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Alan Takahashi liked to spend his spare time helping the less fortunate. At least that’s what most people thought. Who else would spend their Friday nights helping a struggling church?

The text message from Brock Dalton, a coworker from Jefferson Financial, appeared on Alan’s smartphone: Come on, man! My grandmother didn’t spend her Friday nights at church, and I’m pretty sure that she’s next in line to be canonized by the Pope.

“Is everything all right?”

Alan looked up from his position at the desk at “Maevis, Maevis Winters.” This was exactly how the thirty-something white woman had introduced herself when she had opened the door for him that evening. She had strawberry-blond hair and was dressed in a floral top with dangling earrings that she kept on touching, like she wasn’t used to the sensation. 

“Yes, of course,” Alan replied.

His voice came out flat, almost annoyed, which wasn’t surprising given that the church deacon and head of St. Augustine’s small, in-house food pantry, had been breathing down his neck, literally, for the last fifteen minutes.

Alan wasn’t Catholic. If pressed, he identified as an atheist, but he wasn’t particularly attached to the term. Perhaps it was a result of being raised in a household without a designated faith, or his own aggressively practical nature, but Alan had never seen the appeal of belief in a higher power. And while it may have surprised his coworkers, his reasons for helping St. Augustine’s had nothing to do with a spiritual calling or even a desire to do good. Instead, it was due to a small voice in his head, the voice of his father from more than a decade ago.

“You know you have to consider others besides yourself from time to time.”

Of course, there were times when he found himself wishing that he had listened to his father’s voice a little less often.

Today was one of those times.

“You know, Alan…is it okay if I call you Alan?” Maevis asked.

“That’s perfectly fine, Ms. Winters,” Alan replied, rifling through a pile of receipts.

You’re almost a full decade older than I am, after all…

“Oh, call me Maevis. There’s no need to be so formal.”

“If you say so, Maevis.”

“It’s just…I’ve never been much good with numbers. But I couldn’t just see the food bank die after Eva passed. Seemed a sin to do so.”

As she spoke, she leaned forward. Alan paused, and for a second closed his eyes to compose himself, hoping deeply that Maevis Winters was just socially unaware. That she wasn’t intentionally pressing her breasts toward his face. It was just something that happened when one was busty and happened to be standing—hovering—next to someone at just the right height.

Alan wasn’t the traditionally attractive alpha male. Not like the tall, broad-shouldered Brock Dalton with his chiseled jaw and muscular frame. No, Alan was slight of build and on the short side, something that had caused him much consternation growing up. As someone who had graduated from high school at fifteen, he’d always been the youngest person in the room, and his small stature and delicate features made him look even more so.

But once he had matured, Alan had found himself the subject of a lot of female attention. Alan, being of Japanese descent, had dark brown, slightly wavy hair, and almond-shaped eyes. This, combined with his tendencies to dress very nicely, pulled in women like Maevis Winters like moths to a flame.

And while Alan was open to relationships with women, he was picky about whom he chose to spend his time with. And the types of people that tended to be drawn to him rarely matched up with that.

“So, uh…Alan, I don’t know if you’ve ever been to the cafe next door—”

“Are you sure these are the only receipts?” Alan raised one from a local grocery store in his left hand. “The numbers don’t add up.”

“That’s what I said! We’re short by…what is it? Three…three…”

“Three seventy-three.”

“Yes! And no matter how much I try, I can’t figure out where that—”

“Is it the exact amount of change that one would have had for this bill, which was paid with a twenty? Is it possible the last person who went to Market Basket accidentally pocketed the change instead of bringing it back?”

“Of course! Oooh, I bet it was Andrea. Stuck-up bitch is always trying to tell me what to do. Thinks that she knows everything because she’s in school now—”

Maevis’s voice trailed off as Alan passed her the receipt. And whether it was the date, or list of items that did it, Alan could pinpoint her moment of realization.

“Well,” she said with a sniff. “It was likely an honest mistake…Andrea’s honest mistake.”

“Of course it was,” Alan replied, proud that he managed to keep the disbelief from completely bleeding into his voice.

“That does it, then!” Maevis said. “And it only took you a few minutes! No wonder they say you’re so smart.”

And most of that time was spent locating the receipts.

“I guess that leaves us with some time—” she began.

“You might find it easier to prevent such confusion if you had a more organized system,” Alan said. “Perhaps a spreadsheet where people can record expenses? A pen-and-paper system would also be sufficient.”

Or at the very least a designated place for people to leave receipts.

“I think that’s a great idea!” Maevis replied. “Why don’t we discuss it over coffee, at that cafe.”

“I don’t drink coffee.”

“Oh, right, you look like more of a tea drinker to me.”

Do I now?

“It’s better if we stay here, especially if you would like me to create a system for you,” Alan began.

“Oh, come on, live a little,” Maevis said with an awkward laugh. “You need to let your hair down every now and then. I mean…I’m the Catholic—”

“I hope you’re not thinking that I’m here for anything other than helping you with your finances.” Alan’s voice was suddenly sharp.

Maevis’s mouth snapped shut.

“I have no interest in coffee or tea, regardless of what it looks like I enjoy. I’m just here to help the St. Augustine food bank. Would you like me to continue?”

“Oh,” Maevis said, looking down. “I thought…” Her face reddened. “Yes, that’s fine. Let me grab you a file folder or…something.”

As the woman left the room, Alan felt something inside him relax. How was that considered flirting?

Then he heard a loud sniff from next door and closed his eyes in frustration.

Alan Takahashi wasn’t blind to social conventions. It was why he usually spent nights with Brock Dalton or other coworkers, grabbing drinks. It was why he had tried to nudge Maevis away from the concept of romantic entanglement before rejecting her outright. Networking. Being conscious of other people’s feelings. They might not be concepts that came easily to him, but he could see their purpose. Although there were times when a strict adherence to such standards pushed his patience too far.

In all honesty, though, being subtle around that woman wasn’t working.

He heard Maevis’s voice pipe up, just as sharply as his had been, from the kitchen. “Hey, what are you doing here? You can’t be—”

Her voice cut off. Alan heard a muffled thump.

Almost like a body falling to the floor.

He sat up straight in his chair. Remaining quiet, he heard what sounded like footsteps, multiple footsteps, heading down the hallway from the kitchen.

A hallway that eventually ended up at this office.

Thinking quickly, Alan reached out and unplugged the lamp on the desk. He backed up into the shadows and crouched. Once he had nestled into the corner between the bookcase and the wall, he paused and breathed once, twice…

On his third breath, two figures entered the room.

And each of them held a gun.

One of them, a woman with short blond hair, flicked on a flashlight, held level with her gun. She swept both across the room at eye level. She then nodded to her partner, who stepped forward and tried to flick on the desk lamp.

The light from the hallway cast a silhouette, making her partner’s headshake clear. The woman dipped her head to indicate that he should look under the desk. The man nodded and circled back around. He crouched quickly, sweeping his flashlight beneath the desk, and paused. After a second, he stood up again, shaking his head. The flashlight swept dangerously close to Alan’s hiding spot.

“The brother’s not here,” the man said, voice low and raspy.

“Bad intel,” the woman responded, just as quietly. “Move out.”

With a sharp nod, the man followed the woman out of the room. Staying completely still, Alan listened to the sound of their retreating footsteps as they made their way to the exit. He held his breath as the kitchen’s outer door clicked shut.

And then he stood, letting that breath out in one long exhale. As he did, his body transformed back from a pure, almost smoke-like shadow to a well-dressed twenty-five-year-old man, a look of concern on his face.

Alan took a step forward, and almost tripped over his own two feet. He paused, leaning on the desk chair. The lightheadedness would last only a couple of seconds. It happened pretty much every time he used his powers. Alan had learned all about their limitations in his teenage years.

Of course, as a teenager, he had also found plenty of uses for his abilities, collecting information, keeping an eye on people. Unlike his sister, he had never intended to use his powers to save a life, not even his own.

His sister…

Alan shook his head. Dawn. Those two were connected to Dawn somehow. Did that mean she was in trouble? He felt a tightening in his chest at the thought.

Which quickly went away, as logic prevailed. Dawn was perfectly capable of taking care of herself when it came to two individuals with guns. It was why they were here that was the problem. 

Alan straightened up, knowing what he needed to do.

Lingering over the desk, he swept up the many receipts and placed them in the cardboard box filled with petty cash that Maevis had shown him. He didn’t need to turn the light on to find his way to the bookshelf, where he placed the box. An added benefit of his powers was excellent night vision. He reached to the hook on the wall where his suit jacket hung, and headed down the poorly lit hallway, through the kitchen, and toward the exit. He placed his hand on the doorknob, then paused.

Alan turned his head to the left, where Maevis Winters lay. From his angle he could see that she was alive. The rise and fall of her chest were evidence enough.

You know you have to consider others besides yourself from time to time.

The voice of Alan’s father echoed in his mind, and for a moment, he was sitting across the table from him. At the same café they had gone to when Alan was having problems with school (never academically, of course. It had always been an issue with peers, or a teacher). And as always, Alan found the words, said with his father’s infinite patience, to be soothing enough.

But they were also troubling.

Unlike the rest of his family, compassion was not something that came easily to Alan. His late father had been a caring man, prone to self-sacrifice, a trend that his sister, who moonlighted as the Actual superhero Hikari, seemed to follow. And while his mother shared his more reserved nature, whether it was with her writing, or in her former profession as a doctor, he knew she cared about using her skills to help others. Alan cared about his small circle of family and trusted friends, but that was pretty much it. So instead, he found himself falling back on his own strength, his intelligence. Alan didn’t know how the two infiltrators had chosen to knock out Maevis Winters. There could be serious consequences if she weren’t attended to in a timely manner.

With a sigh, he walked over to the woman who had managed to waste his precious patience in such a short block of time. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. As he turned it on, the text from Brock Dalton was still visible on his screen.

He ignored it, dialing 911.

“Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?” a crisp voice replied.

“I would like to report a break-in at St. Augustine’s church,” Alan said.

He kept his words precise and to the point, already thinking ahead to what he would do after dealing with the police. He would have to call work and let them know that he was going to need to take a few days off. They would be upset, but not able to do much about it. Alan only took time off for family emergencies, and if Jefferson Financial pushed him on it, it would be all too easy for someone with his skillset to find another well-paying job. JF hadn’t been the only firm who had tried to hire him after he had finished up with school.

After that, his thoughts ran toward home, to Bailey City. To his mother and his sister, Dawn.

Yes. He and Dawn had much to talk about.








  
  2

  
  
  Alex

  
  




What a fancy-ass kitchen.

I sat on one of four wooden stools, part of what I’m sure was called a “breakfast bar.” In front of me was a large island, with copper pots hanging above. The countertops were made of granite. Or was it marble? Fuck if I could tell. And the floors…

Come on, Gage. Focus on what’s important here.

I sighed, trying not to think about the fact that there was only one wooden chair in my own kitchen that I was sure wouldn’t break under my weight, before turning to a more pleasant sight.

Who, ironically, lived here.

Dawn Takahashi stood in the dining room. My sweet, beautiful, and at times adorably awkward girlfriend. Her glossy black hair was getting long, down to about mid-back, and hung loose around her shoulders. She wore gold jewelry, black leggings, and a maroon sweater, unknowingly drawn to the colors that defined her in her role as Hikari, the red and black-clad superhero that protected Bailey City from Empowered threats.

Now, she held a pile of plates, setting the table for dinner. Of course, I had offered to help, but she had turned me away with a shy smile.

“Don’t be silly,” she had said. “You’re the guest of honor, after all.”

“Is that smart?” a sharp voice asked.

“Huh?” I turned to the other side of the island, where Dawn’s closest friend, Sunshine Campbell, sat. If you had looked at the two of us, you’d probably think that she, not I, was Dawn’s “guest of honor.” I was just dressed in a black T-shirt and jeans, while Sunshine wore an interesting dress that Dawn claimed was vintage. All I know was it was short, had roses all over it, and came with this little veil thing that Sunshine had pinned to the side of her head. 

Given that Sunshine spent her spare time as a fashion blogger, I’m sure that her outfit was impressive. But all I could think about was how cold she must have been outside. It was almost spring, but when it came to Bailey City, March was all lion and no lamb.

“Is that smart?” she repeated. “Ogling your girlfriend in her mother’s house.”

“Ogling?” I replied with a laugh. “Seems to me I was just looking.”

Of course, if Dawn’s mom was in the room, I might have been less obvious about it.

Karou Takahashi was currently at the bottom of the stairs, taking a phone call from Dawn’s brother. Her voice was so precise that I could practically make out the words, despite the distance. Which made sense. As a best-selling author, she was expected to give readings and take interviews. She had to be able to communicate clearly. Before that, she had been a doctor.

It was a little intimidating.

“So, are you nervous?” Sunshine asked, half reading my mind. “Meeting the mom for the first time. You look so chill.”

“Maybe a little nervous.” I shrugged. “But I have nothing to worry about. I’m good with moms.”

“Sunshine, are you giving Alex a hard time?” Dawn called from the dining room, silverware clinking as she grabbed a fistful from a wooden box.

Shit, was that “company” silverware? How could you even tell the difference? All of Dawn’s stuff seemed nice.

Rich people. Even when I understood them, I still didn’t really get them.

“Maaaybe,” Sunshine called back.

Dawn chastised her friend, pressuring her to “be nice” before turning back to the task in front of her.

Sunshine paused, letting out a long sigh.

“Anyway,” she said, “I’m the last person that should be giving anyone shit about their love life right now.”

“Things aren’t going well with…what’s his name, Cam?”

“Cameron,” Sunshine replied. “And that’s the last time I want to ever hear that name. He wanted me to cancel a photo shoot to spend time with his family. These things are important, you know?”

“Yeah. Unlike family.”

“Oh! You know what I mean. He wanted everything to be all about him, and well, a girl has to live a balanced life.”

I nodded but couldn’t help but wonder. Since we had met, she had experienced multiple “Camerons,” which was impressive when you think about how I had known her for just a few months. And sure, she always came back with a good story, but I was beginning to recognize a pattern—Sunshine. Don’t get me wrong. Sunshine was a good friend, but dating her sounded exhausting.

Unlike being with a superhero who regularly threw herself off rooftops.

“All done!” Dawn said, approaching the breakfast bar. I reached out and placed a hand on her hip, pulling her in to place a kiss on her lips. She smiled in response.

Sunshine let out another sigh.

“You two are nauseatingly cute,” she said. “Seriously, gonna barf right on these appetizers.”

She looked down at the almost-empty plate in front of her.

“I saved some for you.” I nodded down at a single piece of cheese and cracker.

“Um…thank you?” Dawn replied.

“He ate them all,” Sunshine said quickly.

“Not denying it. Although I did have help.”

“Sorry about that,” Dawn’s mother said, coming up the stairs. She was dressed, I now noticed, just as nicely as everyone else. Yup, clearly, this was a dress-up situation. Guess I’d have to make up for that with charm.

She nodded to Dawn. “That was your brother. Apparently, he’s in town and will be stopping by for dinner.”

Sunshine let out the tiniest of squeaks. Dawn’s face broke out into a wide grin.

“Oh, that’s perfect!” she said. “Michael just gave me something for him yesterday. Let me go get it.”

With that, she jogged to the stairway, heading to her room upstairs.

For a second, I wondered if Michael had seen Alan coming. He was, after all, one of the three members of the Forger community who could see across time. Of course, he could only see across the present. The future was a little different. That area belonged to the mysterious Forecaster.

I heard a light clinking sound next to me and turned to see Sunshine looking through her purse. She pulled out a tiny mirror and began to check her makeup.

“Really?” I teased. “I thought you were giving up on men forever.”

“Oh, please. If anyone’s the exception, it’s Alan Takahashi.”

“He’s up to your standards?”

“He is the standard.” She snapped the mirror shut.

I heard a creak as the front door opened. Seconds later, the mystery guest himself was heading up from the garage.

And he was wearing a suit.

Who the hell wears suits on a Saturday? Dawn mentioned that he worked for some big company down in Boston. Did that mean working weekends as well?

He was on the short side, not surprising given that both Dawn and her mother hovered around five feet. His hair was longer too, but looked purposeful, not overgrown. And then there was that gray suit…

Why the hell hadn’t I thought to dress up to meet Dawn’s family?

“What a nice surprise,” Dawn’s mother said. “And just in time for dinner!”

“Is Dawn here?” Alan asked.

“Um…here, actually.”

Alan turned around to see his sister standing behind him, a small box covered in fantasy artwork in her hands. Her face broke out into a grin, mirrored by a much smaller, but still genuine-looking smile from her brother. 

“It’s so nice to see you,” she said. “Oh! This is from Northwest Comics. Michael mentioned that you ordered the new expansion. I was gonna text you about it.”

Dawn handed the box over to Alan. He quickly accepted it.

“Thank you,” he said. “But in all honesty, I’m actually here to—”

“Hi, Alan!” Sunshine said, popping up at his side. “Isn’t this a surprise!”

“Yes,” he said, frowning. “I see I should have called.”

“Oh, no! I’m not complaining. It’s the good type of surprise, at least for me—us!” she corrected quickly. “Us. I’m not sure if you expected to walk in on a special dinner.”

I blinked. This type of nervous babbling was something I was used to seeing out of Dawn. Only with Dawn, it was cute.

“Special dinner?” Alan replied.

“Why, yes! Alex is here, after all.”

Picking up on my cue, I stood up and crossed into the living room area, reaching out a hand to shake.

“Glad to finally meet you,” I said. “Dawn’s only said good stuff about you.”

In response, Alan gave me a cold, appraising look.

“Likewise,” he finally said, giving my hand a firm shake.

Huh. A little different from Dawn’s mother. I wouldn’t label Karou Takahashi as overly friendly, but at least she had been polite and inviting.

As an older brother myself, I, too, had done the intimidating “big bro” appraisal of my sisters’ romantic partners. But I typically saved the cold shoulder act for the ones who deserved it, like Kyle, the asshole who had cheated on Mariah when Mom was dying from cancer. Dawn and I had only been together for a few months, but in that time, I had pretty much been the gold standard as far as boyfriends go.

Of course, before those few months, I had served as a henchman to Bailey City’s first supervillain, Calypso.

Nobody’s perfect.

I frowned over Alan’s cold greeting as the women in the room accommodated the party crasher, setting him a place at table and offering to break out more appetizers.

Hopefully, things would improve over dinner.




My mother, who had passed away a year before, had been a great cook. Of course, she would deny this every time it was brought up.

“I make nothing fancy,” she would say. “Don’t be silly.”

Which was true, but that didn’t change the fact that it still tasted great. Unfortunately, while Mariah, Claire, and I were all fans of good cooking, none of us had inherited her skills. Mariah was the best of the three of us, but only knew how to make a handful of recipes. 

And Dawn’s mom, on top of being a fantastic writer (and, I would assume, doctor) was also a damn good cook.

“Mrs. Takahashi,” I said as I dug into my second piece of lamb. “This is fantastic.”

“I’m glad you’re enjoying it,” Dawn’s always-polite mother replied. “When I asked Dawn what you liked to eat, she told me pretty much everything.”

“Factually true, but this is worth the indulgence. I’m going to have to double up on my cardio tomorrow to make up for it.”

From across the table, Alan let out the tiniest of snorts.

“That’s right,” Dawn’s mother said. “Dawn mentioned that you worked at Colossus Fitness. Down near Michael and Steve’s place.”

“That’s right.”

“I suspect they employ a lot of people your age. It must be easy to work your shifts around your classes.”

And with that, I felt the joy of a good meal begin to drain out of me. What did she mean “Um, Mom…Alex isn’t in school,” Dawn said, her attention focused on pushing peas around on her plate.

“That makes sense,” Alan added. “You are a bit older than Dawn, aren’t you?”

Well, that was an interesting tone of voice. 

“Of course,” Mrs. Takahashi said, recovering smoothly. “Where did you go to school, Alex?”

I swallowed my mouthful of lamb. “Uh…West Bailey High.”

Dawn’s mother’s blinked. “Oh. I just…I apologize. It was wrong for me to assume.”

Well, shit.

It was clear from her reaction that Dawn’s mother had assumed that I had at least some college experience. Unfortunately, I didn’t even have a high school diploma—just a GED. 

What can I say? I was a bit of a moron as a teenager. Not that my twenties have been much better.

It made it hard for me to get a decent job. People looked at my lack of education and spotty resume and automatically assumed that I couldn’t string two sentences together. Perhaps I should take it as a compliment that Dawn’s mother assumed otherwise.

But that was beside the point. This was something that Dawn should have prepared her for. The woman had been a doctor. Her son already had two degrees, and Dawn was attending the best college in Bailey City. I was going to go out on a limb and assume education was important to her.

Why the hell hadn’t Dawn said something?

I glanced across the table to where Dawn sat, eyes glued on her potatoes.

No, it wasn’t that she had forgotten to say anything. She had purposely avoided the subject entirely.

Well, shit.

“You know, a lot of places are accepting an equivalent amount of work nowadays for jobs in place of college degrees,” Sunshine said. “I guess after years of people burying themselves in mountains of debt, employers are starting to realize that there’s more than one way to get work experience.”

I forced a smile at Sunshine’s defense but knew it was time to change the subject.

“Not every place,” I said, keeping my voice light. “My sister Mariah is hard at work on her own mountain of debt. She’s working on her nursing degree. Has an internship over at Bailey General.”

A smile spread on Dawn’s mother’s face. “I worked at Bailey General for ten years before quitting to write full time. And while I much prefer the flexibility that comes with my new job, I must admit that I found my work there to be very rewarding. I hope the same goes for your sister.”

“Oh yeah, she’s loving it. Or at least I think she does. I barely see her nowadays. She was able to spend more time at home last semester.”

“Does that mean you still live at home?” Alan asked.

I frowned. Weirdly enough, Dawn had asked me the same question when we had first met. But she had just sounded curious. The cool edge to her brother’s sounded a lot more judgmental.

“Sure,” I said. “It’s a bit of a necessity right now.”

“Oh, I’m sure.”

Annoyance sparked inside of me, and my next words came out clipped. “What can I say. One of us needs to be working on that mortgage.”

Not that you’d know what that was like.

In response, Alan shut his mouth and frowned.

“Uh, Alex still lives at home, but…” Dawn paused. “His mom died about a year ago, so he just lives with his two younger sisters.”

Which is something Alan definitely should have known. An uncomfortable silence fell over the table. I looked to Dawn’s mother. Please tell me Dawn had filled her in on that important detail.

As if reading my mind, she nodded.

“My daughter has made me aware of your living situation and the loss you suffered.” She shook her head. “It’s my understanding that one of your sisters is still in high school. It’s…never a good time to lose a parent, but it is quite difficult at that age.”

The same age Dawn had been when she lost her father. I saw her shift uncomfortably in her seat.

Time to change the subject again.

“Claire’s a senior,” I said, “and yeah, it’s been rough on her, but she’s done a great job of keeping things together. Should graduate on time and everything.”

A helluva lot better than I had done.

“Do you know what she’s planning on doing after?” Dawn’s mother asked, tactfully avoiding the topic of college.

“She has a job as a waitress at Norma’s, a diner near where we live, and they’re willing to up her hours to full time after graduation. She’s also planning on taking a class or two at Bailey City Community College. Try out a few things, figure out what she wants to do with her life.”

Dawn’s mother put her fork down. “You know, I worked as a waitress to help put me through med school. To be honest, I often joked that there were times when it was more tiring than classes.”

“Was that part of your inspiration for A Taste of Loss?” I asked.

Dawn’s mother’s face lit up. “Why, yes. Dawn didn’t mention that you’d read any of my books.”

She shot her daughter a gently chastising look.

“Sorry,” Dawn said, after swallowing a piece of lamb. “I forgot.”

It wasn’t the only thing she’d forgotten.

“I’ve only read a handful,” I admitted. “Things have been kinda busy lately. I’ve fallen behind on my reading.”

And just as I was establishing myself as literate, Alan stood up from the table.

“Pardon me,” he said, holding up his phone. “I have a call.”

“I didn’t hear it ring,” I said with a frown.

From across the table, Sunshine shook her head at me.

“That’s fine, Alan,” Dawn’s mother said, then turned to Sunshine. “Sunshine, dear, I’ve been meaning to ask. Dawn mentioned that you have a new photo shoot coming up over spring break.”

I frowned—it appeared that Dawn had the time to fill in her mother on Sunshine’s latest photo shoot, but not on key aspects of her boyfriend’s life? I felt my frustration grow.

I heard a clink of china from across the table and looked up to see Dawn sneaking a glance at me. She looked back down again, as if in shame.

I’ve never been all that good at hiding my emotions.

I stood up from the table.

“I’m gonna hit the restroom,” I said.

“Oh, sure,” Mrs. Takahashi said, turning toward me. “It’s just at the top of the stairs.”

I nodded and headed in that direction.

During my visit, it had grown dark outside, so the stairs, which had been lit by natural light, were now pretty damn dark. I kept a hand close to the wall on my way up, looking for the switch. I made it to the top and felt my fingers brush against one. I clicked it on in relief.

And nearly jumped out of my skin to see Alan standing halfway down the hall.     

“Jesus,” I said. “You scared me. How the hell can you even see up here?”

In response, he held up his smartphone.

“Right, right, sure.”

And then, without another word, he brushed past me and down the stairs.

Seriously, what the hell? Every time Dawn had described her brother to me, she had used words like “supportive” and “caring.” Sure, she had mentioned that he was a little overprotective, but what older brother wasn’t? What the hell had I done to deserve this kind of treatment?

Shaking my head, I went in the bathroom and did my business. As I washed my hands, I felt sparks fly at the edge of my vision, a sign that my powers were starting to activate.

That I was getting angry.

Pressing my hands on either side of the sink, I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath. The sparks began to fade.

I suppose it was a good sign that the sight of them had surprised me. In the past few months, besides the occasional spat of road rage, I hadn’t heard a peep from my powers. And it was obvious why. My sisters were in good places. And I was picking up as many shifts as I could, so we were making all our bills.

And then there was Dawn.

Being with her was different. I had worried, when we started dating, that as a rich girl she would want to go to fancy restaurants and shit like that. But I should have known better. Dawn was all about pastries at the Cupcake Café rather than big meals at places like Antigoni’s, where we had our first date. We went to matinees as opposed to night movies because she wasn’t fond of crowds. And best of all, we spent long stretches of time just talking. On rooftops, during walks, at my place (which led to other things). Being with Dawn made me ridiculously happy. And the fact that she usually shed her awkwardness around me seemed to indicate that she felt the same way.

Then why was she hiding stuff about me from her family?

With a frown, I headed back down the stairs, my frustration dying down to disappointment. Disappointment that I saw reflected on the faces of the three women around the table.

Not what you’d expect to see around dessert.

“Did I miss something?” I asked.

“Alan had to leave,” Dawn said. “Something about an important phone call.”

Sparks flew back around the edges of my vision. In my household, family dinners had been as important as church. Sure, I had been an annoying little shit, but I had always been around for supper.

Clearly, Alan didn’t feel the same way.

“That’s too bad,” I said with a frown, taking my seat. “I guess that means more for me.”

Mrs. Takahashi smiled, causing some of the tension to relax out of Dawn’s shoulders.

But as Dawn’s mother cut into the tiramisu she had made for dessert, I found my thoughts drifting back. Why the hell did Alan dislike me? And why had Dawn told her family so little about me?

It looked like we were going to have to talk before training tonight.
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Being a socially awkward person gives you a wealth of experiences when it comes to, let’s say, unfortunate situations. Uncomfortable first encounters? Been there. First dates that fail before the what would you like to drink? part of the meal. Done that. Parties where you spend the entire first hour hiding in the corner, petting the fluffy family cat? Yup. 

With these unfortunate events behind me, I should have known that dinner with Alex was doomed to fail. And that it was a hundred percent my fault.

Alex had been his perfect, charming self. Polite, respectful, funny…it had been enough to pull my mom in right from the start. He had passed the small talk test (one that I regularly failed) with flying colors. It was when the conversation had gotten to specifics that things had gotten…uncomfortable.

It was enough to make me want to skip the night’s training session. And I never skip my training sessions. I mean, being able to say “oh I need to go train” by itself was awesome, even if that training didn’t involve The Danger Room. On top of that, it gave me an excuse to spend more time with Alex.

I suspected he would be a little less excited about that part after the dinner fiasco.

After taking the rooftop jumping route, I found a section of alley behind Colossus I knew didn’t have any cameras and waited.

The transformation was instantaneous. I didn’t even need to close my eyes or really concentrate anymore. It only took a second for my red and black costume (complete with black mask and cape adorned with a pattern of stars) to melt away and bring me back to plain old Dawn.

Unfortunately, plain old Dawn wasn’t quite as immune to the cold as Hikari was. Being March, and not January, it didn’t hit me like a punch to the gut, but the shock of the cool night air was impossible to ignore. 

Being an Actual in a city where winter existed came with its own set of complications. And sure, the city did a pretty good job with plowing and sanding the roads, but the rooftops were a whole other story. I had skidded and fallen off more than my fair share of buildings these past few months. Thanks to my healing factor, the injuries had vanished without a trace, but my shame that someone would capture my fail and post it on YouTube (Bailey City’s Hikari takes a spill!) haunted my every nightmare.

Given that so many comic book heroes were based out of New York City, you’d think all my reading would have prepared me for the reality of superheroing during the winter months.

I pulled up my phone, revealing a new text from Alex.

“Inside already. Back door open.”

I felt my stomach sink.

Alex had asked the owner of Colossus Fitness to use the place after hours for “training his girlfriend in self-defense.” And the owner, knowing me to be a short, scrawny thing with a history of getting kidnapped, had quickly agreed. He just didn’t know what I was really being trained for.

Alex and I had a bit of a pattern going on. He would arrive early to set up, I would swing by about twenty minutes after closing (which on Sundays was 8:00 p.m.) and he would greet me at the door with a big kiss—making me doubly grateful about the lack of cameras in the alley. The fact that he was skipping the kiss let me know that things were worse than I had thought.

I swallowed and opened the door.

Thanks to our many training sessions, I knew the layout of Colossus like the back of my hand, and probably could have found my way by memory even if Alex had forgotten to turn on the hall lights. 

I circled around to the back where the boxing ring lay, a steady “thump thump thump” sound filling the air.

I entered the room to find Alex not in the ring but taking on a large punching bag. I could see his muscles ripple beneath a gray Colossus Fitness t-shirt and for a moment was paralyzed. How the hell had my scrawny self even managed to capture such a pinnacle of physical perfection? For a few seconds, I just stood there and blatantly objectified him, lingering on my good luck.

Luck that could be running out. Alex was clearly working off some frustration. Frustration that was all my fault.

Of course, his powers were fueled by anger, so the fact that the bag wasn’t flying across the room (a la Captain America at the beginning of The Avengers) was somewhat encouraging.

“Ah…do you want me to steady that?” I suggested awkwardly.

Alex paused, turning to me.

“That’s what they do on TV shows,” I said. “Before getting into important, emotional conversations.”

Alex reached down and picked up a bottle of water. “Thanks, but I’m all set.”

Shit. This wasn’t starting out right at all.

“I, uh…see you started without me?” 

“I did tell your mother that I needed to add in a little extra cardio to work off dinner.”

“Yeah.” I dropped my gaze. “About dinner. I…”

“Failed to warn your mother about the fact that you’re dating a high school dropout?”

“Ah…yeah. I didn’t mention that.”

“And why the hell not?” Alex shook his head. “Dawn, you met my sisters weeks ago. And when it took you a little longer to set up this meeting, I figured that it was because you were busy. Waiting for spring break when you had some free time. Now I’m beginning to wonder.”

“Wonder what?”

“Waiting so long to tell your family about me. Keeping important things to yourself. Dawn, are you ashamed of me?”

I swear, I could feel the color drain from my face.

“What! No! I…” I shook my head. “Alex, I’m so sorry. I…I think I should explain.”

“Sounds good to me.” He walked over to a set of chairs next to the ring and grabbed his usual seat, casting an expectant look at the one I always took.

A sign of trust I knew I didn’t deserve right now.

“I…it’s true that I did put off this first meeting,” I said, crossing the room. “It’s true that it was because I was worried about how my mother would react when she learned about your education. And that’s because I knew that it would shock her. I mean…it kinda shocked me. But that doesn’t have anything to do with you. It’s part of who you are, and I’m incredibly fond of who you are. No. This is my problem, and I am so sorry for messing things up.”

I stood in front of Alex, looking down at my fidgeting hands.

“I…forget how different we are sometimes,” I continued. “I mean…there’s the whole Faultline and Hikari thing, but how we grew up is different too. For me, the assumption was that I would go to a top college and get some sort of degree. And I had amazing teachers and tutors to get me to that point. Too often, I forget that not everyone has that.”

“Not everyone needs that,” Alex replied. “Look at Mariah. She had the same shitty schooling I did and is doing great. That shouldn’t be an excuse for me.”

“I’m not saying it should be. But the fact that I got all of these opportunities and help when I needed it while so many other people didn’t…isn’t fair.”

A smile cracked on Alex’s lips. “I think that’s my line.” Then his face fell. “It’s not the only part of it, though. I was a real shithead. Still am, sometimes. Kind of makes a guy wonder why you’re even dating me in the first place.”

In response, I closed the space between him and planted a kiss on his lips.

It wasn’t a polite kiss. Not the kind you’d normally have in public spaces. No, this one was firm, my body pressed against his. I felt Alex’s surprise at first, and then his arms wrapped around me, pulling me even closer. I drew back seconds later.

“I’m with you because I care about you, and you being in my life makes it so much better,” I said, my breath intermingling with his.

“Even when I’m gross and sweaty?”

“Yep,” I replied. “Erm…although now that you mention it, this is pretty gross.”

I tried to pull away, but he kept me close.

“Nope,” he said. “Too late now.”

“But the smell.”

He loosened his grip. “It’s not that bad, is it?”

“No-o.” I pulled back.

“You are such a horrible liar,” Alex said with a laugh. He reached down and grabbed a hand towel to wipe the sweat from the back of his neck. “So, what do you think? Can I be salvaged in your mother’s eyes?”

“Seems like you already did that over dinner.”

“Yeah, but she just thinks I’m some loser that never bothered to go to college. She doesn’t know I’m some loser that didn’t finish the eleventh grade.”

I felt myself wince.

“I’ll tell her but it’s…going to be tricky,” I admitted. “My mother didn’t come from a family with a lot of money. Not like my dad. So when it came time for med school, she was kinda on her own. She did what she could to get by. Scholarships. Waitressing. It took a lot of work. I think all that work is the reason why she values education so highly.”

“And I pissed mine away.” Alex sighed. “You know I think she might be happier if you were dating one of my sisters.”

“We’ll find a way to warm her up to it. My mother is a cautious woman, but she’s not unreasonable.”

“What about your brother?”

“Ah…right. Alan. He means well but he’s always been a little…emotionally distant, which some people can interpret as cold.”

“I wouldn’t exactly describe his behavior at dinner as just ‘cold.’”

“You’re right.” I swallowed. “Um…if anything, I would call him rude. I’m really sorry about that.”

“You’re not responsible for your brother’s attitude.”

“I know, but he’s always been protective of me. Going back to when we were kids.” I paused, smoothing out my lips before speaking again. “I can remember, back when I was in middle school, I was being bullied by these two brothers. Twins, actually. I was kind of an awkward kid, which should come as a surprise to no one, and they saw the…opportunity there, I guess you can say.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“They would tease me mercilessly. They liked to see how long they could push me until they made me cry. Bonus points if they did it in front of the class. I was such an emotional live wire at that age, and I guess that made it all too easy for them.”

“It’s no one’s fault for being bullied. Claire went through a similar patch.” He winced. “I guess that’s what she gets for sharing my short temper but not my physical size.”

“It’s weird that it’s come up because it’s actually something that Lilah and I have been talking about lately.”

“The Forger woman? The one that Riley mentioned?”

I nodded. A few months back I had come to, well, a bit of a breakthrough. I had a lot of unexamined emotional baggage, the kind that you would normally bring to a therapist. Only going to a therapist as an Actual with a secret identity came with its own set of issues. So, Riley, a member of The Forgers, had provided me with an alternative, a phone number for a woman named Lilah Gray, who sometimes helped people like me. We had talked a handful of times over the past few months, in the rare moments when our schedules aligned. And every time I talked to her, I felt…not better, but like I had accomplished something, at least. Like maybe I was finally ready to face my demons.

Unless that included being honest with my mother about who I was dating, apparently.

“Anyway, I’m well aware that my experience, compared to what some kids have gone through, was easy,” I continued. “But it was enough to make me loathe going to school every day. I began to fake sick and rack up absences. And given that my elementary school years were marked by five matching perfect attendance ribbons, my family knew that something was wrong. Only, I couldn’t tell my parents. They would do something and make things worse. My brother, on the other hand…”

“Felt safer,” Alex finished. “And if your baby sister is being bullied, it’s not something you take lying down.” He paused. “I can’t imagine your brother punching out a couple of guys, though.”

“He didn’t. But a week after I told Alan, a teacher found drugs in one of the twins’ lockers.” I shrugged. “I never knew what it was. Weed or some sort of prescription thing, I guess? But our school had a zero-tolerance policy and given that both brothers had a history of behavioral issues, it wasn’t a difficult decision.” I paused to swallow. “Andy. The kid’s name was Andy. He was expelled and enrolled in another school.”

Alex frowned before speaking. “Okay, I get the punishment, but why just one brother? Why not both?”

“Well…you didn’t see Jake, the other brother. After Andy had left, I mean. The two of them were so close. Like, finish each other sentences, Weasley twin-level close. Jake always seemed a little lost after Andy was gone. Being separated was the real punishment, not being expelled.”

“That’s fucking devious, you know that? How old was your brother at the time?”

“Fifteen,” I said with a weak smile. “When I was a kid, I didn’t make the connection. After all, my brother was at the high school, not the middle school. I never figured out how—”

I heard the telltale ring of my cell phone from my gym bag. Blinking, I reached down and pulled it out.

“That’s ironic,” I said. “It’s Alan. Do you—”

“Go ahead,” Alex replied. “I need to set up anyway.”

I answered the call. “Um…hey, Alan.”

“Dawn. Thank you for picking up,” Alan replied, his voice sounding strained.

“No problem. You know, I wondered if I was going to hear from you, after you left.”

“Yes, and I’m sorry about that. The call was from someone I know in a hospital.”

“You have a friend in the hospital!” My voice came out as a squeak. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“She’s not a friend.” Alan’s voice brooked no argument. “But it did take a while to get her to speak coherently. That’s why the call took so long. It was never my intention to leave for the rest of evening. I just needed to know if she had heard anything of interest.”

“Heard anything? I don’t understand. Alan? Alan?”

The other end of the phone was silent for a moment, and when Alan spoke again, his voice was pitched at a whisper.

“Dawn, I don’t have time to talk. I believe I am being followed.”

“What!?”

“Meet me at Chase Park,” he said. Then I heard a rustle in the background. “And I dearly hope that you are not too far from home.”

And with that, the phone went dead.

My fingers immediately flashed over the screen, pulling up Alan’s number to call him back.

But then I froze. If he was really being followed, then the ringing of his phone, even if it was on vibrate…

“What’s going on?” Alex asked.

I jumped to find him suddenly at my side. I rested a hand on his arm for support.

“It’s Alan,” I said. “He’s in trouble, being followed—”

“Followed? What do you mean by ‘followed?’”

“He asked me to come and get him.”

“Why did—” Alex shook his head. “Not important right now. Where is he?”

“Chase Park. With traffic, it will take a while to drive there—”

“But less time by rooftop,” Alex said, finishing my thought. “I’ll take the car, and you—”

“I’m going to go find my brother.”


Even taking the rooftop method, it had taken a good ten minutes to cross the section of the city between Colossus Fitness and Chase Park. For me, those ten minutes had been anxiety-inducing. I made my way from building to building, calculating the quickest route in my head. This, at least, gave me something to do. Unlike Alan, all alone. Sure, he had inherited our mother’s famously calm demeanor, but anyone in that situation would have been scared.

Bailey City has its fair share of parks, but the meticulously maintained Chase Park is widely accepted as its best. But even the best doesn’t look all that great by mid-March. The mix of half melted snow and mud slicks kinda outshines the gazebos and waterways. As I approached, I couldn’t help but notice that the amber glow of the streetlamps seemed to cast more into shadow than light.

I crouched on the roof of a gazebo, wishing that Alan had bothered to tell me where he was hiding. I paused and closed my eyes for a few seconds, focusing on breathing. This was part of every superhero narrative, wasn’t it? For one reason or another, your loved ones would find themselves in trouble. What would Barry Allen do in my situation? Or Golden Strike? 

Stay calm.

My breathing steadied, and I opened my eyes and looked out over the darkened path.

And I caught sight of something gold.

No, not gold. Blond. The hair of a woman, mostly shoved under a black cap. She moved in the shadows, avoiding the lamp-lit cobblestone path. Eventually, she circled around to the gazebo, seeing it as a likely place to hide. This brought her closer to the lamps, lighting her up just enough for me to see that she had something tucked into her belt. A flashlight, or maybe even a gun. She reached up to her left ear, a familiar tick that I had performed on the couple times that Dana had sent me someplace with an earpiece.

“At the central gazebo,” she said, her voice almost too low for me to hear. “The brother isn’t here, moving south.”

The brother. I felt my blood run cold. This had something to do with me.

As the woman began to head south, I realized that I had a decision in front of me.

I could focus on the woman, disarm her, and try to figure out what was going on. Only my interrogation techniques? Pretty much nonexistent. My job was protecting innocents, not shaking down criminals. And of course, this would likely lead to the woman warning whoever happened to be on the other end of that earpiece, ruining the element of surprise. This could work to our advantage, force them to scatter before they found my brother. That is, if they hadn’t found him already.

My other option wasn’t much better, requiring me to be stealthy, and dressing in bright red comes with its drawbacks, after all.

But if I could be stealthy, I could take this woman down hard and fast. What else has my training been for, if not this?

Nodding, I dropped to the ground, slowly moving up behind the blonde woman, crossing the distance between the two of us until we were almost close enough to touch.

And then I hit a patch of mud and my boots let out a high “squick!”

Ugh, seriously! How the hell had she walked over the same patch of ground and not made that same noise?

Before I had time to contemplate that, the woman spun around, her eyes widening at they hit mine. Barely pausing for a breath, she readied her first attack.

Fortunately, I was also prepared.

Okay, I’m not saying that three and a half months of training had turned me into Black Widow or anything, but I had improved by leaps and bounds. My movements were tighter, more controlled, and didn’t give my enemies quite so many openings.

And my strength? Oh, that hadn’t changed.

We exchanged a series of quick blows, the woman quickly establishing herself as the superior fighter and getting in a couple of nasty hits right off the bat. But I was stronger, and all it took was one blow to take her to the ground, unconscious.

I frowned, hoping I hadn’t managed to undercut my own plan. I knelt beside her and shifted her blond hair aside. The communication device lay nestled in her left ear. I let out a sigh of relief. It was different than the kind that Dana and I had used, but it didn’t look overly squashed.

Making a face, I dug it out and then shoved it inside of my own left ear.

Yuck. The things I did for family.

At first, I heard nothing, making me wonder if I had, in fact, destroyed the thing. Then I heard a man’s voice come through as clear as if he were standing next to me.

“Movement to the east,” he said. “By the bridge.”

A distance that I could cross easily. Bending my knees, I launched myself in that direction, trying my best to keep away from the lamp light. I hit the ground near a patch of maple trees that stood about twenty feet away from a covered bridge. I felt an unexpected pang at the sight of it, remembering how my father had taken Alan and me here as children to feed the ducks that gathered beneath that bridge.

The now-familiar sound of mud squishing beneath someone’s feet filled my ears. I spun around and held back a
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