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      I had the idea for what became the Modern Gods universe long before I started writing fiction for money. I’ve been playing TTRPG for a LONG time, and that included a variety of superhero RPGs. I own and original copy of Superhero 2044 and we got a lot of mileage out of 2nd ed Villains and Vigilantes in the late 1980s. We also played the Hero system at various points, mostly centered on Champions, plus a bunch of others. I will jump into a spandex game at the drop of the dice.

      Modern Gods is based on the premise that something happened with the detonation of the first atomic bombs, where tremendous amounts of power got released into the atmosphere and folks could suddenly make use of it. As you dig in to the universe, you will note that the power was always there, but harder to access and fewer people were willing to train for it.

      As for me (the writer), I wanted to democratize things.

      Stan Lee (THE STAN LEE) in the 1960s created (with friends) the X-Men as an allegory for the US Civil Rights movement. Explicitly. He’s said so many times. Mutants are a sub-group denied rights and prosecuted by the government. If you aren’t aware of what the 1960s were really like, you need to read more history books. Stan wasn’t subtle, but some folks are hard headed.

      For me, I wanted to go beyond the brute force approach. Similarly, I tend to loathe Chosen One stories, where someone is born genetically superior to everyone else and thus must be the hero. And then go on to form part of a new aristocratic ruling class because they will eventually be the next species. Stan meant well, but the human approach to another species threatening would be xenocidal. There are a lot of other cousin species we’re finding in the old fossil records, all of whom are gone now and I cannot imagine that they went gracefully.

      So, 1945 CE. Power. And the ability to shape it by gathering that energy up and using it. I suppose that I could have written Urban Fantasy stories with it by filing off a couple of serial numbers, but in those days, all Urban Fantasy had fully made the transition from Gritty Detective Noir to Buffy the Vampire Slayer pastiche.

      Young pretty white woman. Crop top showing off a lot of skin. Fireball spell in one hand. Gun or sword in the other. I’m pretty sure I’ve just described 90% of the covers in the genre for a five year stretch. Not my style.

      Instead, folks in costumes. Some good. Some evil. Some a little of both.

      The first project I wrote was White Crane. (https://www.knottedroadpress.com/products/white-crane)

      It was always planned to be the first of a trilogy, and I might go back at some point if enough people actually read the book and liked it, but nobody ever did. Not every book is successful. You launch it and hope. Sometimes they crash quickly to earth.

      But I had fun. Kai Di was also an exploration of the old writer adage that, “No character gets up in the morning and decides to be the villain. Everyone is the hero of their own story.”

      I wanted to subvert that trope. (Hi, have you met me?) She sets out to be the villain. To get her revenge on the “superhero” who killed her best friend.

      I suppose it’s also a YA/NA Coming of Age story, while I’m sitting here thinking about it. Who am I? Why am I here? What is my purpose? That’s generally the trilogy arc.

      And hell, I had a lot of fun, because these characters tend to be Everymen and Everywomen, rather than Chosen Heroes gifted by the gods with surpassing power and genetic superiority. Ick.

      And while I still had hope that it would sell, I explored other heroes and villains in that same Modern Gods vocabulary and world. Some of these stories have been published in anthologies, but I’m pretty sure they’ve never come out with my name on the cover. Some might never have come out, but I’d have to go back and do a lot of research to be sure.

      So here’s my challenge to you, the reader. If you go read White Crane and like it enough, enough of you could convince me to dust off the old notes about those two women and take them on the rest of the journey. I have that whole arc in my head. Just never went back for it.

      I’m willing if you are.
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      The first clue Chef Tom had that anything was wrong was the raspy, harsh voice from behind him, coming from the doorway of his kitchen.

      “Where is she?” the man demanded.

      Tom managed to not drop the wooden spot into the pot, or even stop stirring, beyond a quick moment of frozen fear that coursed up his spine.

      Deep breath. You knew he was coming. Or that someone was. Only a matter of time.

      Tom put word to deed and sucked as much air into his lungs as he could hold. He kept stirring the pot. A quick glance over his right shoulder confirmed the angry apparition standing in the doorway.

      Indeed. She did warn me this day would come.

      Not that he had cared.

      Ghosthawk stood in the hallway, just beyond the door frame.

      Superhero. The Midnight Shamus. Dark gray spandex bodysuit and hood. Black boots, belt, and gloves. That damned, kevlar-and-silk cloak that looked like wings when the man leapt from a building to land on villains and bank robbers.

      Tom considered his options with one of the most dangerous heroes in Emerald City actually standing inside his house, angry and malevolent.

      Not a lot a middle-aged man with an average build and a slowly-graying ponytail could do against someone like Ghosthawk.

      Except keep his cool.

      He shrugged, and kept stirring.

      “Not here, obviously,” Tom said carefully, trying to keep a polite tone.

      Who knew what a superhero would do after they had broken into your house?

      “Have you tried Brigadoon?” Tom continued after a pause, referring to the private aircraft carrier members of the League of Conquerors frequently used as a floating base.

      Panamanian registry, and all that.

      “Bah,” Ghosthawk replied. “They’re somewhere near Japan, right now. I know she’s in town.”

      “Doomhammer?” Tom ventured.

      “Why the UN allows them to have their own orbital fortress is beyond me,” the Midnight Shamus said. “They’re villains.”

      His voice was changing into more of a peevish growl now.

      “They are bureaucrats,” Tom replied. “Oh, you meant the League. Sorry, can’t help you with that. You didn’t break anything getting in, did you?”

      Tom separated his hands from his attention. The chili would simmer for another fifteen or twenty minutes at this point, slowly thickening and not separating out or burning, as long as he stirred it. He could turn to deal with his visitor. Burglar.

      Whatever.

      Ghosthawk glowered at him and did something with one hand that caused it to glow ever so slightly. He reached out and passed his whole arm through the wall to the downstairs bathroom.

      “No,” the man glowered.

      Tom smiled and kept stirring.

      “You know where she is,” Ghosthawk accused.

      He took a menacing step into the kitchen, still on the other side of the little peninsula/bar thing that divided the room in two, but that obviously wouldn’t stop a hero that could walk through walls.

      “Actually, no,” Tom shrugged, glancing back as he talked. “Sorry. Don’t usually see her on Thursdays. Girl’s night. Perhaps this weekend, if I’m lucky.”

      Tom was rewarded by the angry scowl fading into vague confusion. It wasn’t any easier to explain his kids, even if they were all grown up. But they at least accepted that he was an artist, and artists did strange things.

      “But you married her,” the Midnight Shamus said. “You don’t live with her?”

      “I preferred half a loaf,” Tom shrugged. “Better than no bread at all.”

      “That’s insane,” Ghosthawk reproached.

      He had taken another step into the room, mostly so he could place both angry hands flat on the high countertop as he stood between two of the bar stools on the other side. It made an impressive tableau.

      “We have a non-traditional relationship. I’ll grant you that, Ghosthawk,” Tom replied. “However, I would like to point out that I have friends who have been married for more than eighteen years now and don’t even live in the same state. You do need to get out more.”

      That got him a growl of frustration.

      Tom kept up the charade that everything was normal. His wife had role-played this situation with him more than once, just for exactly this day. Night. Person.

      “Did you think you could hide it forever?” the masked hero demanded. “Marriages are public records.”

      “Ah,” Tom smiled. “That only matters if you know her secret identity and have the patience to wade through them all, looking. Lost in the noise, as it were, and I pay my taxes, by the way. So does she. I presume her sister tipped you?”

      “You know about her sister?”

      “It made last Thanksgiving dinner a most amazingly interesting affair,” Tom answered.

      At least his wife Emily, otherwise know as the supervillain Tempest Blue had made enough peace with her older sister, the heroic Captain Wintergold, to not feud over turkey. Neither parent had any powers, nor any inkling that both of their children had turned into what the media called Modern Gods.

      Still, the sub-text had been thick enough to cut with a boning knife.

      Tom supposed that grandchildren might change that dynamic, someday, but neither woman appeared to be particularly interested right now.

      An awkward moment passed.

      “Can I get you some wine, perhaps?” Tom offered.

      Ghosthawk’s moue turned sour.

      “You aren’t nearly scared enough,” the Midnight Shamus countered, tensing suddenly. “Is this a trap?”

      “No, actually,” Tom said. “It’s a Thursday and I’m making a small test pot of chili.”

      “Chili?”

      “It for lunch next week,” Tom said. “Once I have it right, it all goes into the freezer. Easier that way.”

      Tom swapped the wooden spoon into his other hand and kept stirring left-handed as he reached for a bottle of red on the nearby counter. There was a glass in the drying rack, just barely in reach.

      He flipped it over, popped the plug on the wine, and poured himself some.

      Tom glanced back.

      “Sure I can’t get you some?”

      Ghosthawk, the Midnight Shamus, one of the most feared superheroes on the West Coast, shrugged.

      “Sure,” the man said, letting out a small sigh of frustration.

      Tom looked around, suddenly in a panic.

      “Uhm,” he said. “Spare glasses are in the pie safe in the dining room. The cupboard on the near wall with all the tiny holes drilled in the front. Would you be so kind?”

      Tom supposed the man expected something to leap out at him from the old wooden cabinet when he opened it. Ghosthawk had a reputation for paranoia in the industry almost as great as his reputation for brilliance.

      Just as well there was nothing there. Well, besides bottles of liquor, strange glasses accumulated from all over the country and the most recent Mardi Gras, and grandmother’s plates.

      Tom moved the Malbec onto the peninsula while he waited. From the second drawer, the siphon and the plug to keep the wine from going bad quickly.

      He was just tasting the chili when a soft footfall announced his visitor’s return.

      “That smells good,” Ghosthawk said. “Why did you stop being a television chef?”

      “Know about that, do you?” Tom asked as he went back to stirring. Almost there.

      “Every local station has their local daytime show,” the masked hero said. “Two or three times a week, there’s a cooking segment. Yours were always pretty good. And then you just disappeared. But that was still well before you married…her.”

      Afraid to speak the words, the name, out loud, even here. Possibly afraid it might somehow summon her.

      Good to know.

      Tom took a deep breath and sighed. Behind him, wine burbled out of the bottle.

      He still hated this conversation.

      But it was like Kabuki. Timelessly repetitive for him, always new and saddening for sudden strangers. He could probably predict the man’s words ahead of time.

      He frequently did.

      “My first wife and I married young, just out of high school,” Tom said. “She died of breast cancer five years ago.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Ghosthawk said quietly behind him as he stirred. “I understand loss.”

      Yes, he supposed the man would. Superheroes tended to lose their entire lives, unless they were public figures. And then they lost them a completely different way.

      “Thank you,” Tom replied. “The girls were in college by then. I needed a new take on life.”

      “Ghost-writing celebrity cookbooks?” the Midnight Shamus almost sneered the words.

      “If I don’t demand any credit,” Tom turned to fix his visitor with a steely glint, “the money is simply astonishing. Every one of them wants to do a cookbook when they get famous. Brand extension, and all that. And not one of them wouldn’t burn toast in a toaster, if given a chance. I make them look good. This chili, for example.”

      “Oh?”

      Ghosthawk had actually settled into one of the bar stools now, when Tom looked again. He sipped from the blue glass with the purple ichor and looked like a regular guest. In spandex.

      Of course, that happened occasionally, too.

      “So they fly me out somewhere to meet the talent,” Tom said. “All expenses trip. Five star. The works. I spend an hour or so interviewing the person, asking about their favorite foods, their family, their background. Then I come home, and create them a cookbook of their new favorite, childhood recipes.”

      “And you’ve done eleven of them so far?” the detective asked.

      “Fourteen, actually,” Tom replied. “Plus two more that haven’t come out yet, one for Christmas.”

      He pointed at the pot of chili taking shape before him.

      “This one will be the most challenging,” Tom continued. “And the most fun.”

      “How so?”

      “The talent recently discovered she has an exotic food allergy, so she needs to reshape her entire kitchen. I’m actually doing this for her personal chef, who’s an old friend. He’ll run everything past her on the way to getting her healthy, and then she’ll publish the recipes as part of the getting healthy stage of her fame. I’ll make a slobbering amount of money.”

      “How does that even work?” Ghosthawk asked.

      “Every famous person you know is the tip of a spear,” Tom said with a jut of his jaw. “A pinnacle, supported by an army of invisible folks doing all the mundane tasks for their primary. I imagine it is the same for a hero. I know it is for a villain.”

      Ghosthawk nodded sagely, rather than answer.

      “So what’s her allergy?” he asked, taking another sip.

      Tom tasted another bite of chili.

      “Grasses, of all things,” he said. “Anything derived from a grass. Wheat, rice, corn, soy, etc. Do you have any idea how many things have corn syrup in them as the second or third ingredient these days?”

      “Yes, actually,” Ghosthawk replied somewhat defensively. “But sometimes, the only option on a stakeout is a twenty-four-hour taco truck.”

      “Those are probably the healthiest places, you know,” Tom countered. “It’s the chain restaurants that cut things with cheap filler crap. Go for the chicken or carne asada, and you’re getting real meat, too. Maybe treated with crap, but better than ground anything. Stick with mom and pop joints. I can get you a list.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” the superhero detective said, taking a deep breath.

      He paused long enough that Tom glanced back.

      “Why did you marry a woman you don’t live with and never see?” Ghosthawk asked, finally.

      “You’ve met her. Do you really need to ask that?” Tom laughed. “Six foot tall. Astonishingly beautiful. One hundred sixty-five pounds of muscle and curves. Long blond hair. Beautiful blue eyes. Oh, and, really amazingly smart. Runs in the family, too.”

      “She’s never home.”

      “And I can’t be compelled to testify against her. And wouldn’t, unless she did something so appalling I’d be just as likely to divorce her, anyway.”

      Tom sized up his surprise guest.

      “Let me guess,” Tom continued. “Life-long bachelor dedicated to fighting crime and unwilling to risk your secrets to a woman, or a man.”

      “It’s a weakness,” Ghosthawk replied sharply. “I have no weaknesses.”

      “Good,” Tom said. “Tell that to your butler, or whoever does your laundry.”

      From the way the man’s eyes suddenly brightened, Tom realized he had hit perhaps a little too close to home with an offhand remark. But it was still truth.

      “Everyone has secrets,” Tom continued. “A network that supports them. Family. Loved ones.”

      He turned to face the man fully, letting the chili go for a few seconds.

      “Any of them could be a potential hostage,” Tom said. “Including me. But that’s protected by Mutually Assured Destruction. If you cross that line, someone else will, as well. Only the crazies will try it, and then everyone will gang up and squash them, heroes and villains aligned. It keeps the peace.”

      “So you imagine you have immunity, Chef Tom?” Ghosthawk’s whispery snarl was back.

      “Immunity?” Tom was briefly taken aback, and then fixed the man with his own steely gaze. “No. A conviction that if you did something stupid, my wife, her sister, and similarly powerful folks like Golden Dragon and Provost would probably make an example of you.”

      That got a blink of surprise out of the man. Probably never had anyone not in spandex verbally push him back a step.

      Probably good for his soul, too.

      “Now,” Tom continued. “The chili is nearly done. I was going to have some and throw the rest in the freezer. Would you like a bowl?”

      “All that, and we’re supposed to just eat dinner?” Ghosthawk sneered.

      “We must be civilized creatures, Ghosthawk,” Tom fired back. “You are not the first caped nemesis to sit in this kitchen, asking pointed questions. You will not be the last.”

      Ghosthawk’s mien turned fierce. Tom could almost hear the man’s teeth grind as his nostrils flared.

      “Is it real chili?” he finally rasped.

      “Define real, young man,” Chef Tom let his own voice take on a razor’s edge.

      “Beans?”

      “Absolutely not,” Tom ripped the man’s soul apart. “Beans are an abomination. Use them only when you are making a cheap stew and have no pride in your work, at all. A proper chili has meat, chili powder, fresh garlic, tomato sauce, water, spices. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

      “Runny?”

      “I suppose I could add some water to yours,” Tom snapped. “If standing a spoon upright might be too much for you.”

      Ghosthawk’s face snapped as if slapped, physically, and not just verbally.

      “Really real chili?” the man finally whispered in awe.

      Tom took that as a welcome sound and turned the heat off. He crossed to the cupboard and pull two bowls. The punch bowl ladle was standing upright in the bin, between the stove and the window.

      He filled both bowls and sat one in front of his guest. Spoons were retrieved from the drawer.

      “Crackers?” the man asked hesitantly.

      “Unacceptable, Ghosthawk,” Chef Tom said fiercely. “The woman is allergic to wheat, so she will not have any. It must stand on its own as a dinner, or it fails utterly.”

      Ghosthawk gave an odd shake to the head, as if the conversation inside had spilled over. He grabbed a spoon and extracted a dollop of rich, brown paste the color of Oklahoma.

      A sniff. A tongue. A bite.

      “Wow,” Ghosthawk’s voice had returned to normal. “Can I get this recipe?”

      Chef Tom considered.

      “If you have an email address available, I can post it there, once I write everything down,” he said. “Otherwise, the book will probably come out in about sixteen months and you can buy your own copy.”

      “How will I know?” the visitor asked.

      “Walk into any chain bookstore next summer,” Tom said firmly. “Or turn on the television during the daytime. You won’t be able to escape it.”

      “Wait. That other one?” Ghosthawk asked. “Three months ago?”

      “Indeed.”

      “But he was a vegan!”

      “And their money spends just as well,” Tom snapped. “Not everyone can make rational, adult choices about their food. The count of people who would actually be healthier on that diet is amazingly small. Bacon is a far better cure for most ills.”

      Silence for several minutes, punctuated by a metal spoon scraping a porcelain bowl.

      Ghosthawk sat the bowl down and sipped his wine.

      “What will you tell her?” he asked finally.

      Tom shrugged.

      He turned and opened the cupboard directly above the stove to pull something out.

      “Here is the guest book,” Tom said, handing it across the table. “You can leave your own note, and she’ll get it at some point in the near future, I’ll wager.”

      “I still don’t get it,” Ghosthawk muttered, waving a hand in the air. “She’s only three years older than your oldest daughter.”

      “And both daughters insisted we two get married, when they finally met her,” Tom replied. “I am an artist. She is an artist. You are one of us as well.”

      “Me?”

      “You,” Tom speared him with a look. “You are not volunteering at one of the missions downtown. Nor did you join the police force. You chose to dress in a silly costume and stay out all night fighting crime. That is not the response of a normal, rational person to a world like ours.”

      Ghosthawk pursed his lips, but fell silent.

      Finally, he broke.

      “How did you two meet, anyway?” the Midnight Shamus asked quietly.

      “Blind date, if you would believe it,” Tom smiled. “Overlapping circles recognized two crazy artists that nobody else fathomed. It would either be fire and gasoline, or chocolate and peanut butter. I rather like the outcome.”

      Ghosthawk just shook his head in amazement.

      “And you can make it work?”

      “Normal people get up in the morning and kiss their spouse before heading off to a miserable job,” Tom observed. “They come home in the evening exhausted, eat terrible food, and then rot their brains with some manner of idiot box, before passing out without more than a perfunctory kiss. Rubbish.”

      “Rubbish?”

      “We go to museums,” Tom said. “Or parks. Day sailing. Hiking. The kind of long, stupid drives where you end up somewhere in Idaho trying to figure out which road won’t take you into Canada accidentally. When was the last time you took a day off?”

      “Crime never sleeps.”

      “Oh, please. Spare me the histrionics,” Tom abruptly castigated him. “Crime frequently sleeps in until late morning and then has a mimosa with brunch. You take yourself far too seriously, young man. Bad for the digestion.”

      “It’s a trap.”

      “It is a grown-up observation that there is a time to leave off the mask and perhaps sit around in your jammies reading the paper, Ghosthawk.”

      “So you offer psychology and philosophy as well as food?” the Midnight Shamus asked.

      “You would be amazed how often the three are needed in unison. Especially in this business.”

      Ghosthawk studied him for a moment, and then grabbed the guestbook.

      Tom watched him scrawl something in it and the close the leaves carefully.

      “Thank you, Chef Tom,” the scourge of the Emerald City underworld nodded with a smile. “I look forward to your cookbook.”

      The man turned and glowed with the faintest St. Elmo’s fire as he walked through the wall into the office, where he would no doubt take five paces and silently leap into the night sky.

      Tom let go a breath he had been holding for nearly twenty minutes. It had been one thing, talking to Emily’s sister in her costume. Or someone from the League of Conquerors, who all had their own secrets.

      He had just managed to bluff his way through a confrontation with Ghosthawk, one of the biggest, and most dangerous of the heroes.

      Tom spun the book around and flipped it open.

      Huh.

      An email address, and a phone number. Perhaps he should invite the young man to join them for breakfast at Fifth Point, sometime soon.

      He looked forward to asking his wife when she got home.
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      INGREDIENTS

      1 spoonful of bacon grease

      1 pound of meat (hamburger/Italian sausage/chopped bacon ends), either already ground or finally chopped ahead of time

      1/2 teaspoon minced garlic or 1/4 teaspoon dry garlic powder

      1 tablespoon chile powder

      8 oz can of tomato sauce, opened ahead of time

      Water as needed, usually half a can after the sauce it poured out

      1/8 tsp salt

      Sweeten with fennel seed, dill, and other spices as desired

      DIRECTIONS

      Melt the bacon grease in pan

      Add the meat and sauté until lightly grilled but not done

      Turn to low heat and add the garlic

      Cook for 1 minute, stirring constantly

      Add chile powder and stir well, coating the meat

      Cook for 5 minutes, stirring slowly and constantly

      Add the tomato sauce and the water

      Add salt and other spices as desired

      Simmer for 30+ minutes, stirring slowly, as the mixture reduces to preferred thickness (I like it capable of standing up a fork

      Add more water if necessary

      Serve

      Refrigerate or freeze unused portions

      LEFTOVERS

      For more fun slice up a bratwurst or two into disks about the thickness of two nickels into a small plastic container and pour about a cup of freshly-cooked chili over that. Seal and freeze. Pull out later and leave in the fridge for a while until it melts. Microwave until warm. Add shredded cheese, nuke some more. Enjoy.
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      POP. Fzzzzt. Darkness.

      “Hey, man. The power’s out.”

      “I’m aware of that. What did you do?”

      “Me? Nothing. Why do you always assume it’s my fault?”

      “Because I was sitting here at the kitchen table reading the current issue of Supervillains Monthly and the lights just went out. You did something. You always do something.”

      “That’s not nice, man. I just wanted some toast.”

      “You used the toaster?”

      “You said you fixed it.”

      “I did!”

      “Well, as soon as I dropped the little lever thingee, boom.”

      “Alright, I’ll fix it again. Do you have a light?”

      “Oh, I got that covered.”

      Click.

      It was a dreary kitchen, even by the dim light of the little pocket flashlight in Jimmy’s hands. But it was all Norbert could afford, and even then, he had to have Jimmy as a roommate, paying half the bills.

      One of these days, Norbert would be famous. The whole world would know him as Dvalin the Builder, Super-Villain Extraordinaire, and they would fear and respect him. He’d be a big-time supervillain. Wealth would be his. Fame.

      Girls.

      Norbert sighed, powered off his reading computer, and unwound his long, skinny frame from behind the cramped, second-hand, thrift-store table. Two seconds to pull his baggy pants back up and his t-shirt back down.

      “Give me the light and I’ll go reset the breaker, and then see what’s wrong with the toaster.”

      Jimmy stepped out of the way as Norbert stomped into the kitchen from the breakfast nook and lurked over the head-shorter Jimmy, one hand out. Jimmy offered the pocket light like Norbert might bite him.

      “Dude,” Norbert asked crossly. “Is this a Captain Wintergold flashlight?”

      Jimmy’s face paled in the sudden, harsh, white glow as Norbert interrogated him.

      “It was free with six box tops,” Jimmy stammered.

      Norbert suppressed a growl. Barely.

      “Must I remind you that she’s a superhero and we’re villains?” Norbert asked tightly. “We’re supposed to be enemies.

      “Hey, man,” Jimmy said sarcastically, head tilted back like a mouse arguing with a cat. “Her stuff works. You get famous and I’ll buy your flashlight, too.”

      Norbert wanted to growl at Jimmy. Wanted to snap at him. Maybe smack him upside the head.

      But Jimmy was right.

      Captain Wintergold’s gear never failed her at the critical moment. Never developed a sudden leak.

      Never tripped the breaker and left them in a dark kitchen.

      She was Little Miss Perfect.

      She reminded him of that girl in school who had always had the second best score on every test they took together, and was also the head cheerleader, gymnast, student body president, and homecoming queen.

      Norbert hated her with every fiber of his being.

      Rather than answer Jimmy, Norbert stomped down to the hall closet and threw open the door. Well, he wanted to stomp. Would have, but Mrs. Johnson downstairs would have complained.

      In his mind, he was stomping. Raging. Howling with frustration and baring his teeth.

      Something.

      Norbert studied the electrical panel. Every breaker in the kitchen had gone at once, along with the bedroom and bathroom. Only his experimental power station in the third bedroom, the workshop, retained power, but it was designed that way. Norbert methodically rockered every switch, just like he had been taught, and the apartment was lit again.

      “Don’t forget to reset the clock on the VCR,” Jimmy called from the kitchen.

      “It’s not a VCR, Jimmy.”

      “Whatever, man. I can never figure out how to make it stop blinking.”

      Norbert made a note to rebuild the Operations Monitor and add a garage-door-opener battery to the motherboard next time. It was getting to be a pain in the ass to reset the clock every time one of his inventions took out the apartment’s power. Or the building’s.

      Or the city’s.

      Norbert stomped quietly back into the kitchen almost threw the Captain Wintergold Pocket Justice Beacon™ at Jimmy as he bent down to see what had gone wrong with the toaster this time.

      Smoke oozed from the top of the device. Not enough to indicate actual flames, but when he looked, the English muffin inside had been reduced to a little crispy hockey puck of blackened badness.

      At least the open kitchen window provided a morning draft. Saturday promised to be glorious, just warm enough and sunny enough he could be outside and not worry about getting sun burned.

      No floppy hats today.

      Norbert unplugged the toaster and walked over to the trashcan, kick-flipping it open and dumping the slightly-smoldering bread in and letting the lid slam shut.

      “Is that gonna set the rest of the trash on fire?” Jimmy asked apprehensively.

      “No,” Norbert scowled. “I fixed the vacuum seal after last time. Right now, the sensors are flooding the compartment with nitrogen gas and evacuating all oxygen. In four seconds, it will be neutralized, and the compactor will reduce it to a small marble and then route it through the Goldberg tubes into the dumpster downstairs.”

      “Or Mrs. Johnson’s bathtub.”

      “That was one time, Jimmy” Norbert stated flatly. “I fixed it. It’s worked for almost six months, now.”

      “Uh huh.”

      Norbert turned and stomped back in the direction of the hallway.

      “What about my breakfast, man?” Jimmy whined as Norbert exited.

      Norbert turned back and fixed Jimmy with his best supervillain scowl.

      “You wait right there, Jimmy,” Nobert stated. “I will fix this, and you will have your toast.”
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      Norbert sighed and flipped the Hyper-Magnifying Data Display Face-Shield up out of his face so he could see more than two feet. The Shield had been one of his first inventions. It had never steered him wrong. Images at the center of the screen were ten- to one-hundred times larger, depending on need, with schematics, reference data, or pretty pictures displayed around them so he didn’t need to do more than glance to one side if he had a question. Plus, it provided protection in case something exploded in his face with flames or nasty chemicals.

      Norbert was beginning to wonder if inventing this one device had been pure luck then, and all his other failures since were his true measure as a villain.

      He pushed his brown hair back out of his eyes and wiped the drips of sweat from his brow. He could smell rank skankiness beginning to infest his clothes. The whole workroom was getting ripe, but he had sealed the window to keep people from peeking in from the fire escape.

      Norbert settled for turning the fans up a notch with the remote control on his desk.

      The toaster was a total loss this time. How Jimmy had managed to ground the entire house circuit through his English muffin was probably a story known only to the gods, but he had managed.

      The motherboard of the toaster was melted. Every chip and solder had gone at once. Norbert wondered if Jimmy secretly had some sort of strange powers over electricity that he had never told anyone about. That might get him upgraded from peon to full-on henchman. Certainly, he had a gift for making Norbert’s inventions fail.

      Norbert would never settle for being a henchman to someone else. He was destined for greater things. The whole world would know his name, if he could just build something that lasted longer than five minutes in the field.

      “Jimmy,” he yelled. “The toaster is completely dead. I’ll have to build a new one.”

      Silence.

      Norbert looked at the clock.

      Crap, was it already nine o’clock? Half the morning was gone, and he had things he planned to do with his Saturday, but for that damned toaster.

      “Jimmy?”

      Norbert got up from his project-strewn work bench, careful not to trip over the auxiliary power cell, again, and made his way down the hall and into the kitchen.

      There was a piece of paper waiting in the middle of the stained, linoleum floor.

      Having brunch with Bianca and Milo, then errands. Movie later? – Jimmy

      Okay, so Jimmy wouldn’t need toast this morning. Norbert had time to build something from scratch today and have it ready tomorrow.

      He could do this.

      Back in his workshop, Norbert considered his options.

      The portable AC unit was striving mightily to keep things fresh, between the squat, little barrel-like tube that held the auxiliary power cell and the eight-foot-tall bookshelf overwhelmed with tomes on physics, electronics, and modern villainy. The work bench was a drafting table eight feet by four, left flat and covered with devices, gadgets, books, clean clothes, and swag from the most recent comic book convention.

      He could do this. Everything he needed was close.

      Toast. Bread subjected to even heat and lightly crisped, without coming up to the ignition point.

      There were two ways to do this. Well, theoretically a dozen, but he wasn’t building a pocket cyclotron this morning, just to make toast. Maybe for nuking burritos, if he got bored and ambitious, but not toast. That left the normal methods: electrical resistance, or flame.

      The apartment ran entirely on electricity, but Norbert had begun to despair at the combination of Jimmy and electrical devices. His eyes were drawn to a small propane torch he occasionally used as a brazing source. The thick, blue body. The long, slender neck. The igniter tip at the mouth.

      Something called to him. Howled in the back of his head. Demanded his attention.

      Norbert’s parents had taken him camping as a child. His older brother and older sister had taken to it like ducks to water, while Norbert just wanted to curl up with a book in the tent and escape the heat and bugs.

      It had been a miserable weekend, but one thing stuck in his head. A long-handled device for making hot sandwiches and tarts in the campfire. That had been fun. It might have been the moment when science suddenly became his life’s goal. Even before villainy.

      Fire, iron, and timing. Watching his father carefully build a sandwich in between two plates of black aluminium, just big enough for a piece of bread without any crust, and latched together. Some turkey, a slice of cheese. Lock it and stick it into the firepit, turning every twenty seconds like a master chef. Pulling it out of the fire three minutes later, unlatching the two sides, dropping the resulting example of culinary perfection onto Norbert’s plate with instructions to eat it carefully.

      Yeah, camping sucked, but that sandwich had been heaven. Fifteen years later, he could still taste it. Norbert made a note to tell his father, one of these days.

      But first, inspiration.

      There.

      Norbert pulled a couple of pieces of leftover armored breastplate from a side drawer and sized them against his memory. No, he needed accuracy. What was the average size of a loaf of bread, to one standard deviation either way? He might need to build square anchors inside, so he could go to two standard deviations. Plus, Jimmy occasionally bought the weird, ovaloid loaves. Yes. Start with the loaf in the kitchen and assume it to be scientifically perfect.

      Norbert raced off to the kitchen on his crusade. He counted the exact center of the loaf and removed that slice, taking nearly three minutes to get the rest of the bread back into the bag.

      Back in his workshop/lab, well, the spare bedroom, he located the micrometer and began sizing his trophy.

      Yes, he had enough armor plate spare to do this.

      Norbert got to work.
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      Noon came and went, marked only by the alarm on Norbert’s phone reminding him to eat lunch. Today, a sandwich, in honor of his mission.

      Hours passed.

      Jimmy had come home, stuck his head in the workshop long enough to chat, and then left again. Something about a movie with Sven.

      Didn’t that man see how important this was? Toast!

      Norbert leaned back and considered his latest triumph.

      Flip the little lock switch and the two hinged plates opened like jaws. Norbert had even included a spacer gear that could be unwound enough to fit a sandwich in and grill it, instead of just toasting a single piece of bread. Genius!

      And enough spare parts and metallic leftovers had been scattered about to decorate the propane bottle. Or rather, to make a cradle for it that looked just like a tiny, mechanical dragon, midway between a Chihuahua and a cat for size.

      A breakfast dragon!

      Norbert set the next piece of bread into the blackened hopper, closed the mouth of the machine over it, and pushed the little red button in the middle of the dragon’s back.

      The click was satisfaction itself.

      The bread holder slowly began to rotisserie on a motorized gimbal left over from a pawn-shop music box as the flames ignited, a cone of cute, little destruction that quickly tightened down to a blue tongue.

      Norbert watched the device with grand satisfaction.

      Now, Jimmy would have his morning toast, and they would never blow the breakers again.

      Norbert wondered if he should install the music box ring back into the device, for a tune to time the bread. That might be cool.

      Any second now, toast.

      Except something was wrong.

      It should have stopped by now.

      The little sensor in the middle should have registered the core temperature and turned everything off. It had gone too long.

      Norbert reached for the power button.

      Stop that.

      Little wisps of gray started to edge out of the hot plate, like a tiny smoke octopus seeking her escape from the black iron.

      Frantic, Norbert pushed the red button again to override everything and turn it off.

      The flames emerging from the bottle suddenly doubled. Apparently, that part was wired backwards and had gone into rapid-cook mode.

      The room’s smoke detector woke up, a cranky baby needing a bottle. The bread actually caught fire inside the toaster box, flames forcing their way out between the closed edges and stretching a foot tall over the work bench.

      Norbert leaned backwards as far as he could and cursed under his breath, raging at the pixies of modern electronics.

      He took a deep breath, reached over to the big, red, emergency button on the left front corner of his workbench, and slammed his palm down on it.

      There was nothing in the workshop that would be permanently damaged by the fire extinguisher system. Not anymore. That was good, as fifty gallons of water got pumped out of the empty fish tank by a micro-jet turbine, atomized into a fine mist, and blasted everywhere.

      The floor was water-proofed this time as well. The drains had been tested. It would route right back into the sewer system instead of Mrs. Johnson’s bathtub, and all would be well.

      As soon as everything dried off.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Norbert,” the voice called. “Everything okay?”

      Norbert flipped up the polarizing panel from his Hyper-Magnifying Data Display Face Shield, tucked his multi-probe into one of the pockets of his white lab coat, and looked around.

      Apparently, he was hearing things now, too. Never a good symptom.

      “Norbert?”

      That was Jimmy’s voice. Where was he?

      He was standing in the doorway to the shop, carefully not entering, and not touching anything.

      “Yeah, Jimmy?” Norbert called back.

      The clock said eight o’clock. PM. Where in Hades had the day gone?

      “Everything okay?” Jimmy repeated. “There’s water in the hall.”

      “Fine,” Norbert replied. “Had to trip the fire suppression system this afternoon.”

      “Oh,” Jimmy nodded to himself. “Whatchaworkingon?”

      “Fixing the toaster.”

      “Still?” Jimmy’s face got nervous. “Man, it’s not that important. I can always go buy a new one.”

      Norbert fixed Jimmy with a cold stare. A hand came up, fingers curling until only one pointed at Jimmy like Doom itself.

      “There will be toast.”

      Jimmy smiled tightly and backed carefully out of the door. Finally, he seemed to understand the importance of the project.

      “I’m gonna go down to the corner bar and watch a game,” Jimmy said. “You be safe here?”

      “I’ll be perfectly fine, Jimmy,” Norbert replied. “This lab coat is fireproof and I’m wearing a circuit-grounding-coil on my ankle.”

      “Okay,” Jimmy’s voice faded as he moved towards the front of the apartment. “Trigger the emergency summons app if you need me to call for the Jaws of Life.”

      The door to the apartment opened and closed in rapid succession.

      Norbert nearly texted a sarcastic reply after him, but Jimmy was right. It was occasionally useful to have the fire department help untangle a malfunctioning battlesuit. Sometimes, it wasn’t even the weirdest thing they did on any given day. At least he hadn’t yet qualified for their frequent-flier program.

      Norbert leaned back, face shield retracted skyward, and considered the electronic demon taking shape on the workbench before him. The armor plates on their spinning arm had worked flawlessly through every single experiment today. That wasn’t it.

      The problem was the heat source. Just plugging in a Chinese-made toaster was boring. It was a failure of American ingenuity. Dvalin the Builder could do better. Much better.

      Norbert popped his neck and rotated his shoulders. The little app on his phone kept reminding him that he was supposed to get up and walk around the block every ninety-seven minutes, but he was too close.

      There was too much to be done!

      The broken vacuuming robot had died first today, sacrificed on the altar of necessity. A motorized wine-bottle opener had gone next. Nearly all the spare parts in drawer three of the drafting table.

      Computers these days had gotten so small and cheap that you could put them nearly everywhere, and nobody ever repaired broken computer printers anymore. Norbert had an entire banker’s box full of boards removed from them.

      You might call it dumpster diving. I call it creative re-purposing.

      And he was already eight thousand lines of code into reprogramming the board. Another three hours and he would be there. Just in time to show it to Jimmy after the game was over.

      Norbert lowered his Hyper-Magnifying Data Display Face-Shield again and returned his attention to his Namespaces. Best to do this right the first time, and not have to grep his way through redoing it later.
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      Darkness.

      Norbert felt an icicle of dread kiss his neck and slide slowly down his spine.

      His workshop was completely dark. Even the power station in the corner was off, so far gone that even the emergency power battery had apparently died.

      Norbert rose from his stool and staggered to the door. Everything was dark. Even the night lights in the hallway were out.

      And yet, there was enough light to see. Ambient, like phosphorescent creatures floating in the tide.

      He tried to speak, but something held him back. Behind him, in the workshop, something stirred. Something large, and menacing, the silver-black of mercury.

      Eyes like headlights opened and focused on him, in a face the size of the wall.

      It growled low, head tilting to the left for a sniff, and then the right, as though sizing him up for a quick chomp.

      Norbert turned to flee. Eight and a half steps and he would be at the front door, where he kept a bio-stunner hidden under his raincoat next to the front door.

      He never made it.

      The hallway suddenly went on forever. The door kept receding further and further away, no matter how many steps he took.

      A sound made Norbert glance back.

      He was in an open field, lit by false dawn. A Dread Angel, a magnificent, black dragon dropped from the heavens and knocked him down, one massive paw holding him in place in the damp soil.

      The maw opened, lined with row upon row of shark-like teeth.

      The beast drew in a breath to roar.

      Norbert steeled himself to die badly.

      The monster let go a cute, little warbling chirp.

      It was as surprised has he was, closing its mouth and studying Norbert’s face.

      It warbled again.

      The dragon leaned forward to sniff him.
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      Norbert awoke with a start to an electronic chirping sound. His brain took several seconds to place it.

      His phone. The alarm. Morning. Sunday.

      Norbert sat up from his workbench and wiped the drool off his chin. And his shirt. And the keyboard. His back hurt from sleeping hunched over. At least his computer was smart enough to turn itself off when it detected cat-like typing.

      Computer.

      Programming.

      The breakfast dragon.

      Norbert flinched.

      The workbench was empty.

      No, he had finished everything last night. Saved the program. Assembled the beast.

      Apparently, fallen asleep.

      The smell of fresh coffee caught his attention. Jimmy must be up.

      Norbert staggered to his feet and wandered in the direction of the kitchen.

      The room was empty. Well, the coffee robot was working perfectly. Six AM, Sunday. The instructions said to brew a pot of dark, bitter coffee to help Norbert focus on his day.

      Jimmy was still asleep. He would be along shortly.

      The cat meowed at Norbert for attention, but Norbert was too intent on getting a mug and pouring the stuff of life into his gullet. It was ambrosia this morning.

      They didn’t own a cat.

      Norbert nearly dropped his mug of coffee as he staggered backwards to the doorway with a shriek of unholy terror.

      That brought Jimmy running, Compound Taser Staff in one hand.

      “What is it?” Jimmy asked as he took up a fighting stance. After getting beaten up enough times, Jimmy was actually studying martial arts. He could protect them.

      The cat poked a frightened head out from under the kitchen table. It chirped querulously.

      Except it wasn’t a cat. It was a lizard.

      Last night came flooding back.

      It was a dragon.

      Smaller than a cat. Maybe bigger than a teacup Chihuahua. Polished, metallic black. Intelligent blue eyes.

      “Chirp?”

      “Oh, crap,” Jimmy said, starting forward with the staff.

      Norbert managed to grab Jimmy before he got going.

      “No. Wait. He’s friendly, Jimmy,” Norbert cooed.

      “What the hell is that?”

      “That, my friend, is your breakfast dragon,” Norbert announced.

      “My what?”

      “Breakfast dragon,” Norbert repeated.

      “Are you stoned?” Jimmy turned and studied Norbert’s eyes for signs.

      “No, Jimmy,” Norbert said. “I fixed the toaster. Here. Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

      Norbert turned and hustled to the lab, grabbing the music-box armor plates and rushing back to the kitchen, where Jimmy had cornered himself near the coffee robot and was poking at the breakfast dragon with one end of his staff to keep it at bay.

      “Jimmy,” Norbert said. “He’s friendly.”

      The dragon suddenly ignored Jimmy and leapt into the air with a happy warble, spreading his clockwork wings and pumping furiously to land on the table top as Norbert set down the cooking wheel.

      Purrs filled the entire room as the dragon rubbed up against the armor plates.

      “What the hell is that thing?” Jimmy cried.

      “You wanted toast, Jimmy,” Norbert announced gravely. “There will be toast.”

      “That thing is a toaster?”

      Norbert pointed to the armor plates.

      “You stick the bread in there, Jimmy,” Norbert explained, pointing to the key points, unlatching the plate, spinning the sizing guide.

      “This little guy will toast it for you.”

      Norbert nodded to the breakfast dragon, who leaned back and puffed a quick burst of fiery dragon-breath into the air with a smile.

      Jimmy jumped only a little bit.

      “I told you I would fix it, Jimmy,” Norbert continued. “And I did. What do you think?”

      Jimmy sighed and set the staff down. He reached for a clean mug and poured himself some coffee.

      Jimmy sipped contemplatively, nodding to himself

      “You used up all the bread yesterday.”

      For a moment, Norbert nearly cried.
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      The sound came from above and behind her.

      Jocelyn never rode her longboard on Emerald’s streets with her headphones in. Too dangerous. That probably saved her life. If you could call it that.

      Someone hit a bass drum with a tractor-trailer. Something like that.

      Boom.

      Jocelyn snapped her board up and stopped with a quick spin, letting her duffle bag kind of wind her around as it settled. Late Tuesday afternoon, downtown Emerald, early spring. Wet and kinda yucky. Just enough drizzle that her normally-spiky, black hair was a squishy helmet.

      She was wearing tight blue jeans tucked into twenty-ring boots, with a rain shell over her sweatshirt today. Just another tiny, Chinese-American girl, long-boarding, like so much of Emerald.

      Something flashed by on her left, the street side, as she was up the bumpy sidewalk to avoid walkers. Whatever it was slammed into a white panel truck parked half a block up. Flipped it on its side.

      Kettle drums and a lot of cymbals.

      Captain Wintergold, the lady superhero, climbed out of the wreckage. She looked a little woozy. Her mostly-white costume was covered with grease and something. The cute half-cape looked like someone had dragged it behind that plumber’s truck for a few blocks.

      Jocelyn caught more movement on her left, back up the street.

      Big, ugly redheaded guy with a huge sword and an amulet in the middle of his chest. Both glowing kinda blue.

      Flying.

      Not good.

      Jocelyn dove for cover in a long-since-boarded-over doorway. Superhero-supervillain fight, and she was caught in the middle of it. At least she was coming from work, instead of going, so she wouldn’t be late anywhere.

      She tossed her gym bag and board back out of the way and peeked out.

      Captain Wintergold took off, flying past Jocelyn.

      Slammed face first into a bolt of something blue from the guy’s left hand, the one not holding the sword.

      Got tossed backwards, taking out a sports car this time. Not thirty feet away.

      Jocelyn glanced left, but Bad Dude was there, and approaching.

      Right, and people were scattering. Smart.

      And I’m stuck right here in the middle.

      Jocelyn looked, but Captain Wintergold didn’t seem to be moving.

      Bad. Out cold. Supervillain coming.

      Somebody needs to do something.

      There wasn’t anybody.

      Four PM on an empty street, just me, and her, and him.

      Somebody really needs to do something.

      There isn’t anybody.

      Jocelyn peeked again.

      Bad Dude had landed at the high end of the block and started walking.

      Casual. Like he knew his nemesis was out and couldn’t stop him from doing whatever he wanted to her at this point.

      Jocelyn felt the snarl take hold of her face.

      She was a small woman. Four foot ten. Nineteen. Not quite good enough to get a gymnastics scholarship coming out of high school. But she still knew that look on a man’s face.

      The taking kind.

      Not on my watch, asshole.

      Jocelyn did a quick inventory in her head. Nothing useful in her bag to stop a supervillain, unless you counted the boxing gear.

      She zipped the bag open and threw the mouthguard into her teeth.

      Oh? What’s this?

      She grabbed some face paint left over from a U-Dub football tailgate party. Bright purple.

      Somebody needs to do something? We need a hero? Coming up.

      One quick swipe on each side and she had a domino mask. Jocelyn added blade-looking stripes down to her jaw, just for fierce.

      A hard jack on the tail of her ride and she had a cricket bat in her hands, one fiberglass longboard with a metal edge all the way around.

      Almost new jeans. Dark gray leather jacket. Twenty-ring Docs. Bad-ass facepaint.

      Are you utterly insane?

      Jocelyn took a deep breath and considered it. And saw Captain Wintergold out, flat on her back, like the dude-bro had roofied her at a frat party and was coming in for the kill.

      She stepped from the doorway and out between two parked cars.

      “Hey, you,” she yelled.

      Jocelyn already had his attention. And that sword pointed right at her.

      There was a lot of glowing going on over there. None of it good.

      At least he had stopped walking.

      She reared back with her board, like a softball bat, and waited.

      Mexican standoff. Hopefully, Captain W has friends who can come save the day.

      “Who are you?” the man growled with a weird accent.

      “The woman telling you no,” Jocelyn said firmly.

      Every second he wasn’t moving was another chance for something good to happen. Right?

      Bad Dude studied her closer. She reciprocated.

      White guy. Redhead. Blue and green spandex, plus that amulet and a scabbard for the sword.

      Huge. Six and a half feet tall. Linebacker.

      Mean.

      She’d known a few football players. Most of them didn’t like being told no, either.

      Especially not from someone her size.

      “A new hero in town?” he asked. “I thought I knew them all, already.”

      “There are always surprises, buddy,” Jocelyn called. “Who are you?”

      “MacChruim,” he announced in a grand voice.

      Oh, shit. You had to pick a fight with the leader of the League of Conquerors himself, didn’t you? Bad-ass warlock who plays with the big kids.

      “Captain Wintergold is down,” he continued. “Do you wish to be next?”

      “You like your women helpless, bucko?” Jocelyn snarled back at him. “That way they can’t resist you?”

      Are you nuts?

      Jocelyn couldn’t help herself. Bullies did that to her. Always had.

      MacChruim waved a hand at her.

      A blue, thought-bubble kind of thing embraced her before she could react.

      “Let us see how you like being powerless before me, little girl,” he called.

      She didn’t feel anything. It tasted kinda blue, if that made any sense.

      And then it was gone.

      “What’s this?”

      He was angry now. That much was obvious.

      “You aren’t a Modern God,” he roared. “You have no super-powers at all. What makes you think you can stop me?”

      “Nothing whatsoever, big guy,” she said. “Isn’t going to stop me from trying.”

      “Do you wish to die, little girl?” he snarled.

      “No,” she roared back, just as ragged. “Do you get your kicks from beating up little girls?”

      “I beg your pardon,” he asked, astonishment carved into his heavy features at her words.

      “You heard me,” Jocelyn commanded. “Walk away.”

      She was pretty sure that was one comment too many. Like she was about to get blasted in the face with whatever took down the Captain.

      Wouldn’t change anything.

      He had that look. Held it. Changed slowly.

      Disbelief, or something.

      “Really?” he finally said, after a long breath.

      “You can leave any time you want, Mac,” she said, still poised.

      Still angry.

      Whether she needed to jump, or swing, or dodge, she wasn’t really sure. How did a normal person take on a god?

      The tip of the sword came down, wavered.

      MacChruim slammed it home in the scabbard so suddenly that Jocelyn almost peed her pants.

      “You’re right, you know?” he said in a softer, friendlier tone, suddenly hovering in the air and starting to drift up and back from her. “I can walk away. Sometimes I forget that. See you around, kid.”

      And then he was gone, trailed by a line of fading blue light.

      Jocelyn looked around, but she was alone. At least for a little bit.

      Everybody else was hiding behind something they hoped was villain-proof.

      And why aren’t you?

      She glanced over her shoulder.

      Captain W was out cold, but people would come out to help the city’s favorite hero, now that the bad guy was gone.

      Jocelyn needed to be gone, or she was going to be on the evening news, purple domino mask face paint or not. Not the sort of thing she wanted to explain to her boss or her mother.

      She sprinted back to the alcove and grabbed her bag.

      The board went down, the bag went up, she went zoom.

      Fashion was one thing, but there were going to be pictures, maybe video. She needed to look like someone else for a while.

      Especially if she was going to do this again.

      And she just knew she was.
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      At least she didn’t have to wear those damned moose antlers at work anymore. Jocelyn loathed that stupid headpiece.

      Her boss had moved to Emerald from the Twin Cities, and brought the idea of the animal mascot with him when he opened his own coffee shop. At least only the n00bie had to wear them.

      And they looked cute on Wendy, five years older and so much friendlier. Jocelyn had always felt like a dork wearing them.

      Wednesday. Late morning shift. Downtown computer nerds seeking their drip of consciousness in the bitter dregs.

      Wendy, with her antlers, blond, and dimples, could charm anyone that came in, regardless of their current level of surliness. While most of these people wanted coffee, and wanted it now, they were smiling by the time she was done with them.

      Behind the big steam machine, Jocelyn was a machine. Pick up a cup from the line. Memorize the order in a single glance. Hands autopiloting beans into the machine and magic out the bottom. It was one of the reasons Charlie, the owner, paid her better than most employees. That utter perfection, day in and day out.

      Right the first time. Gone. Usually a nice tip, especially when Wendy recognized them before they paid and already had their order ready. Except the one girl who tried something different every, single day. And even she was always cheerful about the wait.

      Jocelyn saw the dude the moment he came in the door, bringing trouble with him, like an ex-boyfriend who just got out of jail.

      No, wrong direction.

      Charcoal gray suit. Polished brogues. Carefully knotted red tie. Perfect haircut. Not trimmed high and tight, but you could tell he wanted to. Not quite brown, not quite blond.

      They made eye contact as he stepped into line and Jocelyn felt her belly grow cold.

      She fell into her regular rhythm and awaited the executioner.

      Bastard even went bingo on her, too, when he ordered. Half-caf, soy, caramel latte, two-shots, extra hot. Every damned box down the side of the cup marked. And the bastard smiled at her when Wendy put the cup down next to her. At least he left a nice tip in the jar when he paid.

      Bob. What a quaint name. He didn’t look like a Bob. Maybe a Winthrop. Or a Stansfield.

      Not a Bob.

      And he was standing right there at the counter when she finished his bingo, so she didn’t need to call his name out to the room. Just set it down and withdraw her hand as fast as she could, before they accidentally made physical contact.

      He smiled at that. Held out a business card, thought better of it, set it down on the counter between them and pushed it halfway with a finger.

      “Call me. We need to talk,” he said in a charming tone, turning with his bingo, grabbing a lid, and walking right out the front door without a glance back.

      Bob. Phone number. Hlidskjalf Global Holdings.

      Nothing else.

      Jocelyn stuffed the card into her back pocket and picked up the next paper cup.

      And promptly dropped it, bouncing it off the counter, her apron, the floor, and a box.

      She couldn’t get her hands to stop shaking.

      Wendy was there in a bounce.

      “You need a break,” she announced in her quiet voice. “Go send Charlie out and sit in the back for a bit.”

      It must be bad if Wendy was going all motherly on her. Wendy could normally barely manage her own cats. Jocelyn nodded and staggered towards the door to the back. Caught her reflection in a mirror over the sink.

      White as a ghost.
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      He wasn’t waiting for her when she got off shift.

      Small favors.

      Jocelyn waved to Wendy and Charlie, standing in the parking lot with her like bodyguards, as she zipped sideways and took a completely new route home. Hopefully one with no supervillains, as well as no Bobs.

      She had finally gotten back to making coffee after twenty minutes, but never got back to making it fast. Fast enough. The rush had died and Charlie had sent her home early. Mid-day. Less drizzly. Enough wind to mohawk her short, black hair. Twenty minutes and she was home.

      She thought about domino masks.

      There was no business card tacked to her door, or slid under it.

      The street entrance required a key, but somehow, she didn’t think that would stop a Bob.

      There were always ways.

      And it was a nice building. Charlie might’ve paid her better than everyone else, but she still couldn’t have afforded to live here, especially alone, without a second income. Making cosplay costumes for folks on the internet kept her downtown, instead of up on Beacon Hill or someplace even further out.

      For just a moment, her brain registered the three dress forms in the front room as people, and her heart stopped.

      Them being partially costumed didn’t help her state of mind.

      Mary was in a skimpy outfit from a sci-fi tv show. Sue was in a spandex getup from some obscure, Japanese anime. At least Henry was nude, or whatever you called a sewing model with no clothes on.

      Jocelyn propped her board by the door, turned the deadbolt, set the chain, and threw herself into the only chair in her sewing studio.

      She felt like Ebenezer, facing the ghosts of past, present, and future.

      Tonight would have been a good night to go clubbing or something, but she really didn’t want to adult today. Or deal with any people. Even firing up one of the fashion reality shows and laughing at contestants sounded like too much effort, as did wading through the on-demand list of anime for something soothing.

      And that card was burning a hole in her pocket.

      Bob. Phone number. Hlidskjalf Global Holdings. Not even a last name. Just Bob.  How weird was that?

      Jocelyn pulled out her phone and thought about it.

      It rang.

      She dropped it on the floor and again nearly peed herself.

      Picked it up and stared at the number.

      Mother.

      “Nǐ hǎo mǔqīn,” Jocelyn finally greeted the maternal parent, as she tried to stitch her nerves together again.

      “Did you see the news last night, Zou Shi?” Mother asked in that ominous, mother tone.

      “Uhm, no?” Jocelyn replied.

      “There was a fight downtown,” Mother intoned. “Captain Wintergold and someone. Did you see anything?”

      Jocelyn took a deep breath. Mother and Father lived up in Shoreline. Nothing crazy ever happened up there. Well, crazier than normal.

      “I heard something, mother,” she replied, only sort of evading the question. “But I’ve been very busy with commissions lately.”

      “You should get out more,” Mother commanded.

      Hint: find a man and settle down. Begin producing grandchildren. Be more normal. Be more like her older brother.

      Yeah, good luck with that.

      “Yes, mother,” Jocelyn replied.

      “Very good, I will talk to you more this weekend.”

      And she was gone. She was like that. Flighty might be the right term.

      Bored, Chinese-American housewife with no hobbies came to mind as well. Jocelyn studied her phone.

      Bob. Hlidskjalf Global Holdings. It sounded important. She realized she was holding the entire sum of human knowledge in her hands.

      Hlidskjalf. The Norse god Odin’s magical throne from which he could see all of the nine worlds and everyone in them.

      Lovely.

      Bob.

      Are you insane?

      Probably.

      She dialed.

      Third ring. “This is Bob,” he said.

      Same voice. Smooth. Second tenor if he sang, she guessed. Not a big enough voice for an auditorium, but fine with a microphone in a karaoke bar. And everyone probably didn’t even need to be drunk first.

      “You asked me to call,” Jocelyn said flatly.

      Hlidskjalf?

      “Thank you, Miss Kuàng,” he replied, all radio voice.

      And he knew her name. Like he already had her programmed into his phone.

      Shit.

      “You aren’t currently in our database, Miss Kuàng,” he continued.

      “What database is that, Bob?”

      “The list of active heroes and villains in the world, Miss Kuàng,” Bob said. “We’re not even sure what street name you go by.”

      Street name?

      Oh.

      Captain Wintergold.

      MacChruim.

      Tempest Blue.

      Ghosthawk.

      Jocelyn thought about it.

      “Why does this matter, Bob?” she asked, trying to keep an emotional distance between them. The conversation was already playing out too much like a lazy breakup with a guy who was too into his online games and social media to actually want to go out dancing with her.

      Bob even sounded like a white otaku. Collect every one.

      “There was a reward posted, Miss Kuàng,” Bob smiled into the phone at her. “You are eligible to claim it, if you wish.”

      “A reward?”  Jocelyn was sure she’d heard him wrong.

      “That’s right,” Bob agreed. “Not many people would have stepped up in that sort of situation. There is a little paperwork to handle, mostly covering taxes and such. As I said before, you aren’t in our system, so we didn’t know if you preferred us to wire it to you, or to handle things cash only. Or to donate it to a specific charity in someone’s name.”

      “You’re serious.”

      “Indeed,” he said.

      It hadn’t been a question. He was too damned sincere. And he had found her in less than twenty-four hours.

      Odin’s throne.

      Jocelyn looked at her smartphone for a moment between breaths. The entire sum of human knowledge and connection, in her hand.

      Hlidskjalf.

      “How much?” she found herself asking.

      “Twenty-five thousand dollars, US,” he said. “Taxes already paid out ahead, so you’ll get the whole sum.”

      Or, nearly what she cleared last year after taxes, working at the coffee shop with tips. With another fifteen on top of that from her commissions.

      Holy crap.

      “Is this a joke, Bob?” she asked.

      “Would you like me to repeat your social security number and date of birth, Miss Kuàng?” he countered.

      If they had that, why were they wanting to access her bank account? There was barely anything there.

      “Who are you?” Jocelyn finally asked.

      “Hlidskjalf is a non-governmental organization,” he replied. “We are a designated neutral broker that can handle tasks for the global insurance and banking industries, without necessarily involving governments. Rewards. Finder’s Fees. We will even occasionally handle ransoms and hostage hand-overs, in the interests of everyone behaving civilized.”

      “Why me?”

      “You took on MacChruim single-handedly, Miss Kuàng,” Bob said. “Rescued Captain Wintergold from God only knows what. Our patrons appreciate that sort of thing, as rampant supervillains would be bad for our business. We would like to get your information updated in our system so that the next time something like this happens, we can handle everything without needing to appear in public and risk your secret identity.”

      Next time? Who said anything about a next time? I’m not a superhero. Those people are called Modern Gods for a reason. They can fly. And blast people with their minds and eyes.

      And you walked right
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