cropped natural curls were a fun summery look.

      The woman tapped the screen with her credit card. She was a semi-regular who was nice enough but had the annoying habit of taking work calls on speakerphone.

      “Nice to see you again,” Sadie said anyway.

      Studying the back wall featuring local artists’ work, she decided that yes, the layout finally had the right flow. A mix of paintings and photographs, a mosaic tile piece, a wire sculpture. Her plan to rotate them out every few months had stalled because coordinating with the artists was one more thing on her never-ending To-Do List.

      Except Gus’s piece. The bright acrylic on canvas of Hampton Street in the 1980s (when she’d lived in the Village) had a permanent home at Sadie’s Café. The red AA in the lower right corner always made her smile. Gus was her landlord, after all.

      Landlady? Landperson? What was the gender-neutral term?

      Her heartbeat kicked up again. Wonderful. Even overly gendered real estate terms could set her off these days.

      She pushed past the long Progress Pride flag that served as a separator from front of house to the back. The pantry that had previously been converted to an office had just enough space for the desk and two rolling chairs left by the prior tenant. At least it had a door so she could lock it and not have public freak-outs, or call Joanie to cry if she had to. Which she had only done once.

      Not cry. That happened once a week. She just hoped no one ever watched the security camera footage ’cause Sadie was an ugly crier.

      She touched the note Joanie had stuck to the bulletin board on the day the café soft opened.

      
        
        You’re doing it! Living your dream!

        I believe in you and am so proud of you.

      

      

      Joan had been around that day like she’d promised. She’d missed the official opening because of Superhero duties. But she stopped by all the time and was supportive with upbeat texts about Sadie’s awesomeness and capableness.

      She couldn’t find out about the crying jags or she’d be so disappointed with the truth.

      Nyah popped her head inside. “What time is Perry getting here?”

      “Noon-ish,” Sadie said, setting her bag on the cluttered desk. “Let’s touch base when you’re free.”

      “For sure.” Ny glanced over her shoulder and the café logo hoodie she wore no matter how hot it was. “Just so you know, Estelle was twenty minutes late again this morning.”

      “Was she? Shoot.”

      “I told her this was the final verbal warning before I have to write her up.”

      “That sucks.” Sadie drummed her fingers on the desktop. “Is everything okay with her? Something going on in her life?”

      “She talks about her ADHD and bad time management. I think she’s just young, and it’s hard to get up and go.”

      “I get that. Do you want me to talk to her?”

      Nyah shook her head. “You don’t have to. She sincerely apologized and assured me she really likes working here. She said she just has to get her shit together.”

      “The customers love her. I love her. Darn it.” Sadie crossed her arms. “Maybe I’ll tell her how much we value her. That would’ve motivated me at her age.”

      “I did. I thanked her for always staying late to make up the time.”

      “She picks up shifts, too. Thank you for telling me. I value you the most-est.”

      Her trusted manager grinned. “Are you trying to butter me up for when we’re open on Sundays?”

      “We already agreed I’ll work Sundays.”

      The plan was to be open seven days a week starting in September. Hopefully the cost of operations wouldn’t outweigh how much they brought in. Maybe she could hire another part-time barista by then so she could better balance ownership duties with filling in behind the counter. Something she planned on discussing with Perry today.

      She followed Nyah back out. Estelle chatted amiably with the speakerphone patron while prepping her iced coffee.

      Oh yeah, the community bulletin board on the wall by the edge of the counter had to be purged of old items. Later.

      “What’s today’s random fact?” Sadie asked, checking the little chalkboard on the counter. “Sloths only poop once a week? Huh. I didn’t know that.”

      Cam snagged the almond milk from the small fridge. “Nature is magical.”

      During a monthly staff meeting, her two second shift employees had suggested they share daily random factoids for conversation starters. Leaning into the coffeehouse’s culture of connection.

      Sadie loved her team. They worked hard and had great attitudes. Other than the guy who’d stopped showing up after the first week because he “just couldn’t deal,” they were a great group. And she’d hired Estelle to replace that guy, and Estelle was a perfect fit. She just had to set more alarms or something.

      The bold yellow exterior of Powered by Plants couldn’t be missed outside. Beth-Ann had stepped out to check Wren’s parking job.

      Sadie knocked on the window to catch her friend’s attention. Beth-Ann saw her, and they shared a wave.

      They had to get together for another game night soon. Her former food truck friends were among the very few who knew the real reason Joan and Mark weren’t always available, or why they had to leave suddenly.

      Sadie stopped by an empty table against the brown brick wall to pick up the dishes. The square piece of parchment paper on the ceramic dessert plate held remnants of blueberry muffin. She had to place an order with the bakery this morning for more lemon poppyseed scones. Those were a big hit.

      Her phone buzzed in her back pocket. It jarred her pulse, then soothed her since it was from Joanie.

      
        
          
            
              
        Heading to bed. Chicken tikka masala for dinner?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sounds good babe. Sleep tight [image: heart suit]

      

      

      

      

      

      Joan reacted with a heart. Poor Superhero needed sleep more than Sadie did.

      She dropped the dirty dishes in the bin against the back wall, then noticed a familiar tall figure heading through the entrance. Zee had also recently decided to lop their straight ebony hair into a messy crop. Everyone seemed to be cutting their hair lately, but they all looked damn good. Sadie knew after that failed attempt in college that she couldn’t properly pull off short hair.

      “Well, well,” she teased. “Fancy seeing you here on a Tuesday.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Zee said, then turned to Nyah. “Hi, Nyah. How’s it going?”

      “Hey. Great.” Ny never did a good job hiding the delight bursting from her at knowing Zee was one of the Supers. She’d figured out who Joan and Mark’s coworkers were in no time.

      Cam and Estelle offered fist-bumps and hellos. Zee was well known for being a really good tipper.

      “Meeting anyone here?” Sadie said.

      “I’m mostly here for your tea.” Zee studied the drink menu written on the large chalkboard above the back bar. “I’ll have a medium iced matcha latte with soy milk.”

      Soy milk. Right. She needed to go over yesterday’s numbers to see if the slight upcharge in soy milk was offsetting its increased cost to purchase it. Another thing for her To-Do List.

      Nyah punched in the order. “Do you want to get something for Mark?”

      Zee raised one sculpted eyebrow. “He can buy his own.”

      Okay, apparently they hadn’t made up for whatever they’d been arguing about last week. Taxes, maybe? Or the weather, or which action movie hero was the hottest? They could argue about why the sky was blue, but playful teasing was their love language.

      “Anyone else joining you today?” Nyah asked.

      “No. Oh, Kade wanted to make sure I say hi to everyone from him,” Zee said as they pulled their phone from slim-cut white pants.

      Nyah giggled.

      “He’s so sweet,” Sadie said. “Say hi back.”

      As far as most people in her life were concerned, Zee and Kade were Joanie and Mark’s friends and not in the restaurant investment group they were supposedly running. They got off the topic of jobs as quickly as possible.

      Cam leaned on the counter to see out the nearest window. “Mark’s here,” he said excitedly.

      Of course, Mark stood at Powered by Plants’ side door chatting with Wren.

      “You can take the boy out of the food truck…” Sadie said.

      Zee scribbled their signature on the tablet. Then they glanced sideways at Sadie. “Are you okay? You look a little off.”

      I’ve been living by “Fake it ’til you make it” for the past four months. When am I going to stop faking it?

      “I’m fine,” she said with a smile. “Look at this place. It’s a dream come true.”

      Don’t forget that, Sadie. You are living your dream.
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