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  Lady Justice

  
  




“I need a second to put on my mask.”

Christine “Chrissy” Templeton nodded and leaned back in the passenger seat. Glancing up at the rear-view mirror, she watched as her husband—already clad in his Captain Justice costume—made his way toward the back of their van. With a sigh, she reached down and unbuckled her seat belt, knowing it would take Rick much longer than “a second” to get ready. It was hard not to linger over the irony.

When they had first met in college—twelve years before—Rick had said one of his favorite things about her was the fact that she wasn’t “vain” like other girls.

“You don’t spend all of your time looking in the mirror, fixing your makeup,” he had said, “or obsessing over clothes.”

In all fairness, the same could be said about him on regular days. The most thought he put into his appearance was deciding which band/gaming-related tee he should put on. The answer typically correlated with what was clean. But when he put on the mantle of Captain Justice, he spent plenty of time looking in the mirror, adjusting his costume and trying his best to disguise the small potbelly that had shown up around his thirtieth birthday. One day, she had even caught him taking a selfie before an event, and she’d been unable to stop herself from teasing him.

“What are you, a teenage girl?” she had asked with a laugh.

Rick’s face had turned so red that Chrissy felt bad for making fun of him. It was just a picture, after all.

“It’s different,” he said. “More important. It’s not about making myself look good. We’re Bailey City’s biggest Costumes. We need to be conscious about how we represent the cause.”

That had been two years ago. At the time, she had treated his words with a heavy dose of skepticism. But now…

Chrissy leaned forward, digging into the backpack at her feet. She pulled out a handful of brochures. The top one was about animal testing at SynergyCorp. She frowned for a moment then pushed that aside, feeling a little guilty as she did so. There just were so many good causes out there. So many problems that people weren’t aware of. From the sweatshops that made the clothing on their backs to the mines that produced the metals in their cell phones, being aware of the various atrocities across the world could be exhausting. She finally settled on the new water-bottling plant that was supposed to be built just a couple of hours away. That one was both time-sensitive and local. Relevant to the people of Bailey City.

“Hey, I thought we weren’t doing that.”

Chrissy looked up to see Rick standing above her. He was dressed in an electric blue-and-green wet suit, with a matching cape that came down to his knees. The most professional part of his costume was his mask. It had been recently purchased from an expensive clothier who specialized with Costumes—those who dressed up like superheroes—and Actuals—those who were officially recognized as superheroes. Chrissy had balked at the price of the masks when she had first seen them. That much money for something so small? Especially for powerless, social justice-focused Costumes like them, who had zero chance of becoming Actuals? It was ridiculous. And the fact that they were so nice made the rest of their costumes look even shabbier by comparison.

Chrissy was dressed in a similar getup, with the colors reversed. Lady Justice, they called her. And if the thousands of Likes on their Facebook page were any indication, far more people knew her by that alias than the name that she had been born with.

“What do you mean?” Chrissy asked, looking down at the brochures in her hands. She had created them herself. Had to put that graphic design degree to use somehow.

“This is a meet-and-greet. Take photos. Sign autographs. Those sort of things. Not really the place for talking about bottled water.” Rick rolled his eyes. “Think about it. Steve says we might see a hundred people today.”

“But…isn’t that why we do this? Dress up in costumes and put on masks. To draw attention to what’s important? To educate people?”

“Chris, I get what you’re saying, really I do. But we’ve discussed this. There are events that are all about the cause, and events that are more about raising our profile. We need to connect with our followers, not just shove messages in their faces 24/7. The more eyeballs we get, the more people we can educate.”

“But you said we could see one hundred people today. One hundred.” Chrissy’s grip tightened on the brochures. “That’s plenty of eyeballs. Why not take advantage of that?”

“We’ve discussed this,” Rick repeated, reaching out and patting her on the shoulder. “Come on, Chrissy. You don’t have anything to prove. I know how passionate you are about making a difference. Anyway, we need to get moving or we’re going to be late. And Captain and Lady Justice are never late.”

With that, he turned from her and reached for the door of the van. As the driver’s side door swung open, Chrissy felt a torrent of words fly to her lips. Like how there were more important things than showing up on time. Or maybe if he was so concerned about being late, he shouldn’t have been taking selfies in the back of the van—don’t think she hadn’t seen that. Or how more and more of these events seemed to be about “raising their profile” or “gaining more followers” or even “brand identity” than changing the world.

The door swung shut in front of her, right as Chrissy figured out what she wanted to say.

Typical.

It had been Rick’s idea to put on the masks, a suggestion Chrissy had found strange, given that she had been the one who had grown up with Wonder Woman action figures and X-Men cartoons. Rick had always been more of a gamer. But then she had seen the results. The type of attention that putting on the right costume could get. The amount of people who had said, “Wow, I never thought about it like that before.” That had convinced her. They were doing the right thing.

But lately…she couldn’t help but wonder if she and Rick were doing it for the same reasons.

Gritting her teeth, Chrissy grabbed a fistful of brochures and exited the van. There was nothing wrong with just laying them out on their table. Even Rick could see that. They wouldn’t even need to talk about the water-bottling plant directly. Unless someone wanted to.

Shutting the van door behind her, Lady Justice followed her husband to the front door of Northwest Comics.




“I’m so glad you guys could make it!”

The owner of Northwest Comics, Steve Mason, greeted Captain and Lady Justice with a wide smile. Chrissy was glad that she had bothered to look up the owner’s name in advance or it would have been quite a shock to her to see her old classmate from West Bailey High, albeit almost fifteen years older and a good fifty pounds heavier. She had a secret identity to worry about, after all, and her long, frizzy brown hair and tall, lanky frame were similar enough to her high school self, even if her face was noticeably older.

She had to admit there was something comforting about the fact that Steve appeared unchanged, personality-wise. Warm and welcoming, it was clear why Steve had always been surrounded by friends in high school. Sadly, had he not remained in the closet until college, he probably wouldn’t have had quite so many acquaintances. West Bailey High had been disappointingly homophobic, in a quieter don’t-ask-don’t-tell type of way. Kids these days seemed so more much accepting.

“We’re glad too,” Rick said, reaching out to shake Steve’s hand. 

“Do we set up here?” 

He nodded toward a card table, located conveniently near the door of the long, skinny shop. People would see them the moment they stepped inside.

“Of course. Do you need help bringing anything in?” Steve asked.

“We’re fine.” Rick shrugged, drawing attention to his ratty old backpack, a constant companion since college. “Got everything in here.”

“Great,” Steve said, guiding them to the table. “You’ll have to be careful. It’s a little tipsy.”

Rick began laying out the stacks of photos that they were planning on selling and signing. There were three different pictures: one of them together, and two solo shots. Chrissy had to admit that she was fond of hers. It had been taken inside of one of SynergyCorp’s own facilities that they had broken into six months back. She stood, spine ramrod straight, her mouth set into a determined frown. Behind her were cages filled with adorable white, fluffy bunnies, victims of SynergyCorp’s twisted “science.” In her hand, she held a large flag with one visible word: “Justice?” The question mark was big and bold.

She had never felt like more of a badass.

Rick’s picture was a little less illegal, showing him looking off a mountain at Acadia National Park, his hair windswept, his cape positioned in a way that shielded his rounded middle.

Above them, a television switched from a commercial to local news. A pretty, young newscaster—Deanna, Chrissy believed she was called—welcomed everyone back before going into the first story.

“Former Mayor Edison Kent has called a press conference for later this morning. His staff has been mum on the details, but most suspect—”

Rick froze as he caught sight of the brochures on the table.

“Chrissy?” He started, voice soft.

“They’re…they’re not doing much harm on the table.” She tried to keep her voice light. “And I’m not planning on talking about them. But if someone happens to pass by and find that they look interesting—”

As if on cue, the door opened wide and a bell rang sharply. Chrissy looked up and watched as a young Asian girl entered the store. Chrissy blinked in surprise, wondering if the girl were taking part in some sort of costume contest. Her ensemble looked as if she were from half a century ago. Her black glossy hair was arranged in victory rolls, her scarlet dress either vintage, or vintage inspired. Her lips and shoes were painted a matching red. She fought off the November chill with what Chrissy hoped was a faux-fur jacket. As she passed by, she glanced over the contents of the table.

“Ah, Deep Waters,” she said, nodding toward Chrissy’s brochure. “I heard they were trying to open a plant nearby.”

“Just an hour outside of the city,” Chrissy replied, jumping up from her chair. “Well…a little more than that. Regardless, before we let another company tap into our aquifers, we need them to answer some serious questions about sustainability, and the CEO has been far from forthcoming.”

“That’s not encouraging.”

Chrissy nodded vigorously. She picked up a brochure and pushed it toward the girl.

“Here, we’re planning a protest—Captain Justice and myself—for next Wednesday. If you or anyone you know would like to come—”

“I thought Wednesday was SynergyCorp protest day.”

Chrissy paused and blinked. How did she—

“You’ve been following us, I see?” Rick added in, deepening his voice as he always did when playing Captain Justice. Chrissy secretly thought it made him sound congested.

“It’s kind of hard not to pick up on the fact when you’re there pretty much every Wednesday,” the girl replied. “I don’t feel like I’ve ever been that reliable about anything in my life.”

Chrissy let out a bark of laughter that ended in a snort. She reached up and covered her mouth in embarrassment. The girl, thankfully, didn’t react.

“Thanks for the invite. I’ll see what I can do,” she said. “Nice to meet you both.”

And with that, she walked over to the desk, where Steve was already waiting for her with a small stack of comics.

“Hey, Sunshine,” he said. “Have you seen that they’re doing another arc of Lady Killer?”

Chrissy turned to look at Rick, smiling triumphantly. See! Having the brochures did help! And there were more in the van if they ran out.

He gave her a begrudging smile.

“Would you mind turning that up?” The college girl—Sunshine, Steve had called her; was that even a name?—said from the desk.

Chrissy turned to them and watched as Steve pulled out a remote for the television and turned up the volume a few notches. Chrissy craned her neck upward to see Bailey City’s most famous citizen on the screen.

Hikari.

She felt her breath catch as the camera caught Hikari bursting through the open window of a burning building, a squirming bundle in her arms. She dropped to the ground, then looked up and smiled, passing the bundle of blankets to a nearby fireman. The feed cut to a closeup of the blankets. The top layer was moved aside to reveal three squirming kittens.

“Although Bailey City’s resident Actual refused to provide comments to the press, the firefighters on the scene did report her saying ‘I couldn’t leave them in there to die,’” a voice said over the footage before cutting back to a shot of Deanna at the desk. “It’s clear that all three little ones are very thankful for the Empowered woman’s interference, but some people are a little more cautious about Hikari’s continued presence. The Actual might be good for cats, but is she good for the people of Bailey City? More on that when we return.”

Chrissy frowned at the newscaster’s unneeded commentary. She struggled to organize her thoughts into a coherent sentence, only to have Sunshine voice them first—albeit with a little more profanity.

“What the fuck is her problem? That woman is a literal saint. How could anyone that rescues kittens be bad for Bailey City?”

“Not everyone likes her,” Rick said with a shrug.

“What? Everyone I know thinks she’s great. Hell, she’s even impacted tourism. This time of year, everyone used to go north to check out the leaves. But now people are coming into Bailey City in hopes of catching sight of her.”

“We’ve noticed an uptick in people asking if we know her,” Chrissy piped up. “Since Hunter Davies, of course.”

Chrissy had always found the way that people became Actuals to be a little odd. Anyone could dress up in a costume, even if they didn’t have superheroic goals. Just look at her and Rick. They were activists, not vigilantes. But for those who chose a more traditional path, there was the dream of becoming an Actual, a role usually reserved for people with existing superpowers—like Hikari. And to be officially recognized as an Actual, it took more than an impressive set of powers. In fact, there were plenty of Empowered people who never gained that coveted title. No, this was all about comic books. Once the reclusive Hunter Davies put you in one of his comics, either as a hero or a villain, you were considered an Actual. Legitimate. This was something that had been going on since the first Actuals—Silver Shot and Golden Strike—had been raised to legitimacy more than ten years ago in New York.

“There’s always some sort of backlash,” Steve said with a shrug, “when someone makes the transition from Costume to Actual in a new city. Sometimes it’s as simple as people having a dislike for vigilantes. You know, law enforcement and the like. But other times…well, some people think there are consequences for having a world filled with super-powered beings.”

As Steve finished, the screen began to fuzz.

“Well, crud,” he said, before moving his way around the counter and toward the TV. He gestured to the chair Chrissy was no longer sitting on. “May I borrow…”

“Oh! Sure.” She passed him the chair. 

He climbed on top of it and began shifting the TV, looking at the wires in the back.

“Why’d you even put up that old thing anyway?” Sunshine asked.

“Hikari, actually,” Steve replied. “Once an Actual emerges in a city, comic book stores tend to become meeting places for their followers. We’ve already had a few people looking for information on her. I play the news, hoping to catch stories. I’ve also been putting together a video that we can play on a loop.”

As he spoke, the screen came back into focus. Chrissy smiled, remembering how Steve had always run the A/V equipment back in high school. He was even let out of class so he could help technology-challenged teachers set up televisions and overhead projectors. Once, he had fixed her laptop, a bulky old thing that would be considered an antique today.

Steve jumped down from the chair and slid it back toward Chrissy.

“Thanks,” he said. “We’ll turn it down when the meet-and-greet starts.” He paused to check his watch. “Looks like we just have a few more—”

Steve’s voice cut off as the front door opened again, revealing a kid in a Bailey U sweatshirt. Only…something about him seemed odd.

His hood was up, his head ducked down to hide his face. The kid, who was on the short side to begin with, slouched, as if he was trying not to draw attention to himself. Kind of impossible given how close the table was to the door. He was practically on top of the three of them. Chrissy could make out the stains on his clothing.

Steve turned to him, putting on his most welcoming smile.

“Hey there, can I help—”

“Do you run this place?” the kid asked.

“Um…yes. My name is Steve—”

“I need to speak to Hunter Davies.”

Steve froze, his next words dying on his lips. He opened his mouth and shut it twice before speaking. “I…you must mean the Hunter Davies comics. Unfortunately, they sell out fast. The Hikari issue didn’t last twenty-four hours. But Pixie Dust fans will be happy to hear—”

“I don’t mean his comics. I mean I want to speak with Hunter Davies.”

“I…” Steve shook his head in bewilderment. “I’m sorry, son, but no one knows who Hunter Davies really is. We don’t even get his comics the normal way. They just…show up.”

“You’re a fucking liar, man.”

And with that, he reached up and pulled off his hoodie. Like Sunshine, he was also Asian and college-aged, but that’s where the similarities to the perfectly coiffed young woman ended. His hair had once been styled into a crew cut but was now overgrown. His dark eyes were bloodshot. His mouth twitched downward.

Not that Chrissy had much time to focus on that. She was a little more concerned about the fact that after pulling down his hood with his left hand, he had taken out a gun with his right. A gun he pointed at Steve’s chest.

“Marty?” Sunshine pipped up from across the store, her voice a high-pitched squeak.

“I know he’s here,” Marty said. “I’ve done my research.”

He paused to shake his head, as if disgusted by the thought.

“Hey,” Steve said. “Let’s calm down. I’d be happy to help you in any way I can. There’s no need to bring out a weap—”

“Oh, please!” Marty said. “You weren’t answering me before. And don’t talk to me like I’m stupid.”

He took a step forward as he spoke, drawing closer to Steve. Chrissy froze. She was standing next to Steve, just a single step in front of him. If Marty’s gun just swung a little in her direction…

“Everyone thinks I’m stupid,” Marty continued. “Dumb-ass bro douche. Only…she didn’t. She trusted me…Trusted me with everything…The Mistress.”

“Shit,” Rick said.

Shit indeed. A little over a month ago, the press had reported that an Empowered woman named Calypso had kidnapped close to fifty people, using her mind-control powers to make them intensely loyal to her. When she had been killed facing off against Hikari, her followers, called “drones” by the media, had been disconnected from her. And the results…well, it almost seemed like being under the thumb of a crazy supervillain had been better for them. The police had managed to gather up all but one. Many were depressed, even suicidal, but that was only the tip of the iceberg. The ones that had been with her the longest had to be institutionalized. A handful of the drones had been allowed to re-enter society, although they were required to frequently check in with doctors and therapists hired by the BCPD to keep an eye on their mental state.

Every single one of these drones had once referred to this Calypso as their “Mistress.”

“Listen, Marty?” Steve said, making his voice gentle. “That’s your name, right? Marty? I understand you’ve been through a lot.”

“The fuck you understand,” Marty spat out.

“Okay, well…maybe I can’t really understand. But I know that something terrible has happened to you. Something that was not your fault. Marty, your parents have been looking for you for weeks. They love you very much.”

Marty snorted beneath his breath. “Love? What do I give a shit about love? It’s nothing compared…” He shook his head. “She was the center of my world, man, and now she’s gone. I need to get her back.”

“Marty, I know this is confusing, but Calypso—”

“Don’t say her name!” Marty pointed the gun at Steve.

Chrissy had never wanted to be that type of Costume, the kind that ran into burning buildings—even for cats. She had wanted to make a difference. The outfits were a means to an end. All she knew in that moment was Steve, who had been so nice to her awkward, teenage self, was going to get shot. And well…she couldn’t let that happen.

So she took one step to the left.

The gun exploded in Marty’s hand, and Chrissy jerked backward into Steve. She lost her footing, and the two tumbled onto the floor.

“Oh, my god!” she heard Rick say, his chair scraping against the floor as he pushed back from the table.

Weirdly enough, she didn’t feel any pain at first. She was on her back on the floor, lying perfectly still while everyone around her moved. Steve scrambled toward her in a crouched position, while Rick dropped to his knees on her other side. She looked up and forward to see Marty pacing back and forth.

“Shit, Chrissy,” Steve said. “Your shoulder.”

Ah yeah, she had been shot, hadn’t she?

At the mention of her shoulder, pain exploded. She let out a gasp, then a sob, her mind unable to form words. Her experience with pain had been limited until this point. She had never broken a bone. Never sprained an ankle. The worst injury she had experienced was cutting her arm on a metal fence while getting out of SynergyCorp for that stupid photo shoot. At the time, she had been shocked at how red her own blood was.

And now it was pooling beneath her.

“Wrong, all wrong,” Marty mumbled beneath his breath. “Shit. You were supposed to help me.”

Behind Marty, Chrissy could make out Sunshine, ducked behind a display of figurines. She held her phone in her hand. Had she thought to call the cops?

“This is your fault,” Marty said, swinging the gun back around and toward Steve. “You were supposed to help me. I’d do anything for the Mistress. Anything!”

The bell on top of the door rang, and before Chrissy could comprehend what that meant, a fist came toward Marty’s face. He went flying across the room and into the glass counter. He crumbled to the ground.

Chrissy blinked and looked up, expecting to see Hikari standing above her, rescuing her like that pile of kittens.

Only the person she saw was much bigger and darker.

From this angle, he looked like a giant. He was dressed in black body armor that even covered his face. Her blood ran cold at the sight of him, distracting her from her pain.

“Faultline,” Sunshine whispered from her hiding place.

Faultline. He was one of the villains from the Hunter Davies comics, albeit a complex one. Unfortunately, there was nothing complex about the way the drones had described the real Faultline. He had been Calypso’s right-hand man, the mastermind behind the plot to kidnap several of Bailey City’s most prominent citizens. He was Empowered and didn’t need mind control to stay loyal to the mistress. No, all that took was money.

And now he was standing above her.

Without a word, he turned to Marty, who lay on the floor in a heap.

“Man, I’m surprised you had the courage to show up,” Marty said with a cough. “You traitor—”

Before he could finish his sentence, Fautline had smashed his head against the concrete pillar that held up the roof of the store. Marty went limp, probably unconscious. Faultline reached down to pick him up, bracing himself by resting his spare hand on the glass countertop.

“Wait,” Sunshine said, taking a step forward. “You’re not just gonna take him, are you? His parents…the police have been looking for him for weeks.”

“That’s not your concern,” Faultline replied, his voice deep and low like Rick’s when he was Captain Justice. Only with Faultline, it sounded scary.

“The hell it isn’t,” Sunshine snapped. “Listen, I’m far from Marty’s biggest fan, but I’m not gonna let him get taken away by some monster—”

The glass beneath Faultline’s hand fractured into spiderwebs, cutting Sunshine off.

“Get help for her,” Faultline said, nodding back toward Chrissy. 

And with that, he picked up the unconscious Marty and threw him over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. He exited the store without another word. The world began to blur and fuzz as the bell on the door rang once more.

“Hey! Hey!”

Rick’s voice brought her back to the present. She looked up and saw him crouched above her, his masked face creased in concern. He had forgotten to deepen his voice.

“I’ve called nine-one-one,” Sunshine said. “They’re coming.”

“Stay with me, darling,” Rick said, tears forming in his eyes. “You’re gonna be just fine. Damn. I knew you were brave, but…”

“Ricky,” Chrissy said, raising a hand. “I want to retire.”
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It had to be the same bench.

A few weeks back, Alex and I had shared gelato here, our feet planted on the concrete sidewalk, overlooking the pier at dusk. After our pastry-fueled pre-date, and inadvertently abandoned first date, it had been nice to sit down and finally talk. I had left our conversation feeling every notable romantic cliché. Butterflies in the stomach. Heart racing. Mind all a flutter. I knew I wanted to see Alex again, and soon.

Then the benefit had happened.

The Harvest Ball was one of Bailey City’s standard charity events. Only this year, things hadn’t been so standard. This was thanks to Callie Saunders, more commonly known as Calypso, who had used the annual event as an excuse to kidnap four people. I had been just newbie Costume at the time, using my powers in my efforts to protect city. After infiltrating the Ball (well…maybe infiltrate was too strong a word. I did have an invitation after all), I had tracked down the would-be victims alongside a local cop, Detective Amanda Bronson. Unfortunately, we had also run into Faultline, Calypso’s lead henchman and all-around scary guy. After being shot and falling off a moving tram, I had experienced a bone-crunching landing several stories below. 

It was, I was beginning to understand, all part of being Hikari. Fortunately, another part of being Hikari happened to be accelerated healing abilities.

I had certainly pushed them to the limit that night.

After my crash landing, Faultline had taken me to Calypso, who, I learned, intended on stealing my powers. Only at the last moment, Faultline had turned on Calypso. The transference had failed, setting the events into motion that had led to Calypso’s death and me transitioning from nobody Costume to Actual superhero.

Yeah, things had been a lot less complicated before all of that. When I had just been a girl on a date, trying not say something stupid. For once.

“Apparently, November is not a good time for gelato.”

I looked up to see Alex and couldn’t help but smile. He was dressed in a brown leather jacket over a white T-shirt, a look that was incredibly James Dean, if James had possessed the body of Chis Evans. He smiled, and I had to hold back a little sigh. I know. It’s a cliché, but Alex was that good looking, with his brown hair, lightly tanned skin, broad shoulders, and slightly crooked nose. It made me wonder why he had even looked at a scrawny weakling like me.

In place of gelato, he held two steaming cups that smelled delicious.

“I don’t know how you like your coffee, but I figured I couldn’t go wrong with hot chocolate,” he said.

“That’s great,” I replied, reaching back to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “I prefer it, actually.”

“Then my instincts were right. May I?”

I nodded, and he took a seat next to me, passing over one of the cups. I reached out with one gloved hand (fingerless gloves, not the ones I wore when I was Hikari, although both pairs were black). For a moment, I just curled myself around the warmth from the cup.

“I’m really glad you agreed to meet with me,” Alex said. “To be honest, I kind of thought I was pushing my luck. For the past few weeks it’s been—”

“Radio silence, I know.” I dropped my gaze. “I’m sorry about that. I meant to contact you. It’s just…” I paused, shaking my head. “For weeks, it seemed like it was too soon. Then suddenly, it was too late.”

“But…that does sound like you’ve been thinking about me, right?”

I blushed, my lips tugging upward into a smile. “Well…maybe.”

“Maybe?” 

“Okay, definitely.”

“Phew, I was beginning to wonder if I was the only one still interested!”

I laughed, looking up at him.

“Really?” I asked.

“Come on, Dawn,” he said with a smile. “Would I lie to you?”

Before I could reply, a gust of wind came up and over the water, sweeping my shoulder length black hair up and into my face. (Ugh! That’s attractive. Thanks for ruining that moment, nature.) We looked out and over the pier, hearing, oddly enough, the sound of bubbling water, as if the ocean was boiling. Alex placed his cup of hot chocolate next to the bench and moved to his feet, lips pressed into a frown. I paused. Did the sky seem cloudier than before?

A dark, bulky figure launched up from the water, pushing himself impossibly high into the air. He landed ten feet away from us. I felt my breath catch in my throat. I’d recognize that helmet, that body armor, that impressive height anywhere.

Faultline.

“What the fu—” Alex began.

Before he could cuss appropriately, Faultline strode forward, crossing the space between us in three massive strides. Reaching back, he struck Alex across the jaw. His head snapped backward.

“Alex!” I gasped as he crumbled to the ground.

I spun toward Faultline, transforming as I moved. Instead of my street clothes, I now wore the costume of Hikari, red pants, a black top, and a black cape decorated with a pattern of stars. It was easy to see why people had called me “the Red and Black Woman” for weeks before Hunter Davies had given me my Actual name. My jet back hair turned bright red, my identity shielded with a black mask. I also grew about six inches and put on some serious muscle.

I wasn’t scrawny little Dawn any more.

Faultline moved first, swinging at me in a flurry of fists. I ducked right, then caught his next incoming blow with an open palm. Wrapping my fingers around his fist, I shoved him backward, sending him stumbling across the pier. Faultline was crazy strong, but so was I.

“You’re going to pay for hurting my date,” I said, every trace of shyness gone from my voice.

I strode across the boardwalk only…had he somehow vanished? How had I missed that?

A heavy blow struck me from behind. I fell to my knees.

“Your date?” Faultline’s voice boomed from behind me. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.”

I didn’t want to look. I couldn’t. But still, I felt my head turning, as if on its own accord. My neck craning up until I was looking Faultline in his face.

And he wasn’t wearing his helmet anymore.

It was like the rug had been pulled out from beneath me all over again. Alex. Faultline was Alex. How had I forgotten that? I had remembered him saving me, of course. The moment he had broken free of Calypso’s fragile control, stopping her from stealing my powers. But this moment, the realization that the dark, threatening figure of Faultline and the open, kind Alex were one and the same had somehow been wiped from my memory.

“Hold her down. Hold her down.”

I blinked, and the world seemed to shift beneath me. I wasn’t on my hands and knees anymore. I was flat on my back, looking upward from the ground. No, the floor. Made of seafoam-green tiles. Two men stood on either side of me, although I’m not sure why I assigned them genders. They were faceless, almost formless, all hands and arms pinning me down.

Fear filled me. A different type of fear than I normally experienced as Hikari. It wasn’t fear that prompted me to act, to do something fast. No, this was mindless terror. I kicked and struggled, my body doing its best to break free. Break free? I had super-strength. This shouldn’t have been a problem. Only…I wasn’t Hikari anymore. I was dressed in loose white clothing, like I was in the hospital or something. Where was I?

“Okay, now. Time for a little lie-down,” a female voice said.

I watched as a third figure approached, a hypodermic needle in her hand. I could feel my eyes widen, my breath quicken, sweat beginning to pool on my face. My panic increased until only one word could escape my lips.

“N-nooooo. No-no-no-no—”

Bam! The woman jerked in surprise, as if struck from behind. She crumbled onto the floor, and suddenly, I was free, with no arms holding me down. I looked up, blinking in surprise.

Hikari towered over me, mouth spread into a confident grin. She rested her hands on her hips.

“Seriously, Dawn? What would you do without me?”

And then I woke up.


There was a reason I didn’t take daytimes naps.

Unlike most people, who seemed to find the occasional siesta invigorating, I woke up even sleepier than before. It felt like I had taken every minute of rest I had supposedly gained from said nap, and then subtracted it from the sleep I had gotten the night before.

Which, given that I had been running around as Hikari until three in the morning, hadn’t been that significant to begin with. I thought back to the list of rules I had once created for myself, the “how not to screw up being a costume list.” I was pretty sure that there was one on there about remembering to sleep. Of course, I wasn’t a Costume anymore. Thanks to Hunter Davies, I was an Actual Superhero now. How much had that really changed things?

I groaned, pushing myself into a sitting position. The rest of my bed was a sea of schoolwork: my laptop, a book for English novel, labs from chemistry. It’s a good thing that during the first half of the semester I had been so focused on staying ahead. Now, with my nighttime antics turned up to eleven, I was struggling to keep up. My only Wednesday morning class had been canceled, due to Professor Andrews getting the flu. And I had felt all types of guilty when that text message had filled me with more relief than concern. Now I would have time to catch up on my homework. Unfortunately, my body had possessed other ideas.

Speaking of my body having other ideas, I looked down to see that I had costumed up while sleeping. I frowned at the red and black outfit. My bedroom door was shut and blinds were drawn, so my identity was fine. But still…this wasn’t the first time that I had transformed like this. Several months back, when my powers had been new, the transformation from Dawn to Hikari had been a conscious thing, requiring me to close my eyes and take a couple of deep breaths. Now, this was the third time I had transformed without thinking about it, and all three had happened when I was stressed out. 

What could this mean? Was I going to become Hikari whenever I got super-anxious or something? Yeah, there were times when it could come in handy (it had saved Dana from falling to his death after all), but as someone with a very specific fear of public speaking, I could see where this could be severely not-good.

Will have to keep an eye on that, I thought as I closed my eyes and transformed from Empowered Actual to Dawn Takahashi, an awkward, petite, twenty-year-old Japanese-American coed dressed in a white button-up and jeans. I swung my legs off the side of the bed, moving my laptop away from its precarious position near the edge. The only part of the bed not occupied by my sleepy self and schoolwork had been claimed by my plump cat, Lockheed. He looked up at me, an affronted expression on his face, as if he couldn’t comprehend why I had dared cut our joint napping session short.

“Sorry, little guy,” I said, leaning over and reaching out to bury a hand in his soft fur. His eyes immediately shut in pleasure, and he began to purr. I looked up and glanced at the clock beside my bed.

Well, at least that train-wreck of a nightmare had woken me up before things had gotten too bad. I still had enough time to make it over to Northwest Comics to see Sunshine and Steve.

The symbolism with Alex wasn’t too hard to read. Sure, it had been weeks since the benefit, but I still struggled to come to terms with fact that Alex was really Faultline. How could the two be the same? Alex, the guy I had shared gelato with? Who had listened to my problems so patiently? How could Faultline be Alex!

I had been meaning to call him, really I had. But I had been so busy with midterms, and my role as recently minted Actual. And now, with Thanksgiving just around the corner, there was only so much a girl could juggle at once, right?

Oh, that’s rich. You, telling me to take responsibility for my past. When you’re an expert at running away from yours.

I flinched at the memory of Amity’s words from the benefit. And, well, Calypso’s right-hand woman hadn’t exactly been wrong. I did run away from my problems, grabbing at any logical-seeming excuse. Whether it was the fact that the boy I had a monster crush on was secretly…well, a little more monstrous than I had realized, or the bigger problem. The missing gap in my memory. The several weeks that had been erased from my mind when I had been abducted and given powers.

Was that what the second part of the dream had been about? Those hands…that fear. It was the same emotion that gripped me whenever I lingered over that gap.

I shivered and pushed myself up and out of my bed. Lockheed let out a plaintive mew the second I stopped petting him.

“Sorry,” I murmured.

After doing my best to brush my hair and smooth out my shirt (one task went more successfully than the other), I walked downstairs to the sound of pots clamoring and the scent of food cooking.

Oh yeah, Mom was home.

It was kind of weird that I kept forgetting that. She had been home for four weeks now, almost the same amount of time that she had been away on book tour. But so much had happened during that time. I had gone from nameless Costume who sometimes fell off rooftops, to an Actual. Calypso had risen and fallen—the latter a little too literally. I had stopped blaming myself for Callie’s death, but I don’t know if I would ever be comfortable with the fact that I had been unable to catch her. I became Hikari to save people, after all. And someone had died for me to become an Actual, leaving me to wonder if I even deserved it.

Life was full of unexpected consequences.

I found Mom in the kitchen, dressed in a pair of gray slacks and a purple shirt. Even though she worked at home as a writer, she still got dressed every day as if she were going to some sort of office, saying it helped get her in the right mindset. (This was an affectation adopted by my older brother, Alan, to the nth degree. His casual days were what most people wore when they wanted to look polished.) As I entered the room, she looked up from where she sat at the breakfast nook, sorting through the day’s mail. A small, flat-screen TV played the news in the background.

“Hey, Mom,” I said, walking over to the stove where a large pot lay covered. “That smells good.”

“It’s almost done if you’re looking for something to eat,” Mom replied, pushing the mail aside. “In all honesty, I wasn’t sure if you’d be up from your nap in time.”

I froze. I had woken up in costume. Did this mean that she had seen me?

“I stopped by to give this to you at least an hour ago,” she continued.

I felt my shoulders relax a fraction and looked over my shoulder to see her holding up a letter. I’m pretty sure if she had seen Hikari lying in her daughter’s bed, her first reaction wouldn’t have been to get my mail. Or maybe it would. My mother was an orderly person after all and going through the day’s mail was one of her regular habits.

Why didn’t I just tell her the truth? Would that make things easier? Well, maybe. Don’t get me wrong. I love my Mom and am well aware that she loves me back. At the same time, we’ve never been particularly…share-y. Especially compared to how close I had been to Dad, who had died when I was sixteen. He was always the one I had run to after a nightmare, or if I was overwhelmed by schoolwork. My mom on the other hand…

Growing up, I couldn’t help but feel as if she was constantly comparing me to my genius of an older brother. Sure, she never said anything, but after years of getting perfect scores (not just As, but perfect scores) from Alan on a daily basis, how could you be satisfied with someone who just made the honor roll? This resentment had crumbled in the years since my father’s death, but the distance remained.

I had no idea how she would react to the thought of her daughter as an Actual. 

“It’s from Edison Kent,” she said as I made my way to the breakfast nook.

“Again?” I felt my face crease into a frown.

The former mayor of Bailey City had tried to get in touch with me twice over the last couple of weeks, something about wanting “the victims of Calypso to stand together” in some sort of way. I had turned him down, his super-vague terms not sitting well with me. That, and I wasn’t big on the spotlight, especially when I had so much to hide. From what the media knew, I was just another victim of Calypso’s, and had spent my time in a room, handcuffed to a wheelchair. 

Thanks to Amity’s mind-wiping abilities, the only people who remembered I was Hikari were Alex, Dana Peterson, Detective Bronson, Amity herself, and Marty Tong, the one drone that had managed to sneak out before the police had arrived. It wasn’t a number I was comfortable with. I could only access my powers when I was costumed up, making me crazy-vulnerable the rest of the time. At least I knew I could trust Dana. And Alex…well, he had a secret identity to worry about as well. Amity had made it very clear that she wanted to use me for something in the future, so it wasn’t in her best interest to hurt me. And Marty…

He hadn’t been seen in weeks.

“I wonder what he really wants.” I tore into the letter.

In response, Mom picked up the remote next to her and began turning up the volume on the television. My neck snapped toward the screen when, to my surprise, former mayor Edison Kent’s voice started streaming from the speakers.

“There are few things as dangerous as the cult of the superhero,” the politician said. He was standing behind a podium in some sort of press conference. Looked like he was on the front steps of City Hall. His hair was the perfect Mr. Fantastic, white at the temples, dark everywhere else. The wind swept it away from his forehead. 

The fifty-something, slightly overweight white man took in a breath before speaking again. “The media worships them, talks about the tourism that this woman, this Hikari, is bringing to our city. But what they fail to see in their blind worship is the damage that they ultimately do. There can be no heroes without villains. No Hikaris without Calypsos. And every time we shine a spotlight on some half-crazed woman in a mask and cape, we are feeding this delusion. That life is nothing more than a Hollywood set piece, some high-stakes fight between a hero and villain. Only in real life, the faceless victims who get caught in the crosshairs are more than movie extras—they are us.”

He closed his hand into a fist and thumped it against his chest, causing his voice to jump slightly.

And that’s when I noticed who was standing behind him.

Dr. Sylvie Bouchard, one of my fellow abductees from the benefit, stood alongside Arthur Hamilton, who looked almost as drained now as he had after weeks of captivity. And next to them was Sara, the drone-nurse who had patched me up after I had fallen from the tram. She stood with two other people I knew to be drones, or people that had once been under Calypso’s control.

Well, that explained the letters, I guess.

“I’ve been told that Deputy Mayor Gonzales has bought into all of this. That she admires Hikari for all she has done. Wants to give her the key to the city. And who can blame her? It’s hard to look at a woman who rescues kittens in her spare time and think, ‘That can’t be right.’ But I know better—we know better. We who stand before you know of the consequences that come when the Empowered interfere in the lives of normal citizens. And that is why I am announcing my candidacy for mayor of Bailey City.”

The press in front of him surged forward, shouting out questions.

“Running for mayor?” I asked. “I thought Mayor Conway was just passing things on to Deputy Mayor Gonzales.”

My mother shook her head.

“It was one thing when she was running unopposed. Mayor Conway has been a beloved civil servant for a decade now, and few people want to go against the wishes of a sick man.”

I nodded. Tony Conway had been suffering from Parkinson’s disease for a while now. A few months back, he had announced that he was ending his final term in office a year early due to the demands of the disease. It was too late to vote during the normal election season, so a special vote had been set up in January to find his replacement. 

“I guess Edison Kent doesn’t agree,” I said.

“And he’s not the only one,” Mom said, nodding toward the screen. She paused and frowned. “Isn’t that the store you and your brother like going to?”

I paused, turning back to the TV to see the familiar facade of Northwest Comics.

In front of it was an ambulance.

“It has been revealed that the shooter in question is Marty Tong,” Deanna Sommerville said, an image of Marty from his high school yearbook appearing on the screen. “The nineteen-year-old Tong is the son of Calvin and Lin Tong, the owners of Tong Enterprises. Tong is a former follower of Calypso, more commonly known as a ‘drone,’ and is therefore considered mentally unstable. The woman who was shot was taken to Bailey General in critical condition, but is expected to recover—”

“Shot?” The word escaped from my lips.

From next to me, my mother murmured something, but all I could think about was how I was supposed to meet Sunshine at Northwest Comics in fifteen minutes. Had she shown up early? Did that mean…

“Mom, I need to go.”


The foot traffic at Northwest Comics fell into predictable patterns, the busiest day usually being Wednesday, when new comics were released. But today was a completely different story.

Police tape was pulled across the door, which was guarded by a member of the BCPD. I frowned, not recognizing the tall black man with neatly trimmed facial hair as he turned a couple of men away from the store. If I had been lucky, it would have been Detective Amanda Bronson, my Commissioner Gordon, as much as she despised the comparison. Right now, I could have really used a Commissioner Gordon.

“Stop right there, miss,” the man said, raising a hand. “This is a crime scene.”

“Um, okay,” I said, looking down. “But you see, my friend isn’t answering her phone and…”

Here’s the one thing you should probably know about me. When I’m in costume, I’m one hundred percent confident. Some people have even (in not always the most complimentary of ways) called me chatty. I just can’t help it. Being an Actual fills me with this energy. But the rest of the time…

Sure, it’s one thing when I’m spending time with friends or family, like Sunshine or my brother. But when it comes to strangers, or people I just don’t know very well, I’m a little…well, some people would say shy. “Embarrassingly awkward” would be more accurate.

Just wanted to embrace that nerd stereotype as hard as I could, apparently.

“I’m sorry, but you can’t be here,” the policeman repeated, firmly though not unkindly.

“But I think…my friend. She may have been the one…I heard that someone was…”

“It’s okay. She can come in.”

The door opened, and I blinked. On the other side stood one of the owners of Northwest Comics, but not the one I had been expecting.

“Hello, Dawn,” Michael said, nodding toward me. “Come on in.”

The police officer frowned but let me by.

I followed Michael, trying to remember the last time I had seen the guy. He co-owned the place with his husband, Steve, but Steve ran most of the day-to-day operations, while Michael kept the books and had a day job in some tech field (all I knew is that it involved a lot of coding). I probably only saw the guy a few times a year even though I visited the comic book store once or twice a week.

As I stepped inside, my gaze was drawn to a large stain of blood that streaked across the floor, as if someone had been dragged. I swallowed.

“Dawn?” Steve said.

He stood at his normal place behind the counter, only as I drew closer, I noticed that the glass countertop was all cracked like a spiderweb. Steve’s typical easygoing smile was gone. Instead, he stood playing with his wedding band, twisting it over and over again. Michael walked around the counter and stood next to him, placing a hand on the small of Steve’s back.

It was often said that the two of them didn’t seem to fit. Steve was a bit overweight, his dirty-blond hair was often mussed, and he was in the habit of wearing old graphic tees. Michael, on the other hand, always looked more together, his figure trim, his wardrobe less likely to be freckled with holes. He was also biracial—half black, half Cambodian, with the coloring of the former and the facial features of the latter, while Steve was a mixture of English and Irish. As far as their personalities went, while Michael was a perfectly nice guy, Steve was just more of an extrovert. It was why he ran the shop.

“Hey,” I said. “I heard about the shooting on the news.”

“Yeah,” Steve replied, trying and failing to smile reassuringly. “It’s scary…but it looks like everything is going to be okay.”

“I heard someone was shot.” I did my best to avoid looking at the blood. “It wasn’t—”

“Dawn!”

Before I could finish, I was cut off by a running hug. I clenched up at first, never being much of a hugger, but stopped when I saw who it was.

Sunshine stood next to me, her hair done up in victory rolls, wearing a vintage dress from the forties. Her makeup, usually painstakingly applied, had been smudged.

“Sorry,” she said, backing up. “It’s just…God! I wasn’t made for these stressful situations.”

“You were here?” I asked.

“Yeah. Steve too. And those weirdos that are always protesting down the street.”

“Captain and Lady Justice?” I frowned.

“They were here for a meet-and-greet,” Steve explained.

“Ugh! Why did I call them weirdos?” Sunshine said. “I mean…that woman got shot! For you!”

“Marty had been aiming for me.” Steve’s
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