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So, a blind chick walks into a bar looking for a supervillain.

Sounds like the setup to a bad joke, right?

Just wait.

Face recognition pinged Red Cypher at this infested rat hole an hour ago. I’d paid through the nose for a cabby to ignore the suggested speed limit and get me here before the cybercriminal was once more in the wind.

The bar was loud, but not with conversation. Laughter, too sharp to be friendly, voices shouting obscenities, tangled together with the low thrum of bass-heavy music, which made the air hum against my skin.

I took a slow breath, the air tasting of old beer and fried grease that had been used one too many times. Somewhere to my left, a ceiling fan groaned in protest with every turn, pushing the stale air in lazy circles. 

I moved towards the bar, the long counter a dark shadow in my vision. I could make out the bartender, a broad, heavyset man who caused the floorboards to creak with every step. 

Conversation stilled as I made my way in, white cane tapping steadily. The hush wasn’t polite. It was the kind of pause predators make when something unfamiliar walks into their territory. Perhaps I should’ve changed out of the smart pantsuit I’d worn to work.

“Sweetheart,” a voice said to my right, close enough that I could smell the liquor on their breath. “I hate to tell you, but you’re definitely in the wrong place.”

I ignored them and straightened my back. 

“I’m looking for Red Cypher,” I declared to the room at large. 

The silence sharpened, then cracked with a low, mocking laugh from somewhere in the back.

“Yeah,” said the same voice as before. “You’re definitely in the wrong place. Nut house is two blocks back—” A hand closed around my wrist.

With a sharp flick, I broke his hold and slammed my cane into his gut.

“Don’t touch me,” I growled, heart pounding with anxiety. I could feel the eyes of every person laser-focused on me. A million sharp pin pricks stabbing across my skin. 

The man groaned. “That was a fucking mistake, you little—”

“Sit back down, Hazard.” A voice said from just behind me. I jumped in surprise and spun around. The person was dressed all in red, the colour bright and sharp in my limited line of sight.

“Fine, she can be your fucking problem then, Cypher,” Hazard growled, his voice growing distant as he stomped away. 

“What are you all staring at?” Red Cypher demanded. “Go back to your knitting.”

He didn’t wait to see if they’d comply, simply taking my arm and leading me roughly to the far end of the bar.

“Balls of steel on you, little girl,” he said to me when we stopped. He took a seat at the bar, the stool sliding noisily against the floor. He smelt of stale coffee and burnt metal, like the smoke off a soldering iron. “Your luck is about to wear out. I suggest you piss off while you still can.”

“I need to talk to you,” I said.

“Then talk,” he insisted. “Lou! Another whiskey sour.”

I swallowed, nerves buzzing under my skin as I pulled a card from my pocket and set it on the bar. “My name is Velvet Walker. I’m an attorney employed by the Miracle Network. I wanted to reach out because there’s a boy at St. Mercy hospital whose last request is to meet...”

“This is a joke, right?” Red Cypher interrupted. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but you are playing with fire, Ms. Walker.”

“Yes, I mean no. This isn’t a joke.” I hurried to explain. I fumbled the file from my bag. “This is Charlie Glynn. He’s fifteen and has a brain tumour. He’s been teaching himself coding, and you’re his role model.”

Red Cypher turned to look at me, his face a shadowy haze beneath his red cowl. “Go back to the Super Alliance and tell them that they’ll have to do better than a sob story and a pretty face. Black Bullet is really off his game.”

Stress, sleeplessness, embarrassment and the insinuation that I might be just a stupid pawn of that smug bastard Black Bullet, broke me.

Tears burned down my face, and I stomped my foot like a child. “Will you shut up and listen to me? This boy has months to live, and for some bizarre reason, the only thing he wants is to meet your smug ass. I haven’t been surveilling this shitty bar for the last two weeks so that you could accuse me of being some super’s stooge! If you have even a shred of self-respect, you would at least consider this.”

The bar had gone silent again, every eye burrowing into us. The floor creaked, and there was a dull thud as the bartender put Red Cypher’s drink onto the counter. The glass clinked in his hand as Red Cypher lifted it to his lips and downed it in a single swallow. Paper crinkled in his hand, while he gathered up my card and Charlie’s file, before taking my arm and dragging me out behind the bar into the back alleyway. 

Yup, this is it. I thought. This is how I die. They’ll write it on my tombstone. Here lies Velvet Walker, the idiot who yelled at a supervillain in the middle of a crowded bar. 

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I mumbled as I pulled myself away from the light of the doorway, the little vision I had now completely obscured. “I didn’t mean...I...I...”

He came to an abrupt halt, dropping my arm and flipping briefly through the file. A computerized beep emanated from his suit. “Charlie Glynn, St. Mercy Hospital. Room 338, MRI with contrast reveals a 3.5 cm mass located in the left parietal lobe. Fuck that’s rough.”

I tried to orient myself towards the sound of his voice, confused.

“Er...”

“That was a really dangerous move you just made,” he said to me. “Do you know how many criminals were in that bar? At least eight murderers and two suspected rapists, and you waltz in there with your leather bag and designer loafers and act like you’re invincible.”

My toes curled in my shoes. “I got these on sale—"

“This isn’t a trick?” he cut me off. “You legitimately tracked me down to fulfill this boy’s last wish?”

“Y, yes,” I confirmed, still unsure as to whether I would actually survive this encounter. 

Red Cypher sighed. “I can’t promise anything.”

I gaped in shock. “You mean—?”

“I’m not promising anything,” he repeated. “Any sign of supes or cops and it’ll be your neck I wring.”

“Trust me,” I insisted. “I don’t want to involve the police any more than you do. I wasn’t even supposed to come, but I couldn’t get a hold of anyone else, and I didn’t know how long you’d be here...”

There was silence, and my face grew warm at the feel of Red Cypher’s penetrating gaze on me, the hairs on my neck standing on end.

He shifted, a crinkle of paper and the rustle of fabric. I jumped at the sound of a cable unspooling into the night, a noise like a zipline flying upward, and I found myself alone in the dark alleyway. 

My knees gave out, and I collapsed to the ground, mud soaking my pants as I hyperventilated. My nails dug into the loose gravel as I worked through my panic, struggling to get my racing heart back in control. 

It was a long time before I was able to pick myself back up and make my way to the public street. Ignoring the catcalling of the barflies, I stumbled over to the nearest street lamp and used my phone to summon another cab. As I waited and the adrenaline of the situation faded, I found myself agreeing with Red Cypher, this had been a very stupid idea.

My cane tapped rhythmically against the pavement as I made my way up the drive of the small condo I shared with my mother. I prayed that she, at least, had remained asleep during my outing. Lord knows what she would have done if she knew.

The door was unlocked, pushing open easily under my hand. My pulse jumped into my throat as I took in the strange, empty silence of the house. 

My mother’s presence was full and vibrant at best, overwhelming and suffocating at worst, but it was always there, even in sleep. Her soft snores because she refused to get treated for her sleep apnea, her humming as she made tea or the scratch of a pen on paper as she made notes. Tonight, there was nothing, only the low creak of the floorboards under my shoes and the soft tap-tap of my cane.

“Mom?” My voice fell flat against the dark.

The kitchen smelled sharp, wrong. The tang of bleach cut over the usual herbs and dust. My hand brushed something on the floor, a dropped glass, maybe? I bent, fingers grazing the surface. A needle.

I jolted forward, arm stretched out in front of me as I followed the smell, the silence pressing down harder the farther I went. My hand skimmed the wall until I reached the doorframe of her study.

She was there, prone on the ground, the outline of her body against the faint glow of the desk lamp, slumped unnaturally, head tilted at an awkward angle. 

The cane clattered from my hand as I stumbled forward. I dropped to my knees beside her. “Mom! Mom, wake up!” My hands shook as I struggled to pull her into my arms while simultaneously dialling nine-one-one.

“1003 Henigmen Place,” I blurted frantically into the receiver. “Sixty-six-year-old woman unresponsive, suspected drug overdose.”

I ran my fingers over her face, her neck, desperately searching for a pulse.

And then it hit me.

The rush, the flood of my odd sixth sense. A map of chemicals, molecules and patterns seared into my awareness. My mother’s DNA was familiar, a lullaby I’d known since birth. But tangled into it, clinging to her clothes and hair, was something foreign. A second pattern, jagged, heavy and undeniable.

“Someone else was here,” I said into the phone, interrupting the operator.

“What was that?” the operator asked. “The ambulance is on the way.”

“Someone else was here,” I said with absolute certainty. “Someone killed my mother.”

“Ma’am, just hang on,” the operator urged. “Help is on the way.”

I wrapped my arms around my mother’s cold body and gripped her close, knowing that help was already much too late. 
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The police didn’t put much weight into my murder theory. Though they did agree to have forensics look into it. 

“This isn’t the first time your mother overdosed,” The officer in charge of my mother’s case reminded me.

“That was a year ago,” I told him. “She’s been clean for six months.”

“Relapses are very common.” His pitying tone was infuriating. 

“The door was open when I got home,” I told him. “Someone else had been in the house.”

“Are you sure you shut it properly when you left?” My boss Georgie asked, during a visit a few days later, after I’d recounted the story to her.

“I’m sure I did.”

“Where did you go anyway? It’s not like you to run out at two in the morning.”

At that question, I went silent. 

Mentioning my meeting with Red Cypher would only make a bad situation even more complicated. I didn’t want the hassle while I went through the motions of getting my mother’s affairs in order and organizing a funeral. Of course, the other, more selfish reason was, I didn’t want it getting back to Charlie. Charlie, who at best only had a few months left. Despite his words, I couldn’t make myself believe that Red Cypher would show up. Charlie would be devastated, and I just didn’t have the strength to let another kid down.

Two weeks passed, and I found myself slowly losing my mind. The house, my life, the entire world was, at the same time, completely hollow and also too much. People and things and noises, crowding all around me, while also somehow feeling utterly meaningless in this hellish new normal. 

I left the house and boarded the bus to the office with the singular purpose of demanding to come back to work, even if just part-time. The bus smelled faintly of coffee and diesel, with the sour tang of damp coats pressed too close together. I sat near the middle, cane balanced against my leg, fingers curled tight around the strap of my bag. The world outside was nothing but a grey blur, intercut with blinding patches of morning light, enough to make my head ache.

Even amongst the familiar routine, the seat beneath me felt alien, as though the ground could drop away at any moment. 

Three blocks away from work, the bus made an abrupt screeching halt. My shoulders slammed back into the seat. Gasps and shouts followed, then the collective hush of held breath. 

Outside, the sound of destruction rolled like thunder. Metal crumbling, concrete shattering. Explosions cracked through the morning air.

“Holy shit, it’s Black Bullet!” Someone said from over my shoulder. “He’s fighting Shockwave!”

The bus erupted into chatter, half a dozen voices pressed up against the windows, narrating every blast and strike. Phones clicked and chimed as people scrambled to capture the moment. 

“He’s got him pinned down by the bridge!”

“Ouch! He looks stunned. No, he’s getting back up! Go Black Bullet!”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, irritated and impatient. The hero worship was louder than the fight itself. They didn’t care about the screams or the ambulances struggling to get through the chaos. All they cared about was their golden boy in spandex.

The battle dragged on. Bursts of energy, cheers each time the “right” man landed a blow. Then, suddenly, a different kind of silence. Expectant.

The bus doors hissed open. Heavy boots climbed the steps, sure and confident. A ripple of excitement swept through the passengers, whispers tumbling over one another. 

“Black Bullet!” Someone gasped.

“I can’t believe he’s here!”

“Black Bullet, can we get a picture?” Someone asked.

“Of course you can!” The voice was jovial and smooth. Phone cameras clicked. “Is everyone alright?”

There was a general chorus of agreement with Black Bullet praising them all for their bravery and how they were the true heroes—such bullshit.

“Velvet Walker?” Black Bullet called out, and I would’ve been less surprised if he’d punched me in the face. “What a happy coincidence, just the person I wanted to see.”

I kept my face blank. My eyes fixed on nothing, though my grip on my cane betrayed me. His footsteps moved closer, unhurried, until the scent of ozone and leather filled my nose.

“Ms. Walker,” he said and though his tone was casual, there was a weight to it. “I was hoping we could have a word. Please, would you join me for a cup of coffee?”

I swallowed, hyper aware of every eye fixated on the two of us. “—I’m going to be late for work.”

“Oh, I’m sure they’ll understand.” He reached out and took my arm, tugging me from my seat with a firm grip. “This way.”

I jerked my arm out of his grip, something that would have been impossible if he’d been at all trying to hold on. “I can manage.”

The crowd made way for us, making it easy to pick my way through the bus and down the stairs. Black Bullet directed me towards a nearby coffee shop. My cane kept catching on random bits of debris and long cracks in the sidewalk. The air still reeked of ozone and burning concrete. Sirens wailed faintly in the distance. When we entered the café, two workers had to take a moment to find some unbroken chairs for our table. 

“So,” Black Bullet began, the heavy fabric of his cape rustling as he sat. Static crackled around him, the iron scent of scorched metal lingering on his skin. “I was very surprised when I saw the news this morning.”

“You’ll have to enlighten me,” I told him, voice flat.

“Charlie Glynn?” His tone carried the smug patience of a man lecturing a child. “The terminal case you were in charge of? Red Cypher made a point of visiting him. Strange, isn’t it? A man who hacked into the city's servers and shut down all police communication for two days suddenly wants to play philanthropist?”

I took a breath, uncertain if I should answer truthfully, while knowing full well that lying would be useless. “We did inform Titan Global that a child had requested a visit from a supervillain.”

“And the Super Alliance was willing to make that happen, under preapproved circumstances.” Black Bullet reminded me. “We were supposed to be kept in the loop.

“I realize that, and I was going to let you know, but the same day I met with Red Cypher,” I paused, swallowing down tears.  “Something else came up.”

“Something else?” Black Bullet asked, impatient. “That kept you occupied for two weeks?”

“My mother was murdered,” I spat at him. “So, yes, I’ve been a bit busy.”

Black Bullet paused, and because his back was to the sun, it was impossible to make out his expression. “Who was your mother?” He asked, finally.

“Dr. Morag Walker,” I told him. “She was a chemistry professor at the University. Former chemistry professor.”

“Right.” Black Bullet said slowly. “I remember that case. I thought it was deemed a suicide.”

“Agree to disagree,” I spat, bitterly, completely done with this whole conversation. “What exactly do you want from me? You didn’t pull me off that bus just to ask about my family.”

“No,” Black Bullet said sharply. “No, I wanted to talk about Red Cypher. We’re going to need you to get in contact with him again—”

I stood from the table, my cane knocking against the top and causing it to tilt dangerously. “We’re done here.”

“We absolutely are not,” Black Bullet protested. “You’ve been in contact with a wanted criminal.”

“One time, at a bar,” I told him. “As an attorney, I can tell you, you’d need a lot more than that to convince a judge I’ve done anything wrong, but please go ahead, I could use the distraction.” I unfolded my cane and turned to go.

Black Bullet stood from the table, his chair toppling to the debris-covered floor. “You don’t understand what you’ve invited into your life. Red Cypher, just like all villains, doesn’t do kindness. Not without reason. He’s using that boy, just like he’s using you.”

I frowned. “You don’t know that.”

“I know more than you ever will,” he said. “Men like him don’t change. They just switch tactics. Find softer targets.”

My throat burned as anger bled into fear. “If you’re so sure, why not have one of your lackeys take him out already?”

That made him chuckle, though the sound held no humour. “Because I don’t clean up small messes. I crush threats. Red Cypher is circling the drain. The question is whether he drags you down with him.”

I heard the snap of static when he flexed his hand. The smell of ozone again, sharp and electric. He didn’t need to touch me for me to feel the weight of the warning.

And then he was gone, boots ringing steadily against the broken pavement, the crowd roaring his name as though he hadn’t just threatened a defenseless blind woman. 

“Hey, Black Bullet,” I called after him. His footsteps were fading fast, and for a moment I wondered if he’d heard me.

“Yes?” he called back, hopeful.

“I’ll make you a deal,” I said, voice carrying over the rising crowd, echoing through the ruined buildings. “I’ll help you track down Red Cypher if you can tell me who Samuel Hall is.”

A beat and then. “Who?”

I let out a slow breath, nodding to myself. “That’s what I thought.” I turned and walked away.
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The Miracle Network office was a warzone. Phones rang without pause, printers groaned and spluttered. The constant murmur of desperate voices spilled from every corner. Parents begging, pleading, demanding the same impossible thing. My child also wants to meet a villain!

My head throbbed from the noise. I wanted to sink into the carpet, let the whole building collapse over me, and let Titan Global sweep up the pieces. 

“Velvet Walker?”

I turned towards the voice. Bright, sharp and slightly accented. The woman’s hair was dyed a vibrant pink, making it easy for me to pick her out of the crowd.

“I’m Casey,” she announced before I could respond. “You’re new assistant. Georgie said you would be the one to stop me from lighting this place on fire, yes?”

“My assistant?” I repeated, dazed. Georgie had a bad habit of throwing people at me like sandbags when the dam burst.

“Yes, yes.” With a muffled crash, a stack of files was dropped onto a nearby desk. “Phones are ringing off the hook. Georgie is crying in the bathroom, volunteers are useless. You? You are the one who brought the sky down on our heads. Now you will be the one to lift it again.”

I blinked, trying to take her in. Her carefree attitude and the steel edge beneath her accent prickled under my skin. A phone rang nearby, and Casey answered with a curt, “Miracle Network, please don’t yell at me,” while scribbling notes with a speed that made my head spin.

For a moment, I just stood there, letting the storm of her energy buffer against me. Then I reached out for the nearest phone, because there wasn’t time to question Georgie’s judgment or my own unease. 

Eventually, Georgie appeared to confront me herself. It was impossible to tell if she’d really been in the bathroom crying, but I decided it didn’t matter as she lay into me about the upheaval I’d caused. 

“A heads up, Velvet.” She said, dropping into a nearby chair. “Just a little heads up is all I ask. Red Cypher walking into Charlie’s room went viral overnight. Millions of views. Millions, Velvet.” She leaned close enough that I could smell the coffee on her breath, sharp and bitter. She’d definitely gone with the extra espresso this morning.

“The Miracle Network isn’t supposed to work like this. We’re supposed to coordinate, vet, and control, these meetings. And now everyone wants a villain for their kid.”

I leaned back in my chair, vinyl creaking. “According to Titan Global, villains don’t do hospital visits.”

“They do now,” Georgie’s laugh was tight, brittle. “Because apparently Red Cypher cares, or at least fakes in well enough for people to believe he does. Titan Global has already put out a press release. The court of popular opinion was a big deciding factor, I think. They want to support each child getting their wishes but
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