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The young married couple were in their bedroom, one of them having just emerged naked and still a bit damp in the hair from the bathroom. Vic had made triply certain all the shades and curtains in their apartment were drawn before starting her shower. Sometimes their lovemaking involved more than one room. However, that was not what was occurring at this time. 

Victoria Peltior was a young woman who appeared to be about sixteen, and a mix of Asian and Caucasian, though her eyes lacked epicanthic folds. She actually had French ancestry on both sides of her family. Her hair was dark brown, and rather short; though she often wore extensions, just now she was completely natural. As well as completely naked. Her skin was dark enough to confuse people as to her ethnicity. 

Many thought that perhaps she was of Mediterranean extraction. She had taut muscles and high, firm, small breasts. She also had broad, muscular shoulders tapering to a slightly narrowed waist, below which her body flared into very feminine hips, which were positioned on quite fit legs. Just now, she was standing before her licensed cosmetologist wife, prepared to yield as gracefully as she could to the inevitable. 

Michelle Peltior was much darker of skin, with full, curly hair, though with dark eyes similar to those of her wife. She was a bit taller and better endowed than Vic. She was also wearing makeup, which her wife wasn't. She appeared to be a several years older than the other woman. In fact, they were very close in age.

"Okay, I'm naked and freshly bathed," said Vic, not shivering from the cold but the anticipation. "Now, what's this all about?"

"You know I have met a bunch of your costumed peers," said Michelle. 

"Yeah," said Vic, noncommittally. 

"Well, some of them have asked me for advice."

"I hope you've been charging them for that," said Vic, interrupting.

"Some of it," said Michelle, rolling her eyes. "Anyway, they want to know about hair and makeup, about overall style and appearance, and even about costume technology. For superheroes. So I've been studying up on those things."

"So you want to try some things on me before you recommend them to a client," said Vic, in revelation. 

"Bingo!"

"You just like to play dress-up with me as the dressee," said Vic, blushing.

"Guilty," said Michelle, smirking. "Oh, don't tell it so scary. I do need to practice some things and we both think it's a turn on."

"There is that," said Vic, grudgingly. 

"Anyway, now I need to Barbie you."

"You what?!"

"What I want to try involves the application of, well, pasties and a guard or concealer for your groin, all matched to your skin color," said Michelle, holding up the appropriate silicone appliances as she explained. "It's a good thing you don't have much body hair; they're self-adhesive. The straps on the pasties are to provide support for those who need it. If you were bigger up top..."

"I've never heard you complain," said Vic, raising an eyebrow.

"Well, for women with more or who just aren't as perky these appliances provide support as well as cover. All of this is intended to be worn under sheer or very conforming clothing, so nothing shows. All these pieces therefore have tapered edges. Which means great care is needed to apply them correctly."

"So you're practicing on me," said Vic, trying to sound sour but unable to hide the fact that what her wife was proposing excited her. 

"These are often used under skin-tight super costumes. They're also used by many models. Well, for those who want the natural look without looking too natural."

"I don't wear a costume. I wear normal clothes or armor."

"Yes, dear, but since you introduced me to The FX I have been asked for a lot of advice about super costumes. They've even been recommending me to other supers they know. I'm working with the owners of Curl Up and Dye to help them."

"Oh. Well, that makes sense. I mean, I knew they were already asking you for advice on stuff."

"All, right," said Michelle, cheerfully. "You ready?"

"No, but go ahead," said Vic, with a sigh. "You would anyway."

"Now you know I wouldn't so anything without your consent!" said Michelle, pouting. "Okay, if you consent, let's get started."

Vic did and they did. Shortly, the super martial artist was regarding her reflection in the full-length mirror on the wall of their bedroom.

"Wow. That's... spooky."

She looked completely nude, but also featureless on the breasts and crotch. Indeed, like a doll. 

"See how these strips pull the breasts up?" said Michelle, tugging a bit on a silicone strand connected to one of the pasties. Both pasty and strand were securely adhered to Vic's skin. "Well, they would, if you needed that. Also, note how the edges blend smoothly into the skin, so no seams show through clothing."

"If you don't stop rubbing there..." said Vic, smirking.

"Oh, stop. You boy. You still think wireless bras come with a data plan. Get your mind on something else for once."

"How about the fact that there are actually women..."

"As well as men," said Michelle, pointedly.

"Okay. People who wear revealing costumes but who don't want to reveal anything." Vic watched her reflection as she posed. "This looks like something Dare would wear. I mean, only this. Just to make people look at her more closely."

"Ah, but that's only part of what I want you to try," said Michelle, with a knowing smile. "The FX has a new member, a young woman who has chosen the mask name Mighty Gal. Surprisingly, that name was currently available. She's in her late teens, and is both about your size and built a lot like you. She asked me to design a new costume for her - to her general specifications - then to have it made after she approved one of my sketches."

"A new, custom costume like that is a pretty large expense," said Vic, impressed. 

"Well, as usual with teams, the FX is helping pay for all this. Anyway, here's the costume."

Michelle now held up what looked like the flimsy aluminum wrapper from a jumbo candy bar, complete with printed pattern.

"Well, that part looks pretty," muttered Vic. "Where's the rest of it?"

"This is the rest of it. Don't worry; it stretches. Oh, and you have to put it on by stretching open the neck."

Soon, though with a lot of tugging and smoothing, Vic was in the silver lamé costume. 

"There's no armor," said Vic, actually turned on by what she now saw in the mirror. The costume indeed adhered to every curve; almost as if it were painted on. If she hadn't been "Barbied" by her wife... "No padding of any kind. Not even airbrushing. Just the printed pattern on the fabric with her logo, in gold print. No footwear, except the integral socks. Which I'm half surprised don't have individual toes."

"There's no mask, either," said Michelle, pointedly. "My client is a physical super who doesn't bother with a secret ID. She wants to show off her muscles - and I am definitely admiring yours - but not show her naughty bits. Oh, and there are booties. It's just that her feet are a lot smaller than yours, so I didn't even bother with them."

"Which is a polite way of saying that I have big feet," said Vic. She shifted uncomfortably. "It's... very snug." 

"Like I said, she's a physical super," said Michelle. "She's actually just a bit taller than you, so it will be even tighter on her. Okay, you can take it off, now."

"Gladly," said Vic, with a feeling of relief. Though she ended up needing help to peel the close-fitting outfit from some parts of her anatomy. "Umf. If I can. Wow. This is even tighter coming off."

Soon, though, the outfit was back to being the size of a large candy bar wrapper. 

"It's one of the new memory fabrics," said Michelle, as she put the costume back in its - small and flat - box. "Something developed thanks to the tech transfer we're getting from the Shilmek. Unfortunately, so far the material is not compatible with Zip Strips."

"Which is why I had to go in through the neck," said Vic, nodding. "It felt like it was actually shaping itself to my body. Which is probably why it felt tighter after I wore it for a while."

"It's also very, very tough. The material is formed through an additive process, and the whole outfit is a single molecule. Or, at least, that's what the literature says."

"I bet if it is torn the whole thing comes apart very quickly," said Vic, with a snicker. "Like a popped balloon."

"No, it's supposed to be ripstop," said Michelle. She smiled at Vic. "I won't say they thought of everything, but they did take into account what a physical super crimefighter was likely to encounter."

"So is it waterproof? I have the definite impression that you could fill it with water from the neck."

"No, it breathes very well. Uhm, wait... It passes evaporated sweat well, but is waterproof, like those hiking jackets. I think. I need to check..."

"Then there's the problem of going to the bathroom," muttered Vic. "You really need to include one of those concealed openings."

"Except the crotch shield blocks that rather necessary biological process, anyway. Though the designers of those are working on that. Anyway, I remember now that the material breathes so well that it would leak the liquid out, though slowly. So it doesn't collect sweat."

She snickered. 

"Or pee."

There was some additional discussion about modern costuming for masks - especially heroes who wanted to stay legal while showing off - but this quickly segued into a form of verbal foreplay which soon became very non-verbal. The slow removal of the silicone appliances from Vic was a major part of this.
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"I think Roy is showing signs of having powers," said Karen, who seemed a bit worried. "His gym coach mentioned that he's broken several of the non-super school track and field records for his age group. Something they look for on Pine Island."

"Or maybe he's just a natural athlete who has had a lot of early training," said Randy, with a shrug. It wasn't that he was unconcerned that his son might be getting powers, but more that he - or she, as Template - had been through this with multiple students, being a teacher at the Pine Island school. "I admit he's about the right age for first showing powers. Though in the early part of the typical range."

"You showed powers early," said Karen, raising an eyebrow.

"Mine were artificially triggered, remember," said Randy. He frowned, thinking. "Okay; neither of us has anything scheduled for Saturday, if I remember correctly."

"No, I'm free."

"I'll make an appointment for us to take him back to the island then. The experts can give him some of the basic tests. Unless you think we need to do something earlier."

"No, that should be fine. I just hope Sarah isn't envious of him getting all this attention. She goes to primary school, there, so there's no hiding this from her. Especially if Roy does have powers and switches to the super class lineup."

That settled, Randy turned back to his computer and his waiting e-mails. However, a Subject for one attracted his attention. Though it affected the school, it was for Randy, and not Template. Though there would probably be a copy waiting for her, in her office on the island.

"Uh-oh..."

"What now?" said Karen, as Randy opened and quickly read the e-mail.

"Lysander Douglas has died."

"That name sounds familiar."

"He was a billionaire, and a major supporter of several super teams and the school. I didn't exactly like his politics, but he was very pro-super. Unfortunately, his descendants are known to be mostly anti-super. If he did leave supers anything in his will I hope they don't challenge it."

###
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Part Two


[image: image]


"You seem down," said Vic's boss, the next Monday, after the usual start of the week group briefing for the Detroit office of the Bureau of Special Resources. He had waited for the rest of those in his charge to disperse, subtly signaling for Vic to stay as they left. 

Bruno Drake was a grizzled man in his late fifties, though he dressed and in general had the tastes of someone much older. He was of average height, and had short, grey hair and a conservative manner. As was his usual habit, he wore dark pants, a white shirt and a bowtie. 

He and his sole empowered agent stayed behind in the federal building conference room as the others headed back to their office. He favored her with a smile. "Remember, it should be a quiet night, tonight; the Red Wings are out of town. So you can hopefully get some rest."

"It's just..." Vic began. She sighed. "There's all these volcanic eruptions and earthquakes and floods around the world, but I'm not qualified to help with any of them."

"Neither am I," said Drake, philosophically. "You don't have the powers for handling with the major components of such disasters. Nobody can do everything. Not everyone can be America's Guardsman or the Walrus, or at their power level. Of course, even they have problems they have to call in help for. You do very good work as it is. Work which someone without powers - no matter how well trained - or with inappropriate powers or training would either not be able to do at all or would do badly. Or perhaps die or kill someone while trying to do the job."

"Yeah, I know," said Vic, with another sigh. "It's just..."

"Oh, I definitely understand," said Drake, with a wry chuckle. "Just keep in mind that even with Lady Green on the Detroit payroll, the city still keeps asking us for help. Despite her abilities. Though, again, tonight will hopefully be quiet."

"Lady Green doesn't like needing help at all," said Vic, laughing. "I understand there have been a few spats between her and her city government handlers over that."

Drake grinned, but quickly sobered. 

"She needs to learn that she's not a lone mask," said Drake, seriously. "There's a place for them, but she has chosen another path. As you did."
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When Vic was called to Drake's office only a couple of hours later, she was wondering if she had done something wrong in that short interval. 

"Things are quiet in Detroit just now," said Drake. "They also have Lady Green to help with super related problems. How would you like a paid, two-week vacation to train some people in anti-super criminal measures?"

"Do which?" said Vic, having a bit of difficulty switching mental gears. 

"The Bureau of Special Resources has an agreement with the UN to aid their T.O.W.E.R. branch when requested. Recently, they - the UN - relayed a request from T.O.W.E.R. for more and better training in certain areas. Their troops are having unexpected trouble with low-level supers."

"Okay, is this in New York, or..."

"At the new UN base on an island off the west coast of Africa, actually," said Drake. "Used to belong to the Democratic Republic of Congo, which tried to build a luxury resort there, years ago. 

"The UN acquired the island a while back, intending to use it as a base for medical missions in the area, including vaccination efforts. They are, indeed, using the island for that. However, the island has a lot more room and resources there than they need for that. T.O.W.E.R. convinced the Higher UN heads to let them have a big chunk of the facility for their own use."

"Whoah!" said Vic, impressed. "Uh, I don't know...

"Did I mention they want two trainers?" said Drake, innocently. "A teacher and a partner who knows the teacher's methods. We'd like your recommendation on who the second could be."

"So Michelle and I could both go."

"You told me she has her teaching certification, now."

"That she does," said Vic, nodding. She grinned. "She's also been talking about taking a vacation. I'll run this by her and see if she wants to go."

"Well, it won't be for another couple of weeks," said Drake. "Just let me know by the end of this one."

"Who would take my share of the wellness checks?"

Drake's office kept watch on retired masks and their widows and widowers, with a roughly two-week rotation. This work had proven to be both very welcome and sometimes - even sometimes unfortunately - necessary. 

"Probably Cal," said Drake. "He likes talking with those old folks."

"Whoever checks on Mrs. Van Der Graal better like dogs," said Vic, with a smirk. "Bortan can be a handful. To put it mildly."

Mrs. Van Der Graal was the widow of a gadgeteer who specialized in biology. Bortan was a modified dog who was vaguely bulldog in shape but vastly larger. He tolerated Cal but adored Vic. He also had regeneration and was permanently a young adult version of whatever he was.

"I'll take that into account."
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"Another island?!" said Michelle, rolling her eyes.

"Well, yeah," said Vic, a bit awkwardly. "We're both included in the offer, though. It will be a nice, warm vacation, a break from the usual cold, Detroit Winter."

"That sounds both interesting and fun," said Michelle, though reluctantly. "However, I need more information."

"I'll get it. Meanwhile, what do you want to do about supper?"

"Wok on the Wild Side?" said Michelle, hopefully. 

"Always a safe bet!" said Vic, with a laugh. 

As Vic's Corolla wagon pulled into the parking lot she noticed something. Something she gleefully pointed out to her wife. Once inside, they placed their order, then chatted with the co-owner, Charlie.

"So how are things?" said Vic, after their order was sent back to the kitchen.

"Well, Xian and I are now worried about having a kid ready for high school," said Charlie, with a sigh. "Also, you remember that upscale restaurant on the other side of the parking lot?"

"The one that kept making anonymous complaints to the Health Department and getting you inspected?" said Michelle, with considerable snark. "Yeah, we noticed they'd closed."

"They got a C grade on their own recent inspection," said Charlie, nodding. "Worse than trying to get us in trouble with the city health inspector, though, was that they kept telling people to park in our lot. Many of their customers would do that, despite the signs saying we'd have anyone not a patron here towed. 

"When we did, both the car owners and the staff at the restaurant would come over here and complain. As well as occasionally make threats. We upgraded our security cameras and put in some additional ones, thanks to them."

"Oh, yeah," said Vic, nodding. "The place had nasty, snooty owners, staff and customers, some of the latter possibly with organized crime connections, including the Kostinoses, the Kubiacs, the Tsirogiannises and the Becchinas. My contacts in the Detroit police department have a lot of stories about them."

"Well, after all that, the place went out of business," said Charlie, getting back on topic. "Only partly due to their health inspection, rating, too. They were actually trying to blame us for some of their troubles. They said we were 'presenting an anti-family atmosphere,' which was responsible for
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