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  Dana

  
  




Dana Peterson considered himself a nine-to-five kind of guy. Show up on time, do his work, and be the first out the door at five o’clock. His coworkers had even teased him about his strict adherence to the punch clock, so taking the 8:00 PM bus home these past six weeks just felt wrong.

Dana gazed out the window as the buildings shrank from the skyscrapers of the commercial district to the smaller apartment complexes that populated his neighborhood. Close to a third of the structures were abandoned and covered in peeling paint. Not that Dana could see them very well. Weeks ago, his ride home had been lit by daylight. Now, the streetlights illuminated patches of the sidewalk.

The bus came to a stop with a hiss. Dana pulled himself to his feet. 

“Late night again?”

He swung his head toward the bus driver. The short, dark-haired man appeared to be in his forties and sported a rounded middle. Dana had heard his name once or twice, but could never remember it. He liked the guy, though. He was friendly, but not overly so. Always asked how things were, but never pried too far into his business.

“Yeeeah, let’s just say twelve-hour days are becoming the new normal.” Dana made his way to the door. “But at least it pays the bills.”

“Damn right.” The driver paused and glanced down at the wedding ring on Dana’s hand. “I’m sure your lady appreciates it.”

“I’ll say. Have a good one.”

“See you tomorrow.”

Dana waved over his shoulder and stepped out onto the street.

It was strange that the driver had mentioned his wife, since his extra shifts had a lot to do with Bonnie. For years, she had been the breadwinner, bringing in good money as an accountant while Dana coasted at his IT job, installing printer drivers and doing server updates for his better-paid co-workers. Then, an old sports injury in her shoulder had flared up in the middle of tax season, forcing her to quit. With the majority of their income gone, the couple had downsized to a less-desirable neighborhood. Dana had been taking all the overtime he could while Bonnie recovered, working a part-time job that didn’t require her to sit at a computer all day.

Throwing his jacket over his shoulder, Dana began to walk the five blocks to his apartment. He kept his pace swift, purposeful. The streets weren’t busy, but they weren’t empty either, with a few cars and a handful of other pedestrians making their ways home.

He skidded to the side as a young man in a Bailey U sweatshirt bumped into him. Worn down by fatigue, Dana had to clench his jaw to keep from snapping at him.

“Whoa, sorry man.” The guy looked over his shoulder and grinned. He had a round face and Asian features, his dark hair shaved to a prickly fuzz. 

“It’s fine.” Dana blew a puff of air out of his nose. He remembered being that age, still in college, his biggest concern juggling term papers and Thirsty Thursdays. Back when his parents were still paying for everything but textbooks. 

Dana’s footsteps echoed around the now-empty streets as he made his way to the top of a hill. His building in view, he felt his shoulders relax. Almost home. He could even see the light in their bedroom window.

Halfway down the hill, he heard a second pair of footsteps coming up from behind him. Dana turned to his right to see a fair-skinned middle-aged man with long, dark, curly hair and a mustache straight out of an eighties action movie. The stranger didn’t speak, but walked next to him, his footsteps mirroring Dana’s own stride almost perfectly.

Well, that’s not creepy or anything…

Dana sped up a little, hoping to leave this disturbing bastard behind. In return, the newcomer did the same, adjusting to his pace in just a couple of seconds. Dana felt his heart rate creep upward. Something about this was wrong.

Ding, dong!

Dana jerked at the electronic sound. His stalker, still matching his pace, pulled a phone out of his pocket. The guy tapped it, and although Dana only caught a quick glimpse of the picture that filled the screen, it was long enough to make his breath catch in panic.

It had been a picture of him.

“What the hell?” Dana began, but was cut off by a punch to the face.

He stumbled sideways, as much from the shock as from the pain. His body hit the chain link fence that lined the street. The sound of rattling metal filled the air. He raised his hands to shield his face.

The next blow hit him in the stomach.

Dana felt the air leave his lungs in one large whoosh. Gasping for breath, he collapsed to the ground. Dizzy from the pain, he almost missed the sound of approaching footsteps.

“Damn, Sully! You didn’t even need backup!” 

Dana looked up, blinking at the college kid who’d brushed past him earlier. The kid shook his head, his face breaking out in a wide grin.

“This isn’t some movie.” His attacker’s voice was low and gruff. Had the kid called him Sully? “Hit ’em hard? Most people don’t know how to react. Where’s the van?”

“Martha sent me a text. Said she was right around the corner.”

As if on cue, a shiny white van pulled up. 

Oh fuck no.

Dana had seen enough cop shows to know that letting the bad guys take you to a second location was never a good call. He began to scramble to his feet.

“Hey, man! Not so fast.”

Before he could run, the college kid reached out and grabbed him, pulling him into a headlock. Dana struggled, fists swinging wildly, his feet skidding on the sidewalk.

“Help!” he cried out. “Holy shit. Help!”

This couldn’t be happening. Someone had to hear him. Maybe call the police?

Before he could cry out again, he was silenced by two swift blows to the face. Dana heard a crack and felt pain, sharp and all-encompassing. He let out a gasp as something wet poured down his face.

“Stop that!” Sully barked. “Mistress’s orders. She wants him in one piece.”

“What did you expect? He was resisting!” the college kid replied. 

“Just…get him inside.”

The van door rolled open in one neat swish. Who knew that such an innocuous sound could make Dana’s stomach drop in dread?

A pair of hands pushed him from behind. Clutching a likely broken nose, he fell forward and into the van. The floor shifted as Sully and the kid followed him in, then the door swung shut behind them. Cursing, Dana spun around to see Sully looming over him. Something tightened around his wrists. He glanced downward. Zip ties secured his hands in front of him.

“S-seriously, what the actual fuck?” Dana said. “What the hell did I do to you guys?”

“His feet,” Sully said, tossing another pair of zip ties toward the college kid, who nodded in response and crouched near Dana’s feet. 

When he was close enough, Dana snapped his right foot upward. It was a clumsy kick, but given that it hit the bastard right in the center of his round face, Dana considered it a victory.

“Ahh!” The kid reached for his own nose. “What the—”

“Oh, I’m sorry! It looked like you were resisting,” Dana said with a sneer. “What do you—mmph!”

Dana’s voice cut off as Sully placed a piece of duct tape across his mouth.

“Didn’t think the computer guy would give you so much trouble, Marty.”

Dana looked up, getting his first peek at the driver: a slim black woman with a sardonic smile. Like Dana, she looked to be in her early thirties. Unlike Dana, she was dressed to the nines, draped in a black skirt and blazer. Some silky scarf thing hung around her neck. Who the hell dressed like that for a kidnapping? She looked like one of the corporate bigwigs who worked upstairs at Dana’s office. What was she doing here?

And what were they going to do to him?

Dana felt the second pair of zip ties tighten around his ankles. Breath hitching, he looked toward the college kid—Marty, the woman driving the van had called him. He could only assume that made the driver Martha. Dana began kicking again.

“Mmmmph,” he cried out. “Mmmmmmph!”

“Don’t waste your breath,” Sully replied, voice gruff. “Not like it will make any difference.”

Like that had never stopped him before. Dana wasn’t exactly known for being reserved, and those were on days that didn’t involve being shoved into creepy-ass vans. Unfortunately, the duct tape complicated things.

Sully shoved Dana off to the side and took one of the two seats in the back of the van. Marty was already sitting in the other one.

“Buckle up,” Martha said, reaching down and shifting into drive. The tires screeched as the van raced down the street.

It that moment, Dana knew he was dead.

And then he heard a thump on the roof of the van.

“What was that?” Martha asked.

Only silence answered.

“Maybe…” Sully’s voice drifted off as a rumble sounded from above. Dana’s eyes followed the noise. It was almost as if someone were rolling across the roof toward the…

“Shit,” Sully said.

The scream of twisted metal filled the van as the sliding door was torn from its hinges.

Before Dana could comprehend what had happened, a woman swung herself from the top of the van to the inside. She landed in a crouch.

The woman’s hair was an impossible shade of red. She was dressed in a mixture of red and black, a long cape flowing behind her. A black mask covered the area around her eyes. She looked to the right and the left.

And then everything happened at once.

Marty rushed at her like a charging bull. The woman sidestepped his attack, sending the kid crashing into the front seats. Then the vehicle lurched, and he stumbled toward the gaping hole where the door had been. Dana felt his breath catch as Marty’s left foot landed on the edge of the open doorway. His mouth opened into a surprised “O,” his arms windmilling as he tipped backward toward the rushing pavement below.

The caped figure reached out and grabbed him by one of his swinging arms. She yanked him back inside.

“Uh, thanks,” he said.

“You’re welcome!” the woman said, all sunshine and smiles, before smashing the side of Marty’s head against the van wall. He went limp, and she tossed him toward Sully. The two landed in a tangled pile of limbs.

“Fuck,” Martha said, looking over her shoulder. “Who are…”

“Keep your eyes on the road, ma’am.” The woman raised a hand. “Or better yet, why don’t we find a place to park.”

Martha’s voice deepened.

“No,” she said. “I made a promise to Her.”

The van swerved again, sending the woman in red stumbling backward in the cramped quarters. Dana had no idea how tall she was, but she had to crouch to keep from hitting her head. Clearly conscious of the open doorway, she angled her fall toward the back of the van, landing right into the arms of Sully, who had deposited Marty onto the floor.

Sully wrapped an arm around the woman’s neck and squeezed. Dana suspected that breaking free of a grip like that wouldn’t be much of a problem for a woman who had just torn a van door off its hinges. But before she could react, the van swerved again. Everything skidded toward the open door, including the now-unconscious college kid. Fortunately, the woman hadn’t forgotten about him, stomping her right leg onto the floor at just the right time and place to stop him from sliding out the door. The angle at which she had stretched out her foot looked more awkward then heroic, but the results were the same.

She had saved the kid’s life again.

“Can you take care of him?” Her eyes were on Dana as she spoke, her voice strained.

All he could do was nod.

Hooking her foot around him, she kicked Marty toward Dana. Dana reached for him, but his hands were still bound. Eventually, he managed to wrap them around the collar of Marty’s Bailey U sweatshirt. Would that be enough to prevent him from flying off again?

Of course, it was probably a good thing he didn’t have the dexterity to strangle the kid right now.

Then, in a move that looked plenty heroic, the woman cracked her head backward and hit Sully in the forehead. The middle-aged man let out a cry. He released her, stumbling back in pain.

“Better,” the woman said, rolling her shoulders. “Now, the van.”

She made her way toward the front, careful not to step on Marty or Dana.

“You stay away from me!” Martha said.

The van swerved again, and Martha cursed, her voice now high and shrill. What was going on out there? Rush hour was long over but she wouldn’t be the only one on the road. What if she hit—

Something shiny caught Dana’s attention. He looked to the back of the van where Sully crouched, his mustached face twisted into a scowl. Sully raised a handgun to eye level and pointed it straight at the woman in red. 

“He’s got a gun!” Dana tried to cry, but the duct tape muffled his warning. That, and any noise he could make, was drowned out by the discharge of the weapon.

The van swerved at the very moment Sully fired. Dana’s rescuer flinched. Had she been hit?

“Dammit, Martha!” Sully raised his weapon again.

Bang!

The redhead dove to the floor.

The van swerved again, sending everyone sliding away from the open door, the unconscious college kid pinning Dana against the side of the van. What kind of maniac would shoot a gun in here? It wasn’t like vans were roomy.

“Sorry!” Dana’s uninjured rescuer said before moving to her feet.

Sully was busy reloading the gun when the woman in red tackled him across the middle. The weapon skidded out of his hands. It clanged once against the metal floor before bouncing out the open door. 

Sully cursed.

The girl pulled him up by his collar and slammed him into the back of the van. They both needed to crouch in order to keep from hitting the ceiling.

“Why are you doing this?” The cheerfulness was completely gone from her voice.

“The Mistress needs him,” the man said with a snarl.

“Mistress?”

The sound of squealing tires filled Dana’s ears. And then came the crash. His stomach lurched, then his body slammed against the back of the driver’s seat. For several moments, his mind went blank. 

It was the face of a woman that brought him back.

Bright red hair, strange outfit…it was his rescuer. The black mask obscured a lot, but he could see what looked like delicate Asian features. Her eyes were dark. Her lips were pursed in concern.

And Dana would eat his hat if she was old enough to drink.

“Are you okay?” she said, cocking her head to the side.

“Mmmmph,” was all he could make out. He raised his zip-tied hands.

“Oh! Let me.”

She reached down and, for a second, Dana felt tightness around his wrists. He looked down to see that she had broken them as easily as if they were made of paper. He reached up and tore the duct tape from his lips.

It wasn’t a pleasant experience.

“Son of a bitch!” was all he could say.

“How are you feeling?” the woman asked. “I don’t think you hit your head, but by tomorrow you might feel…”

“Are you kidding me? I feel plenty today.” Dana winced as he moved into a sitting position, his shoulder aching.

The woman shrugged.

“Well, even with your nose like that, you look a lot better than the rest of them.”

His nose? Dana recalled his potentially broken nose. The injury had seemed so secondary during the fight, but now the throbbing pain came back with a vengeance. What had happened to his attackers? He craned his neck toward the driver’s seat. Voluminous white air bags filled his view. If it hadn’t been for those, it was clear that Sully would have gone straight through the windshield. He could also make out the slumped form of Martha, the driver. 

“Don’t worry, they’re alive,” the woman in red said. She reached down to pat the nearby college kid on his shoulder. “Thanks for taking care of this guy, or he would have gone flying forward like his friend.”

“Strangely enough, they weren’t my first concern.” Dana’s voice did not match the woman’s cheerfulness.

“Oh, right. Uh…Do you want to try standing?”

Dana nodded and she helped him to his feet. He was able to walk on his own out of the van, but the movements made him more aware of the world of bruises that he was going to discover when he woke up the following morning.

Once he was out, he turned to look back at the wreckage. He winced when he saw the entire front of the van wrapped around a metal light post. Or what had been one, at least.

The screech of sirens could be heard in the distance.

“What’s your name, by the way?”

Dana blinked at the sudden question.

“Dana Peterson,” he replied. “And you know what? I think they knew that. They had my picture and everything. Like they were targeting me.” He paused and shook his head. “But that makes no fucking sense. I’m just an IT guy. What would they want from me?”

The woman frowned, the furrow of her brow obvious even beneath the mask.

“Make sure you tell the police that,” she said. “They’ll be able to get to the bottom of this.”

“What? Not up for detective work?” 

“I’m not that type of Costume,” she said with a chuckle. “I’m more the swoop-in-and-rescue type. Leave the police work to the professionals.”

He frowned.

“Who are you, anyway?”

“Don’t know yet,” the woman said, tilting her head to the side. “But, hopefully soon.”

Dana could see the red and blue police lights reflected off her face.

With that, the woman turned from him and sprinted toward a nearby building. Before she reached it, she crouched. Her feet left the ground, launching her up, up, and onto the roof of the ten-story apartment building. She paused and turned around, waving at him. Dana felt his mouth hang open slightly. Her jump had been so powerful that for a few seconds, he could have sworn she had flown.
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Oh shit, shit, shit…

My black combat boots skidded across the flat rooftop of the building. My arms windmilled, as if flapping around like a crazy person was the perfect way to stop me from falling to my death. After stumbling for a good ten feet, I finally came to a stop, the tips of my toes just hitting the edge of the roof. I felt myself pitch forward, and for a moment all I could see was the narrow strip of ground almost thirty stories below.

I consider myself to be a lot of things (college student, comic book nerd, daughter, sister, friend, newbie Costume), but I’m not stupid. I didn’t know exactly what would happen to me once I hit the ground below, and I wasn’t that interested in testing out the limits of my healing factor.

So I overcorrected, and ended up falling backward instead.

The back of my head hit the asphalt that lined the roof of the Clarkson Building, and I let out an involuntary “ooof!” Pain is never the most pleasant experience. Fortunately, before I could linger on it too long, the sensation began to recede as my body repaired itself.

I let out a long sigh and raised a gloved hand to shield my gaze from the midday sun.

If you’d asked me a few months ago about my ideal superpowers, I could have produced a list instantly. Flight would be at the top. Super-strength was another biggie. There wasn’t much elegance to being a brawler, but there’s no denying the effectiveness of being able to hit someone really, really hard. I had never seen the point of super-speed. I’ve always been kinda clumsy and didn’t fancy spending half my time running into walls and off the sides of buildings. I mean, the latter was still an issue, but less of one.

So it was kind of strange that when I did get my powers, it was almost as if someone had seen my wish list. No, I couldn’t fly. But I could jump so high that with my cape flowing behind me and the wind in my hair, it felt like I was. And boy, was I strong. When I hit things, they usually couldn’t hit back. But the most useful power of them all?

Resilience.

The thing they don’t tell you in all of those action movies with the ten-minute balls-to-the-wall fight scenes? When someone hits you, it hurts. And it keeps on hurting. And don’t even get me started on concussions. Just being able to recover from a blow, to keep on moving in a fight…There are few things in life more convenient.

With a sigh, I pulled myself to my feet, glad that the Clarkson Building at Bailey U was one of the tallest structures for blocks, making it highly unlikely that anyone had seen my total lack of grace. Or any of my training for the afternoon, really. I was on a quest to map out the tops of all of the buildings in Bailey City. It seemed wise to know where everything was located before I concentrated on chasing bad guys.

Not that Bailey City was a cesspit of evil or anything. In fact, it was a pretty safe place, all things considered. But for how long? In this Age of Heroes, more and more Empowered individuals were popping up every day, and not all of them were friendly. Eventually, someone with bad intentions would find their way here, and my home would need someone to protect it. I had to prepare, to make sure I was ready. 

But for now, I had other places to be.

Because as someone who had spent her formative years spending way too much time thinking about what kind of superhero she wanted to be, I had long ago made up a list of rules for how not to screw things up.

Rule #1: Don’t neglect the secret identity.

And if there was anything that Dawn Takahashi was known for, it was her Wednesday visits to Northwest Comics.

Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and breathed in once, then twice.

I have to keep my eyes closed for the transformation, so I’m not exactly sure what it looks like (and yes, I have resisted the urge to record myself with my phone during the process. Rule #2: A little paranoia goes a long way). Still, I have a pretty good idea of how it might look. My costumed self would simply melt away. This included the black pants covered in a pattern of swirls and stars, the matching cape with the colors inverted, the black sleeveless top, my Crayola crayon–red hair, plus a pair of black gloves and a mask.

When I opened my eyes, I was Dawn Takahashi again—fine black hair, skinny frame, and five-foot-nothing. Putting on the costume added six inches to my height and a nice layer of muscle, which probably did more to conceal my identity than any flashy outfit. Now, instead of the costume, I wore regular street clothes.

With a sigh, I walked to the doorway (propped open with a brick) that led directly into the Clarkson Building. Outside of it lay a nondescript black cross-body purse and a red cardigan. My cell phone and identifying information had been wisely tucked into my pockets pre-transformation. I had yet to encounter a curious janitor (or even a security camera) while jumping around up here, but leaving my driver’s license and credit cards scattered around was just asking for trouble.

If you had asked me a few months ago if jumping off buildings would be one of my favorite parts of my job, I would have looked at you like you were nuts. But the truth was, everything about being a Costume made me happy, even the life-threatening bits.

It’s what made changing back into who I was the rest of the time so difficult.




Once I hit ground level, I headed east on Applewood Street toward Northwest Comics. I had been going there for years, despite the fact that Bailey City had three comic book stores, two of which were closer to where I had grown up and still lived with my mother. There was just something about a really good comic book store. Once you found one, you never wanted to give it up.

The streets were pretty calm. It was midafternoon, so a lot of the foot traffic came in the form of Bailey U students making their way to and from class. The school was sizable enough (just over ten thousand students) that I didn’t see anyone I recognized, even though I had just started my sophomore year a couple weeks ago and had encountered plenty of students through classes and events.

Before long, the maroon and white BU banners vanished, marking the end of Bailey U territory. I turned onto Ashe Street and was immediately met with a familiar sight.

“Stop torturing animals!” a tall skinny, woman, her hair in a ponytail, cried out.

“Animal testing is wrong!” her partner, a shorter man with a rounded middle, added.

Their costumes were made up of a bright green and blue fabric, the legs and sleeves coming up short on the couple’s long limbs. Wetsuits, probably—a popular choice for newbie Costumes who didn’t have a solid background in cosplay. Their wrinkled, mismatched capes looked like bedsheets, and I recognized the plastic sequined masks as coming from a local party store. I winced, once again glad that for whatever reason, my costume and abilities were a package deal, making it unnecessary to hit up Party Mania for my disguise. Of course, there were professional outfitting companies, but you practically had to be Bruce Wayne to afford one.

That, and I never knew how much you could trust their “absolute privacy” contract clause. 

Feeling the distinct type of shame that exists when encountering individuals whose flavor of embarrassment hits too close to home, I quickened my pace. Not that they would notice me. The couple (whose Facebook page advertised themselves as Captain and Lady Justice) had a route of protests. Wednesday was all about SynergyCorp’s testing on animals, and they rarely wavered in their pursuit of well…justice. Interestingly, they were becoming a popular staple in the neighborhood. A lot of Bailey U students took selfies with them.

It wasn’t long before I hit Northwest Comics.

“Hey, Dawn!” Steve waved at me from the front desk as I entered. “As expected.”

The Caucasian, brown-haired, thirty-something owner of Northwest Comics ducked under the counter to find my weekly stack of comics. As he did, I found myself glancing around the store.

I had first encountered Northwest Comics as a painfully awkward twelve-year-old, pulled in by my teenage brother. Now, as a pretty awkward twenty-year-old, it was practically my second home. The store was shaped like a backwards, upside-down L. The left side contained the front door, and the rest of the wall was lined with comics, this week’s titles right at the top. The back wall continued the collection, which eventually transformed into the graphic novel section the farther you got into the right corner. This took up most of the short side of the L. Merchandise could be found under the glassed-in counter that took up much of the right side of the store, as well as the wall behind it. The emphasis was on comic books, but Northwest also sold other geeky items like dice and Magic: The Gathering cards, which was what had drawn in my older brother, Alan, in the first place.

“X-Men is great this week,” Steve said, passing me a stack of comics. The silver rings on his fingers reflected the light of the fluorescents above. 

“It’s been really good recently. Did Michael like it?” I asked, referring to Steve’s husband and business partner, who knew more about X-Men than I could ever dream of.

“Hasn’t had a chance to read it yet,” Steve replied. “Too busy working.”

I nodded as I continued to look through the stack. When I got to the last one, already bagged and boarded, I felt a smile spread on my face.

“A new Hunter Davies,” I said.

“Silver Shot and Golden Strike. Your favorite.”

One of the interesting things about reading comics in a world where superheroes actually exist? There were the regular superhero comics, about fictional superheroes, but there were also comics about Actual Superheroes—all by the mysterious Hunter Davies.

I studied the cover, which depicted two figures surrounded by a mass of shadowy villains. One was a white guy with pale-blond hair dressed in silver, his longbow aimed and ready. In front of him was a statuesque black woman dressed in gold, delivering a swift punch to the nearest bad guy. Her fists glowed with light.

Silver Shot and Golden Strike were the first people to make the jump from Costumes to Actual Superheroes. About six months after they started making headlines, the Hunter Davies comic Silver Shot and Golden Strike started showing up online. It was never revealed how much truth there was to the reclusive writer/artist’s comics. Most Actuals he wrote about were cagey about how true his comics really were. But one thing was certain: When Hunter Davies started writing about you, you were considered legit. Not just a random person wearing a costume (à la Captain and Lady Justice), but an Actual Superhero.

He even gave you a name.

“He’s released the beginnings of a new sketch online,” Steve continued. “And he’s hinted that she might be someone new.”

I must admit, my heart skipped a beat.

“When did this happen?” I asked, trying to keep my voice at a normal curious fangirl level.

“Just an hour ago.” Steve leaned toward the computer at his desk. He clicked on something with his mouse. “Here, take a look.”

He adjusted the screen, revealing the outline of a rough pencil sketch. There was a woman in the foreground, hands on hips, cape flowing in the background, hair tousled by the wind. It could be me, but I didn’t cut the most unique silhouette.

“She could be anyone,” Steve said, confirming my thoughts. “Although most of my customers seem to think she’s Miss Red and Black.”

My head jerked up. “Who?”

“A Costume seen around Bailey City for the past month or so. Dresses in red and black. Jumps around on rooftops.”

Well so much for not being seen…

Steve paused, giving me side-eye.

“I’m surprised you haven’t heard of her, given your interest in Actuals.”

“I’ve heard people talking about her. I just assumed she was a Costume like Lady Justice or the Red Bandit,” I said, delivering the line like I hadn’t practiced it in front of the mirror dozens of times (keeping a secret identity was tricky when you weren’t the best liar). I peered up at Steve. “Do you remember her?”

“The Red Bandit?” Steve nodded. “Heard she was still in jail. But no, Miss Red and Black seems to be the real deal. Empowered and all that. Someone said they watched her jump to the top of the Commerce Building.”

Which stood at fifty stories tall. That was a feat I had yet to accomplish. I guess it doesn’t take long for the rumor mill to start.

“Anyway, it’s what’s in the background that’s getting the most chatter.”

I turned my head back to the screen and squinted slightly. Over each one of the Actual’s (my?) shoulders were what looked like two figures. Their features were unclear, the quality of the sketch being less detailed the further you went back, but they were certainly people, one a lot bigger than the other.

“Who are they?” I asked with a frown.

“Oh, there are theories.” Steve rolled his shoulders as he stood up straight. “Sidekicks, mortal enemies, robot buddies.”

“Robot buddies?”

“Some people are really nostalgic for TechnoFiend.”

“Rest in peace,” I said under my breath.

“I hope she’s Red and Black,” Steve said. “Don’t me wrong. Captain and Lady Justice are great for business. I’m even thinking about inviting them over for a meet and greet. Still, it would be nice for Bailey City to get a real, Empowered Actual. I’m sick of borrowing Boston’s second-rate Heroes.”

“Like Pixie Dust?”

“Well, I like Pixie Dust, actually.”

“Sunshine hates her.”

“I hate what now?”

I turned to front door to see a short, curvy Chinese girl walk into Northwest Comics. She was dressed in a plaid black-and-white jumper over a white top and black tights. On her head was a headband decorated with fake red-and-black roses. A small black backpack, just big enough to fit a cell phone and wallet, completed the outfit.

“Is it the fact you left the suspenders at home?” Sunshine asked, crossing the room. “And the hat?”

I blushed, looking down at my outfit.

There were only two rules about being friends with Sunshine Campbell. First, you had to be okay with the fact that she was a pretty direct person. Second, every now and then, you’d have to let her dress you.

Sunshine ran a fashion blog that was all about finding great looks for a wide variety of body types without sacrificing your principles. I had never asked how popular it was, but I had yet to see a post that was not accompanied by comments, and her Instagram had about twenty times as many followers as anyone else I knew. The first time Sunshine had asked me to be a part of the blog, I had been flattered. Finally, someone who appreciated my jeans-and-T-shirt style. Then I showed up and found Sunshine with a completed outfit (half from Goodwill, half made by her own two hands) that somehow both fit me perfectly and was the most stylish thing I had ever worn. It was unlike anything I would have picked out on my own.

Sunshine wanted to turn the blog into a career. Her course load showed it, with a double major in business and fashion design, and classes in photography and new media. It was a good thing the two of us were so close, or I would have resented how bad she made me look. Career-driven, yet creative, she was everything my doctor-turned-novelist mother probably wanted me to be. I, on the other hand, had no idea what I wanted to do with my life.

Well, at least the Dawn half of my life.

Today I was dressed in a recent “Sunshine Approved” outfit: high-waisted gray shorts and a white top with a Peter Pan collar (tucked under my favorite red cardigan, of course). On my feet were black ballet flats. In addition, there were certain accessories that Sunshine swore completed the outfit. Unfortunately, she often forgot that while fashion design majors were allowed to be quirky in their clothing choices, undeclared students had to tone it down a bit. 

“I dunno, the hat’s a little big for me. And the suspenders remind me of, you know…that guy with the high-pitched voice who used to be on that TV show?”

“Steve Urkle,” our Steve replied, ducking below the desk. He came back up empty-handed. “Nothing for you this week, Sunshine.”

“No Saga?” Sunshine asked.

“Hiatus.” Steve shrugged.

“Again? Anyway, my followers loved the suspenders, Dawn. They thought you looked cute.” She sighed. “You gotta learn to be bolder, girl.”

I shook my head. Bold moves were for…other aspects of my life. Jumping off rooftops, stopping IT guys from being kidnapped…

Speaking of which, what was up with that Dana Peterson thing? It just felt…off. What was so special about this man that he would be targeted like that? And why, of all people, was super-bro douchebag Marty Tong involved? I had known the guy since high school, and his rap sheet was more likely to include drunk and disorderly charges than attempted kidnapping.

Unless things had really changed for him over the summer.




“Sometimes I wonder how you have time for all of those.” Sunshine shook her head as we left the store.

“They don’t take that long to read…How was your date, by the way?”

I knew from the expression on Sunshine’s face that that was the question she had been waiting for me to ask since she first stepped into the store. I prepared myself for venting.

“I have given up on men,” she said, voice dropping melodramatically.

“Oh…um, again?”

“It’s different now!” Sunshine shook her head. “I’m tough. I can take a few disappointing dates, but this guy!”

“Wasn’t he the one from your chemistry class? Evan?”

“Ugh, Evan. Sorry, trying to wipe everything about him from my mind. He complained that I wasn’t ‘ladylike’ enough. Seriously, who says that anymore?”

I winced.

“That sounds…uncomfortable.”

“You have no idea. I had to leave before dessert. Dessert! And we were going to go to my favorite Italian bakery over on—”

Something very large and solid smacked against my outer shoulder, sending me stumbling. My eyes widened as I watched the bag of comics fall from my hands and spill all over the sidewalk.

“Crap,” I said, dropping to my knees.

“Oh, Jesus. I’m so sorry.”

An additional pair of knees landed next to mine. I froze when I realized that they weren’t encased in Sunshine’s tights, and that they belonged to someone with a distinctly masculine shape.

The Hunter Davies comic (thankfully still protected by plastic) grasped in my hand, I turned to my left to witness the most gorgeous set of forearms I had ever seen.

Since I don’t live in a CW show, wonderfully buff men just don’t bump into me every day. After several seconds of blatantly objectifying this stranger, I bothered to look up at his face.

And it was also pretty damn nice.

The newcomer was a white guy in his mid-twenties. He had dark hair that curled slightly at the ends, a strong jaw, and lightly tanned skin. His nose was slightly crooked, which weirdly suited his face.

When I turned to him, his attention was on the ground as he reached for the final few comics. Then, he turned to me, and for a moment I could only contemplate how society just doesn’t appreciate a good pair of dark-brown eyes.

“Here you go,” he said. “Really sorry about that again. I guess I have a lot on my mind. Are you okay?”

My response?

“Um…”

“Thank you,” Sunshine said, once it became obvious that my brain wasn’t up for forming complete sentences. Or words. “We should have been looking where we were going.”

“You’re just saying that to be nice,” the guy said, rising to his feet. He reached out a hand to take mine.

“No…it was our fault,” I managed to blurt out as I took his hand in my own. Hmmm…Rather firm grip.

“Nah, pretty girls distract me,” he said with a grin.

I felt my face go warm. Embarrassment washed over me, turning my skin an even deeper shade of red.

It has been pointed out that I don’t quite meet the geek stereotype (well, at least by the people who have a hard time wrapping their heads around the concept of a Japanese-American nerd who’s not into anime). But there was one area where I inadvertently embraced the stereotype wholeheartedly.

I couldn’t talk to guys.

It wasn’t as if I was completely untrained in the world of men, having had a couple of serious relationships in the past, thank you very much. The problem was when everything was new. Hell, I struggled to converse with unfamiliar people in general. When you added in the element of attraction, it was a miracle I could even talk.

And as cute as the image of a blushing girl sounds, trust me, it’s not.

“Well…thanks,” I repeated, “for helping me back up and all.”

I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and ducked my head. Now I wished I had kept that big hat of Sunshine’s. At least it would have covered my face, somewhat.

“Don’t forget these.”

I looked up to see my comics still in his hands.

“Thanks,” I said, blinking in surprise.

“Superhero fan?” he asked as I accepted the comics and hugged them to my chest.

“Yeah. Since I was a kid.”

“My kid sister’s into them too,” he replied. “My name is Alex, by the way.”

“Dawn,” I said. “Do you…like comics?”

“I’ve never tried them.” He shrugged. “I always assumed they were kinda simplistic. Black and white. Heroes and villains.”

I shook my head. “Actually, they’re a lot more complicated than you’d think.”

“Really?” Alex raised his eyebrows. “Well I guess I need to be re-educated.”

“Um…sure.” I somehow mustered up the guts to let out a small smile. “Thanks again.”

“Ah…anytime,” he said, a vague look of puzzlement on his face. 

And with that, I turned and began walking back down the sidewalk before my face could turn red again. I heard the quick tap tap of heels as Sunshine made her way next to me.

“You did it again,” she said.

“Um…what?”

“That thing. You know, when someone leaves an obvious opening to continue the conversation, only to have you completely shut them down.”

“I don’t know what—”

“He was totally into you.”

“What?”

I spun around, half-tripping over my own two feet in the process. Alex was walking in the other direction, his attention on his smart phone.

“No,” I said. “He’s on his phone.”

“I’m talking about before. He introduced himself, made a comment about you being pretty—”

“He wasn’t talking about me.”

“He was looking at you. So it would be logical to assume that he was also talking about you. Then, he tried to start a conversation about a topic that was clearly meaningful to you, given the massive stack of comics you’re carrying. Oh, and that line about being re-educated? He had smoochies on the mind.”

“Since when does re-education equal romance? I thought that meant brainwashing.”

“It’s all about context!” Sunshine threw up her hands. There was a moment of silence as we started to walk down the street again. “Anyway, sorry if I’m being pushy. I know that it hasn’t been long since, well…”

Her voice drifted off. I glanced over to see her fidgeting uncomfortably with her backpack strap. Of course, it had been a little while since Mark and I had finished up. But, as Sunshine had said, it was all about context.

I sighed, shoving those memories where they belonged, locked away in the back of my brain.

It did make me realize one thing, though. Alex had asked for my name. Meaning he hadn’t recognized me. It had been a nice change, for once.
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Well, you can’t win them all.

I turned around to watch Dawn and her friend walk away, her glossy black hair swaying as she moved. I shook my head. In my line of work, you don’t come across many pretty girls. Or at least ones I would want to ask out to dinner. And Dawn seemed like my type. Short, sweet, liked to read, and cute when she blushed? It had looked like a sign that maybe I wasn’t out of the dating pool quite yet. And then she had turned on her heel and walked away, proving I wasn’t as good at reading signs as I thought I was.

It was probably for the best. If her reading choices were any indication, I wasn’t exactly her type.

I turned my attention back to my phone. A text message showed up on the screen.

“We have a new target,” it said. “Be here by seven? Normal hazard pay applies.”

I typed in the Y key and pressed the send button before slipping the device back in my pocket.

I could mourn missed opportunities later. For now, I had bigger things on my mind.




I hit the B2 button on the only functioning elevator in the Grand Bailey Hotel. The hotel had been open for a century before going under twenty years back. Since then, it had been abandoned, and for good reason. A bunch of the stairs had collapsed. The subbasements were mostly underwater. And if you ventured into the actual upper levels, you ran the risk of falling through the floors. As far as villainous hideouts go, it was pretty much as low-rent as possible.

But what Calypso lacked in décor, she more than made up for in numbers.

The elevator rumbled slightly as it made its descent. It had done a lot more than that my first week here, until Calypso had recruited some sort of repairman to keep her safest egress functioning. I had encountered him a few times. He was old and white-haired, friendly. It almost made you forget about the glossy, half-dazed look that arose in his eyes whenever Calypso’s name came up. The sight of it never failed to unnerve me.

Time to put it away…

As the elevator slowly made its way down, I took the moment to prepare myself for the job ahead. When I first started working for Calypso, I had kept what was important, the image of my sisters, in the front of my mind. They were why I had taken this job in the first place, after all. I couldn’t exactly cobble together mortgage payments with my paychecks from Colossus Fitness, never mind the rest of the bills. It hadn’t taken too long before I realized that thinking of my sisters only made things worse. Claire and Mariah were the loved ones of Alex Gage. And Calypso didn’t need Alex Gage in her army.

If she had, she wouldn’t have given me a different name.

So with every floor that passed, I locked away the pieces of myself too precious to bring into a job. I started with simple things. The sight of that pretty girl. The satisfaction I had felt after getting in a good workout earlier that day. Then I went deeper. My little sister, Mariah, bent over a pile of textbooks. Or my even younger sister, Claire, her face frozen in a permanent scowl. And then there was my final memory of my mother, lying on a hospital bed, attached to more tubes than I could count, telling me not to worry because God never gives you anything more than you can handle.

By the time I reached my floor, my face had hardened, my typical easy smile long gone. Suddenly the T-shirt and sweatpants I wore felt wrong, the clothing of another man.

I needed to get my uniform.

I pushed open the gate and stepped out onto a long, empty hallway lit by fluorescent lights. As I made my way across, the only thing I could hear was my own footsteps.

I wasn’t familiar with how the Grand Bailey had been run back when it was still a hotel, but it was obvious that this level had been staff-only. I turned left into what had been some sort of locker room. Even with the occasional puddle of murky water, it reminded me of high school. All that was missing was the slamming of locker doors and the laughter of students as they made their way to sports practice or to hang out with friends after school. I, on the other hand, had gone to the basement, where I had met up with the janitor for my after-school job. It often involved scraping chewed gum off the bottoms of desk chairs.

My work with Calypso, while far from legit, wasn’t that demeaning. 

I found my way to a tall, skinny locker marked “431.” There was no lock, of course. The people who worked for Calypso weren’t the types to stray. The door let out a creak as I opened it and stared down its contents. Body armor, enough of it to fit my six-foot-five, heavily muscled frame, filled the locker. The top shelf held a helmet, the slit for my eyes covered in tinted glass. The only thing exposed would be my jaw. The armor and helmet were all in shades of gray, but at night, they looked black.

I placed my gym bag on the floor and reached for the armor.




Five minutes before seven, I walked into what had once been an underground parking garage, my helmet tucked under my arm. There were about thirty people already there, dressed in everything from business suits to ripped jeans. Some looked old enough to be living off of social security, while others were college-aged, their spotless Bailey U gear marking them as privileged rich kids. But while the group of them couldn’t have looked less diverse, one thing tied them together.

Their wide, glassy eyes.

“I’ve heard She’s planning something big.”

“Things are really moving forward.”

“The Mistress…”

I made my way past them to the front of the room, where a Smart Board stood, its screen covered in an array of images. In the garage, with its scuffed-up, oil-stained floors, it looked completely out of place.

But nothing could look as out of place as the woman who stood in front of it.

I don’t think Calypso owned a single piece of clothing that didn’t fit her perfectly. Her dress was made out of some sort of snakeskin type of fabric, and hit a few inches above the knee. Her matching shoes gave her multiple inches of height, although she fell far short of my own six-foot-five. Her blond hair was arranged in glossy curls, cascading down her back. She didn’t look at me as I stepped toward her, her gaze half-focused on the Smart Board in front of her, her middle and index fingers raised to her lips. But I didn’t need to meet her eyes to know what they looked like. 

“Calypso,” I said with a nod.

“Faultline. On time, as always.” Her response was in her usual half-dazed, disconnected manner. I was used to it by now, but in the beginning, I often found myself wondering if she even realized who she was talking to.

“Is this the job?” I said, nodding toward the headshot in the center of the screen. It looked like a picture someone might take for a corporate website, a man dressed in a fancy suit and tie. He was African American, probably in his mid-fifties, and the shape of his face indicated that he was overweight. His hair and beard were speckled with gray.

“Arthur Hamilton,” Calypso replied, voice quiet. “He’s an attorney who works in the Commerce Center. Rather…successful.”

“Is it a robbery?” I glanced at the images next to the headshot. They were floor plans and notes about the security system.

Calypso turned toward me.

“No, I want you to bring him to me.”

I couldn’t help it. I felt a shiver run through me as her gaze hit mine, as could happened when I was unprepared for it. Her eyes were a strange, pale shade of green that went darker along the edge of the irises. Most people found her eyes to be beautiful, but I could never get over their lack of warmth.

And I knew what she could do with just the right look.

“Lemme talk. Lemme talk to Her. I—”

The annoyed protests of a man cut above the din of the crowd. I turned away from Calypso, whose gaze had gone distant once again.

I frowned. It was Matthew O’Sullivan, usually just called Sully. I recognized the dark hair and mustache right away. While Calypso’s drones came from all walks of life, Sully’s was known for being a little more…unsavory. In and out of jail since his teenage years, his rap sheet included theft, breaking and entering, and more violent crimes. While Calypso’s drones were, in theory, willing to do anything for her, Sully was one of the few with some real experience, which was why the fading bruises on his face didn’t faze me. While the crazy edge that came with The Curse clearly existed in this man, he was usually calm, albeit grumpy.

Today he looked disturbed.

“Don’t have to drag me…just need to talk…”

He pushed back against the two big guys who brought him forward. Bouncers, I assumed. I was sizable myself, and could only imagine the caloric intake required to bring these two muscle-bound fellows to their massive sizes.

They drew close, and Sully stumbled forward, muttering a curse under his breath. Calypso kept her back to them, remaining perfectly still.

“Mistress.” Sully straightened up. “Been askin’ to talk to you for days.”

“Have you?”

As she spoke, her voice was cool and detached, barely above a whisper. The room fell silent anyway.

“Yes,” he said. “The Dana Peterson job. It’s not my—”

“Not your fault?” 

Sully scowled.

“Course it isn’t. Was all Martha! Should have seen how she was drivin’. All over the road. Hittin’ that fuckin’ light post.” He shook his head. “And Marty? Useless. Got in the way the entire time.”

I heard a sharp intake of breath. I looked across the crowd to see Marty Tong. It was rare to see him without a shit-eating grin on his face. Now he exchanged a nervous glance with Noel, a fellow Bailey U student and recent recruit.

Taking a closer look at Sully, I put the pieces together in my mind. Dana Peterson was some random dude who had almost been abducted while walking home from work the previous Friday. Two of his attackers had stumbled away right before the police had arrived, but the driver had been left behind, unconscious. The accident explained the bruises on Sully’s face, and the outcome clarified his stench and greasy hair. It had been a while since he had taken a shower. Probably a sign that Calypso had stuck him in one of the old hotel rooms. You know, the ones with the half-collapsed floors.

Of course, that hadn’t been the only thing I remembered hearing about the story. The only reason Peterson had gotten away was—

“Woulda been fine if it weren’t for that costumed bitch,” Sully said. “Little Miss Red and Black. The one that keeps showing up on the news rescuing puppies from burnin’ buildings and shit. Stronger than she looks, that one. Tore the door right off the van. Took out Marty like it was nothin’.”

“And what of Martha?”

Sully blinked.

“Martha.” He paused. “I saw her in the car. Not like she was dead.”

“Of course not. She’s spent the past five days in police custody.”

“Oh well that’s…” Sully frowned. “She wouldn’t say anything. Martha’s loyal—”

“Her loyalty is not suspect.” Calypso examined her fingernails. “Yours, on the other hand…”

“Me?” Sully blinked several times. “Mistress, I’ve been loyal to you from the beginning. Done everything you’ve asked. Would do more…” He paused, licking his lips. “I got Peterson in the van. Even pulled Marty from the wreckage. Useless as he was—”

Because Calypso stood with her back to him, it was impossible for Sully to make out her facial expression. But even if she had been looking at him, dead on, I don’t know if the guy would have picked up on the slight flaring of her nostrils. 

“I know I expect much from you,” Calypso said. “You more so than most. But even with your background, Matthew, I can see why this job went so poorly. There is no way the three of you combined could withstand an attack from someone so…Empowered.”

Sully nodded.

“Knew you’d understand.” He gave his captors a dirty look. “Been tellin’ them that for days. If they had just—”

“Unfortunately, you also abandoned Martha,” Calypso said, her voice suddenly hard. “And that betrayal, I cannot forgive.”

She turned to face Sully.

“Matthew O’Sullivan. You, as much as anyone else, understand what a cold world we live in. Society cares little for those who refuse to play into its well-worn plans. And those of us who exist on the outskirts? Well.” She shrugged slightly. “There is only one way for us to survive.”

“By fightin’ back,” Sully replied with a nod.

Calypso shook her head.

“No, it’s by sticking together. By forming a family. Something I thought you understood.”

“Family.” Sully shook his head. “I…”

“I’m afraid that’s not an apology I can accept.” Calypso took a step toward him. “You know the consequences. I’m going to have to let you go.”

Gasps could be heard around the garage. Hell, one of them might have even been from me. The two bouncers that had held Sully looked up at Calypso agape, their charge completely forgotten.

At least until he lunged for her. 

“What? No!” He struggled against his captors. “I don’t…I—”

One of the bouncers kicked him in the legs, sending him to his knees. The other one grabbed on to the back of his head, forcing Sully to look upward. Calypso crossed the space between the two of them, then leaned forward until she was cupping his face in her hands. Sully froze, paralyzed, eyes on the floor.

“Matthew O’Sullivan,” she said, voice whisper-soft. “Look at me.”

There was no way he could refuse.

When I was younger, my mother had read to me every night. The practice had gone on for a while, long past the point when I could read myself. Her favorites had been the Greek myths. The stories of Hercules and his labors, of Medusa with her petrifying gaze, and of Calypso, who drew men to her island and never let them go.

Watching this Calypso made me realize what a kindness that had been.

I wasn’t blind to this supposed “Age of Heroes” we were living in, with all these Empowered people popping up out of nowhere. I just hadn’t cared. What was the point in losing yourself in stories of superpowered beings who never did shit for you? Who had time to follow their “adventures” as you juggled multiple low-paying jobs that still couldn’t keep up with the mountain of debt that had seemingly piled up overnight? Then, Calypso had shown me what real power was.

The crazy thing was it only took one look, and one touch. After that, the receiver was completely loyal to her on every level. At first, it was similar to that devotion you might show a really close friend or family member. When the chips were down, you would do anything for them, including breaking a whole bunch of laws. But the longer you were under her spell, the more the devotion became twisted. Calypso wasn’t just your leader; she was your goddess. After just a few weeks, you began to act a little more reckless than usual. After a month or so, you were more than just reckless.

I called it The Curse. And it was, for all intents and purposes, reversible. Give someone the right touch, the right look, and all those connections to Calypso (or their “Mistress,” as most of her drones called her), were completely gone.

I had thought this insane. Why set someone free when they had complete knowledge of your headquarters? Who could testify against you? And probably held a hell of a grudge?

What I didn’t realize is when you devoted every waking breath to someone, worshiped them like a deity, severing that connection tended to make the act of breathing unbearable.

Calypso’s eyes met Sully’s, and for a moment, her pale-green irises intensified. I could have sworn that they glowed, just for half a second. Then, she turned away, her shoulders slightly slumped.

Sully collapsed to the floor, all his frustration and defiance gone. After a few seconds, the two bouncers practically had to drag him away. All I could think about was how the last woman Calypso had let go had killed herself in under twenty-four hours. Sully seemed to be made of tougher stuff, but did that even matter? Would he ever be able to get over losing his connection to Calypso?

“Faultline?”

I straightened up to my full height at the sound of Calypso’s voice, once again distant and whisper-soft.

“Yes, Calypso,” I replied.

“Arthur Hamilton,” she said, attention back on the board. “We will send someone to take care of the extraction, but as for the job itself…My people won’t be able to stand up to this costumed girl. I need someone with your abilities.”

“Ah…yeah. Sure, sure.” My gaze drifted to the back of the garage. Sully was almost to the hallway.

“Faultline?”

I felt a hand on my arm. I stiffened slightly, then turned my head, lingering over her short, ragged fingernails. It almost looked like Calypso had gnawed on them, hard as it was to imagine.

“Did that upset you?” she asked with a frown.

I paused and swallowed.

Put it away…

“I’m fine,” I said, my voice steady once more.

Calypso gave me a long look before finally replying, “Good.”

She turned back to the Smart Board in front of her, on the layout of the building. The description beneath explained that it was Arthur Hamilton’s office. 

Kidnapping. That would be a new one for me. My short time with Calypso had mostly consisted of smacking around small-time gang members or anyone else who stood in her way. This felt different. Real different.

“You know that’s what I value the most about you, isn’t it?” Calypso said. “Your ability to think clearly.”

I paused and glared down at my hands. I flexed my fingers in and out.

“I always assumed…”

“Yes, that’s part of it as well. But, as you can see, there are drawbacks to the use of my gaze. The fact that you are immune shields you from such drawbacks.”

I nodded. She had told me, weeks ago, that certain people were resistant to her abilities. Apparently, I was one of them. She had never explained why. 

“You are able to think clearly when others cannot,” she said. “And that is something I need more than soldiers.”

She paused, turning back to the Smart Board.

“So, is there anything I need to know about this guy?” I asked, sensing that the topic was closed. “Is he special in any way?”

Calypso ducked her head.

“I suppose he is.”
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