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For David

Thanks for taking me to that first comic book shop. 


Prologue

The situation was about to turn deadly. Eight hostages were being held at gunpoint in a strip mall office outside town.

Miles away in the skies, one man’s enhanced hearing spotted the crime in progress. A gun-wielding trio burst into the office and ordered the frightened occupants to their knees. An upward spray of bullets from a semi-automatic made them comply.

At the sound of weapon’s fire, the man flew faster toward the conflict.

One hostage, a tubby man, wouldn’t shut up or obey. This was his office space, he protested. This meeting wasn’t harming anybody.

Uh-Oh! The man was less than half a mile away right as one gunman lost his patience. Aiming his handgun, the criminal fired twice at the chubby hostage.

The man in the dark morning skies put on a kick of speed…

Several screams sliced through the room as shots rang out and struck true…

Two bullets bounced off his nearly invulnerable six-foot-four-inch frame after he’d exploded through the ceiling.

Two flattened slugs clanked harmlessly on the floor, never touching the intended target.

With flakes of ceiling plaster swirling around, he glanced around to confirm all eight unharmed hostages. Seven shivered together on the floor. The mouthy, tubby gentleman flinched from bullets that never struck. The unusual complexions and bizarre physiques of the hostages confirmed what these people were.

Before him stood three normal-looking bigots hell-bent on executing the eight hostages.

Thank god I was doing a morning flyby patrol. This man needed no introduction. The ceiling entrance handled that. Plus, by the three gunmen’s WTF looks, they knew him.

Silvery Caesar haircut.

Swarthy complexion.

Yellow-colored letter T stretched over the strapping torso and arms of his dark green costume.

Who didn’t recognize Titan, world-famous superhero?

He stood in his patented hands-on-hips pose. “I’ll ask once.” Titan’s iron tones dominated the room. “Drop the guns and walk away.”

Usually, that was enough to scare off non-powered crooks like these.

The three looked scared, but not scared enough to do the smart thing. Bigotry and second amendment rights made them cocky.

 “You’re not the boss of us, you silver-haired freak,” the gunman on the left snarled, lanky and shaggy-haired. He seemed to be in charge. “You abominations overrun our cities. Threaten our families. And more keep appearing!”

His two companions nodded in agreement. “It’s time humans fought back.”

Titan sighed, knowing how this could end.

“By killing innocent citizens attending a peaceful meetup?” the tubby hostage asked, not helping. He stood behind Titan.

“SHADDUP!” the man on the left barked, pointing a Glock over Titan’s shoulder.

The superhero gave the pudgy gentleman a sharp look, causing him to finally hush and crouch near the other hostages.

“Dangerous freaks organizing to attack us,” said the stocky Korean gunman on the right. He hefted a modified semi-automatic rifle in both hands.

“We’re gonna die!” a young female hostage sobbed.

Titan glanced over his shoulder. “Not on my watch.” As long as the gunmen didn’t fire. Or Titan moved fast enough.

He turned to the gunmen, who decided to end negotiations. “Waste them! Titan, too!”

The trio aimed their guns at Titan and the shrieking hostages behind him with lethal intent.

Titan wasn’t in danger, thanks to his nigh-invulnerable skin. The hostages in this confined space, however...

“GET DOWN,” the superhero barked at them. Titan crossed the room so fast, the gunmen and hostages seemed frozen in place. A familiar effect when he ran at superspeed. Titan reached the middle gunman first, ramming a shoulder into his gut. He pulled his tackle just enough to not shatter every bone in the idiot’s body. He rushed right for the gunman about to squeeze the trigger of his semi-automatic. Titan batted the weapon aside with a backhand and hoisted the man off his feet by the throat. Titan chucked him like a lawn dart, ensuring the gunman wouldn’t explode against the far wall—tempting as that was.

Then came the gunman on the left, frozen in place, Glock aimed at Titan. The superhero stopped and caught the gunman’s wrist, snapping it with a gentle squeeze. The man screamed, his Glock dropping from nerveless fingers. Two loud crashes on opposite side walls happened immediately. All in under three seconds.

A sidelong glance told Titan the other gunmen were out cold and slumped to the floor.

He focused on the lone gunman, tightening his grip. The criminal wailed, holding his crushed forearm. “Sorry. I’m sorry,” the man blubbered. Tears streamed down his face, and something else down his legs judging by the pungent smell.

Titan wrinkled his nose. “I know.” He came sailing in with a right. The unharmed gunman shrieked and recoiled. The hostages gasped.

When the gunman opened his eyes, Titan smiled, his fist an inch from the man’s jaw.

“Made you look.” He twisted his fist with a thumbs up to the man’s chin. The finger flick from someone with Titan’s strength knocked the robber head over heels—twice.

He landed face first with a grunt and didn’t move. Crisis averted.

Titan scanned the room, his inspection revealing all hostages were safe. “Everyone okay?” he asked for verification. A chorus of frightened voices confirmed. Thank God…

After asking someone to call 911, Titan bound the unconscious gunmen with an electric cord and kicked the guns far from reach. “Don’t touch those,” Titan warned. “They have their fingerprints.”

Glancing through the hole in the ceiling, the sky was a stunning dark pink, signaling dawn’s arrival.

One woman ran to Titan, bearhugging him like a life raft. “Thank you, Titan. God bless you for saving us!” She looked the most normal of the eight former hostages, save the catlike amber eyes.

Titan smiled. “My pleasure, ma’am.” After twenty-plus years and hundreds of thousands of rescues, simple gratitude still meant a lot. Most of them displayed similar appreciation, shaking hands or waving reverently.

Looking them over, Titan saw these men and women were supers like himself. Unlike him, they lacked his vast powerset or a normal human visage. Hell, one had eyes that glowed nonstop.

Like me but not like me, Titan observed blandly. Story of his life.

“My goddamn ceiling!” someone shouted. Titan turned to the tubby older gentleman, the office’s owner. Hands on his hips, the man’s green veins sticking out across his face and hands the angrier he became. He kicked at the rubble ringing the floor beneath the sizeable hole. “You ruined it!”

Titan’s smile curdled along with his mood. “My apologies. I was in a rush.” Saving your life, you ungrateful dolt. Even without criticism, the high from saving lives had grown so fleeting.

“Thanks a lot, ‘Almighty’ Titan,” a younger man spat, the tubby man’s son by his resemblance. “Expect a call from our lawyer.”

“Roger. Kevin. Don’t be assholes!” the woman with the cat-like eyes protested. “Titan saved our lives!”

“And ruined my ceiling, Ashley!” Roger griped. “You know how much my superhero disaster premium will skyrocket?”

And the eight hostages argued with Roger and Kevin over their ingratitude. The tied-up gunmen groaned but remained unconscious.

Titan stepped back and, with a familiar plastic smile, said, “Have a good rest of your day.” He rocketed upward through the ceiling hole at top speed. The ungrateful voices of the rescued soon faded as sounds of police sirens grew closer.

Minutes later, Titan soared over the heart of San Miguel—a sprawling Central Coast city located between Los Angeles and San Francisco.

The red morning sun peeked over the horizon, slowly waking San Miguel’s citizens.

Miles below, the downtown skyline was illuminating. Morning traffic congested the veins of freeways winding through the city. Many drivers, walled in their cars, either zoned out, cursed the traffic or multi-tasked. The babbling of voices swelled as the sun climbed, flooding the City of Wonder with fiery warmth and noise. Most citizens never appreciated the sunrise, numbed out by their everyday routine. Several wept in bathrooms or cars for salvation from existences that never improved. Many voices chose the familiar complacency over escape, despite the misery.

Titan heard them all. Every day. Listening was part of his routine, parsing through the clutter to locate those in true need. Or intercepting crimes in progress.

He had grown desensitized to their monotony, at times weary of it.

Today, the monotony angered Titan. But the Central Coast Saint could never express aloud how these ingrates should shut up about their crappy lives. Instead, Titan remained smiling and unwaveringly tolerant.

A crunching collision on the 227 West caught his ear. He slowed his flight, scanning and listening. Magnified vision showed traffic slowing further around a BMW rear-ended by a Prius. The accident looked minor, both cars functional enough to pull over. Both drivers appeared uninjured after exiting their cars. Titan flew onward.

During the brief calm moments, Titan enjoyed observing San Miguel from above. He and this city had grown up together. Both had faced devastating tragedies. Both had been reborn stronger than before. Both had bonded in a brave new world while blossoming into household names.

Today, the City of Wonder housed over four million citizens. It boasted a flourishing entertainment industry, a resurgent wine region, sports teams and so much more.

That didn’t cover San Miguel’s main attraction.

Homo sapien superior, aka Superhumans.

Since a mysterious Global Whiteout in the early-1970s, superpowered and magic-based individuals had appeared all over Earth. Current stats had the total worldwide count of superhumans at seven percent or roughly fifty million and counting. Since its beginnings, San Miguel attracted large numbers of supers, particularly those in spandex and tights. Titan’s powers didn’t originate from the Whiteout, making him an outlier amongst even superhumans, like the supers in that strip mall. That wouldn’t stop him from protecting his city from the superhumans who'd do harm with their gifts. And those challenging the Central Coast Saint were growing more dangerous and more numerous as time passed.

Titan hovered over Barrera-Goldman Tower, one of downtown San Miguel’s tallest buildings.

With a heavy sigh, he scanned from the western coastline to the east mountains. The Rio Luis, one positive of the disaster that had shaped San Miguel, was a long shimmery coil through the city, snaking all the way to the sea.

Titan was tired. Not physically, never physically. Mental fatigue, weighing on his chest, had been building over the last year. All over a question. Am I making a difference anymore?

No matter how many times he asked. No matter how many lives saved or criminals stopped, Titan couldn’t find an answer.

So wrapped in his thoughts he almost missed the very faint shuffle behind him, along with familiar shallow breaths. The new arrival hid between the upper power generators and vents atop the Barrera-Goldman. He could sneak up on anyone, except Titan.

The superhero smiled and floated a few feet lower. “Morning,” he greeted without turning.

“Hey.” The brusque reply came from the shadows, more grunt than greeting, reverberating at Titan. Almost like two people spoke out of sync. The vigilante called Geist remained concealed from early dawn like a nocturnal predator. “Day starting?”

“Already has,” Titan replied. “Flew across the pond last night to help the Champions with a weredragon. Then diffused an early morning hostage situation.”

“Just heard,” Geist growled. “Nice.”

Not if you were the office owner. “And your night?” Titan asked, bracing himself.

“Serial killer got out on good behavior last week.” Geist’s tone turned more Clint Eastwood-like. “Committed his second strike.” Unlike many costumed heroes, Geist possessed no powers. But for the kind of street-level criminals he faced every night, the man needed only his fists, guns and unyielding resolve.

Titan frowned, hearing another collision on the 101 South. Again, minor fender-bender. No injuries. “The young couple in Liberty Heights?” he asked.

“Correct,” Geist replied.

Titan’s breath caught in his throat. It always did when hearing another scumbag had reached strike two. “And?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

Silence hung between them. “Justice was served,” Geist growled, succinct and severe.

Meaning the killer’s dead. Titan was thankful to be spared the gory details. “Good.” The public considered Geist an urban legend. Some of Titan’s peers considered him a brilliant tactician. Most wrote Geist off as a homicidal psychopath. The Office of Superhuman Affairs (OSA) didn’t consider him their problem, given his lack of powers. Law enforcement labeled him a murderer, despite secretly welcoming his unwelcome aid. Such a dark, violent vision of justice opposed everything Titan stood for, hence why he publicly condemned the urban legend of Geist.

Away from prying eyes, the Central Coast Saint fully supported the Midnight Son of San Miguel. But what did that say about Titan for agreeing more and more with his closest friend’s brutal methods? That led back to the question plaguing him. “Are we making a difference anymore?”

Another lengthy silence passed before Geist answered. “Meaning?”

“Our methods differ, friend. But what have we accomplished?” The bitterness and defeat in those words surprised even Titan.

“Titan—”

“So many criminals we’ve put away keep getting out,” Titan continued, unable to stop. “Despite how many lives saved or criminals caught. No matter how fast I fly and fight, the world keeps slipping into a darker and more divided place. And we’re barely holding the line.” His fists clenched so tight his palms actually ached. Titan was startled by this explosive desire to hit something as hard as possible.

“And Lord Borealis?” Geist threw back from his hiding place. “Your archenemy for years. Worst of the worst. If it was up to me, he’d have received my brand of justice long ago.” His snarling delivery reminded Titan of the vigilante’s lingering vitriol toward Borealis. “You believed in his redemption. Vouched for him in court. Thanks to you, he’s five years reformed.”

Titan couldn’t deny that truth. His war with Borealis had spanned decades, planets and timelines, with Titan always emerging triumphant.

Now Borealis was a retired civilian and close friend. That gave Titan’s weariness a brief respite. “One exception, out of countless failures.” He shook his head, staring out at the rippling ocean beyond San Miguel’s coastline.

Geist wasn’t finished. “So everyone who considers you a role model is wrong?” he demanded in a rough, angry whisper. “You’re what I can never be for millions in this city, this country, this world. A beacon of hope. Remember that.” Geist usually didn’t speak that much, more prone to curt retorts and grunted one-liners.

Titan turned his neck, glancing in the vigilante’s direction. A pair of glowing, blood-red eyes glared up at him from the shadows between the air vents and power generators. Despite the darkness, Titan’s 80/20 vision discerned Geist’s sinewy, coiled outline.

“I believed that once.” He turned from his friend. “Nowadays, Titan isn't enough.”

“Where’s this coming from?” Geist demanded. “I’m the cynic, not you.”

But Titan knew he was no longer an effective beacon. This new generation of heroes cared more about fame, endorsements and social media followers. Titan remained mute as the sun climbed higher.

Geist kept prying. “Is this because yesterday was the Chicago Massacre’s fifteenth anniversary?”

“I don’t know,” Titan replied, uninterested in revisiting that horrific event. The last few weeks had been rougher than usual. “Just thinking out loud—” He stopped as faint smoke tickled his nostrils, wafting from the east. Titan turned in that direction and listened, stretching his hypersenses out.

Trouble inland near Paso Robles, San Miguel’s largest suburb.

Titan tensed for action, glad for a distraction from his self-pity. “Building fire on Park Street,” he stated, turning to Geist. “Have to…”

Golden sunlight chased away shadows between the generators, revealing no Geist.

Titan smiled and shook his head. How does he do that? “Thanks for listening, friend.” The hero rocketed toward Paso Robles at top speed.


Chapter 1

Quinn Bauer stared at her half-eaten lunch with dwindling enthusiasm.

On paper, Mexican-Indian fusion sounded intriguing. But chicken masala burrito, naan lentils tacos and curry flavored black beans weren't good in execution. The young reporter, with a shock of big kinky black curls, peered across the table. “Thoughts?”

Annie Machado, her lunch date, also looked indifferent about her own unfinished lunch. She scooped up her glass of rose and shrugged. “The wine’s good.” Annie took a long sip, her sunkissed face flushed after two previous glasses.

Quinn snorted with laughter. “We’re in Paso Robles, Annie. The wine better be top-shelf.” The two friends shared a corner booth at a downtown Paso Robles restaurant. Bright sunlight poured over this fusion bistro’s sparse patrons through the windows. Quinn appreciated the Mariachi meets maharajah décor of Bollywood Baja, another of the chic new bistros that sprouted every few months. Quinn had written about this a few months ago. The continuous attempts to cement San Miguel and its suburb Paso Robles as foodie destinations or whatever. “Seriously,” she urged. “What do you think?” Quinn hoped her opinion on this blandified food was isolated.

Tossing back her flowing dark locks with blunt bangs, Annie forked another piece of her chicken and butter rice. She swallowed a bite and made a face. “Chicken’s too dry. Sauce's too runny.” Annie took another long sip of rose. “Again, great wine. You?”

Quinn frowned and adjusted her horn-rimmed glasses. “The food isn’t vomit-inducing or even underwhelming. I’m just…whelmed by the blandness. Which is worse.”

“Ruh-Roh!” Annie grinned, adjusting the collar of her designer blouse. “Bollywood Baja. Another victim of Quinn’s opinioned poison.”

“Hold up!” Quinn raised her hand as if stopping traffic. “Not yet. The review isn’t due until next Friday. They have another week to get their ish together.” This was her amended review policy after some readers accused her of being too harsh on sucky new restaurants.

“You’re right about the wine, though.” Quinn smiled and raised her glass of Cabernet Sauvignon.

Annie beamed. “Cheers.” The friends clinked glasses and tossed back the rest of their wine. As a junior reporter for SLO Coast Daily’s Lifestyle & Culture, Quinn reviewed shiny new restaurants. That came with perks and, as evident today, shortcomings. Annie willingly tagged along to many of these reviews, despite her demanding PR job.

Annie and Quinn had been each other’s ride-or-dies since meeting at Brown University seven years ago. It was Annie who had convinced Quinn, a proud east coaster in need of a fresh start, to make the cross-country leap. Having her BFF and extended family in San Miguel softened the landing.

Two years later, Quinn still considered that her best life choice ever. She loved how San Miguel’s streets crackled with newness and vibrancy. She loved how this young metropolis had whatever a young woman could want. Countless job options, beautiful beaches, (mostly) good food, copious wineries and a chance at reinvention.

That last aspect had intrigued Quinn most, knowing the City of Wonder was built on the foundation of an older Californian community. A 7.8-scale earthquake in late-1987 had flattened sleepy San Luis Obispo and most of its eponymous county. California officials’ initial decision had been to rebuild. Instead, several corporations and land developers had seen an opportunity to create a new metropolis. Five years and over seven billion dollars later, San Miguel emerged, drawing transplants from across America and the world. A California goldrush for the 21st century.

“Thanks for lunching with me,” Quinn gushed, unable to eat another bite of her bland meal. She slipped into her light blue jean jacket. “Maybe dessert won't suck?”

“I’m down to grab sweets.” Annie wiggled something under the table. “As long as…” She whipped out her left hand. “I show you THIS first!”

Quinn recoiled, blinded by a huge diamond ring waving in her face. She rubbed her eyes and looked again, slack-jawed. “Is that…?”

Annie nodded, a smile slashing her face in half.

Quinn’s heart swelled. “OMGeezies,” she exclaimed. “Jonathan proposed?!”

“Last night, finally!!” Annie squealed. She and Johnny, her boyfriend of four years, were practically married already. Annie thrust out her hand to give Quinn a closer look. “I wanted my bestie to know before posting on Instagram!”

Quinn leaped from her seat, arms spread wide. “Come here!” When Annie popped up, the squealing friends bearhugged in the middle of the restaurant, ignoring other patrons’ glares.

When they broke apart, Quinn looked upward to meet her friend’s gaze. Not surprising as she was a petite five-feet-four and Annie a voluptuous five-foot-eight. “I want details, Tatiana Machado!”

“So glad you asked, Quinnie.” Annie fanned herself overdramatically with the hand bearing the ring. “Johnny’s elaborate setup was extra AF—!”

A slight tremor running through Bollywood Baja silenced Annie.

Quinn glanced around in concern. “You feel that?” She spotted other customers’ pointed alarm. Please, not another earthquake. Quinn still hadn’t adjusted to those.

A more forceful jolt shuddered the whole street, causing cries and gasps. Every patron ducked for cover.

“That definitely wasn’t an earthquake.” Annie clutched Quinn like a protective mom.

There was a crack of thunder as a large object tore a cloudy path through the street right outside for yards. Everyone, Annie included, shrieked and jolted back. Quinn stared as whatever had crashed skidded to a halt. Columns of dirty smoke rose from the gash torn across the street.

Through the curling smoke, Quinn spied a man shake his head before rising. He was tall, six-feet-four and built like a chiseled building. The bright green costume he wore with a big golden T across the torso was unmistakable. His blocky and swarthy face looked determined, trademark silver Caesar haircut ruffled.

Quinn’s eyes went saucer-wide as her chocolate brown skin flushed. She’d never seen him this close. But like the rest of the world, Quinn knew this superhero at a glance.

The Central Coast Saint. The Almighty. The one and only, Titan.

Immediately after, a massive SUV came flying, about to land on him.

Titan squared his stance and caught the Escalade like a beach ball at the last second. Lowering the car back to the ground, the superhero rocketed to wherever the vehicle and he had come from.

“Holy Shiva!” Quinn cried. “That’s—”

“Yep,” Annie announced from behind. Quinn found her BFF glued to her cellphone, of course. “According to Avngr, Titan and Lady Liberty are fighting Killawatt and Armordillo two blocks away…”

The whole restaurant instantly sprinted outside for a better look, waiters included. As she and Annie followed the crowd, Quinn shook her head in disbelief. Something else she hadn’t adjusted to.

Superhumans.

Whether they battled in costume as heroes and villains or lived normal lives, superhumans flocked to San Miguel like magnets. This city had the largest superhuman population in the US. SLO Coast Daily, headquartered in San Miguel, had a section dedicated to superhumans and superheroes. San Miguel PD created a task Force dedicated to superhuman-related crimes.

Another reason why San Miguel got labeled the City of Wonder.

Outside, Quinn got full view of the clash through dirty billows of smoke and ruined structures. The sight left her breathless.

Right down the street, living gods battled for supremacy.

Titan flew at a shiny, massive, armored creature shaped like an armadillo. The criminal known as Armordillo curled into a ball and somersaulted toward Titan at top speed. Floating higher was a woman in skintight crimson, showing lots of leg, fiery blasts shooting from her eyes. Lady Liberty.

Quinn’s stare landed on the second supervillain, long-limbed with several thick cords sticking out from his flabby body. And what resembled a three-pronged power plug sat atop his head. Killawatt. He matched Lady Liberty’s optic blasts with bluish lightning forks exploding from his fingers. Intense light bloomed whenever their energy projectiles collided. Last Quinn checked, Killawatt and Armordillo had been in San Carlos Supermax Prison.

They’d broken out, she mused, enthralled. Titan and Lady Liberty were trying to recapture them.

Several bystanders came running from the clash of supers, some snapping selfies or videos while fleeing. Titan’s fist struck Armordillo with a deafening ka-TANG, jarring Quinn from her stupor. Knowing what she must do, the reporter whipped out her phone. She turned ruefully to her friend. “Honey, I gotta—”

“Go,” Annie said before Quinn even finished, knowing her so well. “Get your story.” She pointed at the nearby battle, concerned but understanding. “Please don’t die, Quinn Marie Bauer. I need my maid of honor alive.”

Quinn smiled from ear to ear. She already knew the title was hers, but hearing confirmation made her giddy. “Noted!” Quinn scurried back toward the battle. Her kinky curls bounced as she weaved through civilians running the other way. “Go somewhere safe!” Quinn called over her shoulder.

“Will do!” Annie called back, slipping inside Bollywood Baja. “I’ll grab us a bottle of that wine!”

Quinn was already dialed in, recording the battle of supers while heading for safety behind a nearby building. Cars were never sure bets during any superhero vs supervillain battle.

In mid-sprint, Quinn spotted an older couple fallen on the ground, cowering at stampedes of people fleeing around them.

She dashed forward instinctively, helping both husband and wife up. "Follow the crowd. Get as far away as possible." Once the couple was on their feet and scurrying away, Quinn resumed her race toward the fight.

Armordillo lurched up and toward Titan again. Nearby, Lady Liberty dropped like a stone from the sky, felled by Killawatt’s lightning. She landed hard on the pavement, leaving a cracked depression. She fought to all fours, trying to shake the cobwebs off. Killawatt moved in for the kill, like a tiger stalking wounded prey. His whole body crackled with electric power. Can she recover and fight back? Titan and the massive Armordillo now traded blows, hitting each other so hard their strikes sounded like thunderclaps. Who’s gonna fall first?

Quinn found safety behind an ice cream shop. The reporter couldn't stop smiling as she recorded the suspense, drama and action from a hundred feet away.

“I was made for this!” Quinn remarked. Realizing the camera recorded her side commentary, she cringed and kept watching in silence.


Chapter 2

A shrill noon bell signaled the school year’s end.

The students of Paso Robles High excitedly poured out into sun-drenched streets.

Many gushed about their summer plans, especially if they didn’t involve summer school.

Hugo Malalou wasn’t thinking of summer. He thought only of this moment on the last day of freshmen year.

“Be cool,” he told himself. “Make your move.” The self-confidence booster wasn’t helping.

The fifteen-year-old stood outside Paso High trying to act cool as ice, convincing himself to approach. His wardrobe was decent, classic Titan t-shirt with baggy jean shorts. Dark curly hair fell just past his shoulders, just how his girlfriend-to-be liked it. Hugo looked and smelled good, despite the balmy June heat.

He’d done this approach too many times to count. But anxiety buzzed around his stomach like angry hornets. Because I get the same answer. But Hugo refused to surrender. He’d planned this moment since last week.

“You can do this.” Brushing his hair back, he weaved through swarms of students exiting school.

Hugo headed toward the six BFFs standing near the school entrance, snapping giggly group selfies. Six of the most popular girls in ninth grade, chicly garbed and very pretty.

Well, five of them would be considered very pretty. Compared to Briseis El-Saden, whom Hugo was in love with, they looked “medium-pretty.”

Briseis, nicknamed “Brie” by her friends, was a flawless fusion of Greek and Egyptian beauty. This teenage dream had almost two inches on Hugo, with sunkissed caramel skin and a trim figure sculpted by hours of varsity tennis practice. Stick-straight hair spilled down her back in flowing auburn waves, crowned by a golden headband. Overwhelmed by her face, Hugo barely noticed Brie’s summery clothes.

Jesus, that crazy beautiful face, impeccably plump lips and carved cheekbones. And Brie’s eyes were like piercing pale emeralds. Hugo wondered how many necks broke from doubletakes whenever Brie entered a room. He could stare at her face for hours…

“HUGO.” An irate bark snapped him out of his trance.

Hugo blinked. Six girls glared at him. Brie stood in front, arms folded with unwelcoming stiffness. Her perfectly-shaped eyebrows furrowed in bother. “Do you want something?” she demanded. “Or are you just gonna stare like a total creeper?” Snickers rippled through her friends.

Hugo’s insides lurched in embarrassment from the mockery.

“Silent or speaking, Hugo always creeps me out,” Spencer Michelman remarked, disgust on her foxlike face. Lia, Jordana and Natalie giggled. Brie snorted. Only Jen Thomas looked sympathetic.

They christened themselves the Sensational Six. The superhero fan in Hugo might’ve found that blasphemous if not for this group’s collective hotness. Jordana Buchanan, Brie’s petite BFF with coffee brown skin, long curly black hair and pendulous breasts, despised Hugo intensely. Jennifer Thomas, tall and willowy and freckled with a wavy ginger bob, was the friendliest of Brie’s squad. Natalie Rodriquez, full-figured and beautiful and vapid, was a product of our Instafame-obsessed times. Her popularity came from a baseball player dad and being a huge gossip. And since Briseis was the freshmen Queen Bee, then Spencer Michelman owned the title “Queen Bitch.” This decidedly medium-pretty girl looked like she’d been dipped in a pool of bronzer, her sleek black bob and fitted preppy wardrobe resembling a Gossip Girl villain. Acid-tongued with a tendency to sneer rather than smile, Spencer was the cruelest of Brie’s squad. And finally, Lia Kim, petite and modestly pretty. Beyond laughing loudest at Brie’s jokes, Lia had the personality of wallpaper.

Hugo inhaled a shaky breath. “Hey Brie. Ummm…I was...well…not trying to bother you—”

“Good lawd!” Jordana’s contempt as thick as her Bronx accent. “Speak, ya little he-bitch!” That earned full-throated laughter from Brie’s friends and stares from bystanders.

“That’s soooo funny!” Brie guffawed.

Can this get any worse? Hugo wanted to curl up in a hole and die.

After composing herself, Brie silenced her squad with a look. She turned back to Hugo with a toss of her magnificent locks. “Yes, Hugo?”

Hugo smiled, a sliver more confident under her friendly gaze. “Wanna grab lunch to celebrate the end of freshmen year?”

Brie’s demeanor frosted over. “The girls and I have plans.”

“Oh,” Hugo said in a small voice. Yet he pushed for a compromise. “Maybe I can tag along to wherever you guys are heading—”

“Hugo,” Brie snapped, curt and final. “I’m not having lunch with you.” She dismissed him with a swift hand wave. “Now run along with your dweeb basket friend.” Cascades of laughter from Brie’s squad crashed into Hugo. Her frigid green eyes didn’t express anger or irritation even. Just reproachful pity, making Hugo feel small. That he’d wasted enough of her time.

“Bye-bye.” Spencer shooed him off, her cold black eyes raking over the Samoan like he was trash. “Walk away.” More giggles poured forth.

Hugo’s heart sank. He didn’t bother masking his disappointment. “Okay. See you around.”

Brie had already turned away, forgetting him. She leaned into her friends with a snide comment and an eyeroll. Her squad laughed like trained parrots.

Hugo’s face reddened as he retreated, glumly approaching Simon Han waiting nearby.

The Korean boy, shorter and skinnier than Hugo, had a bowl-cut Bruce Lee hairstyle and Bose headphones slung around his neck. As they left campus, Simon looked back at Brie and her squad with pure loathing. “Told ya!”

“Yeah, like nine times,” Hugo grumbled, already feeling crappy enough.

“Again,” Simon asked. “Besides looks, what’s so great about that shallow, two-faced drama queen?”

Hugo tensed angrily, needing no reminder of Simon’s dislike for Brie. “You don’t understand her.” Brie could charm the shit out of anyone, young and old. “She only goes into ‘mean girl mode’ around her squad. Especially Spencer.” He uttered the name of Brie’s friend with sharp disgust. That girl was evil. Ugh. “Briseis’s been through a lot this year.”

“And you haven’t?” Simon replied flatly.

Hugo flinched. Familiar, icy grief filled his chest. “Briseis was there for me last year…after everything. Like you.” The topic made Hugo’s eyes start burning. He retreated from it as fast as possible. “I’ve been too needy.” Hugo had been hanging around Brie tons the last two weeks. Correction, he’d acted like a Stage 7 clinger. Hugo shuddered in embarrassment. “She just needs space.”

Simon made a rude noise. “Can that space become permanent?”

“No,” Hugo replied, patience thinning.

“At least find out why she says, ‘That’s so funny’ instead of laughing at jokes like normal people—”

Hugo had heard enough. “I love her, Simon. Deal with it,” he stated, flat and firm.

Simon softened. “Then stop letting her treat you like shit.”

Hugo couldn’t deny Simon’s words. “Fine.” Ten minutes later, they entered Paso Robles’s center of glassy buildings and Manhattan-style high-rises.

Hugo spied a massive billboard covering the full side of a building. He stopped and his mood brightened. “Ooh!” he exclaimed and pointed, drawing Simon’s attention.

The towering image of a sexy Korean girl in a cropped pink hoodie exposing her toned belly would grab anyone’s eye. Arms folded atop her head, she gazed seductively at whoever passed or drove by. Hugo recognized her, as many would. Since her first English album dominated the charts last year, L.U.N.A had become one of the world’s biggest popstars. “L.U.N.A’s coming to San Miguel this summer!”

Simon looked the opposite of joyful. “Hard pass. I’d rather chew glass than watch L.U.N.A’s no-talent ass warble and wiggle onstage.”

Hugo eyed his friend reproachfully. “L.U.N.A has no talent? She can sing her damn lungs out and dance the hell outta her performances.”

“Then she should do porn,” Simon suggested, unimpressed.

Hugo snorted with laughter. Simon rarely minced words on his dislikes. “You don’t even think she’s pretty or has a bomb-ass body?”

“Again. Porn.”

Hugo rolled his eyes. “Hater…”

“I’ll admit,” Simon confessed, stone-faced. “Face-wise? She’s not a burn victim.”

Hugo belted out disgusted laughter. “WOW.”

“Just saying.” Simon raised a finger to clarify. “There are prettier, more talented K-Pop singers who better represent my people.” He brightened while thinking of examples. “Like the girls in Blackpink!”

Hugo knew another reason why Simon hated L.U.N.A. Like many, he assumed her ‘romance’ with Blur of the Extreme Teens was a sham to launch her American music career. Simon despised corporate-sponsored superheroes like the Extreme Teens. But Hugo preferred not to debate on an empty stomach. “Anyway. Hungry?”

“Very. Apple Farm or Beach Bum Burger?”

Hugo loved Beach Bum, but it would be full of Paso High kids. “Let’s Apple Farm it,” he decided.

“How cute,” someone sneered behind them. “Planning your next date.” Rage and some fear churned in Hugo’s gut. He and Simon turned to see five former freshmen, strapping and gigantic.

A tall, lean Latino teen with slicked hair advanced, wearing a San Miguel Sentinels basketball jersey. Baz Martinez, Hugo’s archrival, was an all-around-shithead and picture of arrogant entitlement. He might’ve been handsome if not for his arrogant sneer and cold dark eyes. “You lovebirds on another date?”

His friends, Cody Banks, DeDamien Harris, Brent Longwell and TJ Lee, all cackled.

Hugo glared at Baz with muted hatred.

"OMG!" Simon cupped his own face mockingly. “What an original joke, Baz-tard!”

“Yo.” DeDamien approached, six-foot-seven, not counting his idiotic Frohawk. The basketball player was the tallest of Baz’s friends, and most sadistic. “Probably Hugo’s jump-off since he can’t score with Brie. Know what I’m sayin’?” He jabbed at Hugo’s chest, making him stumble back.

Baz guffawed, exchanging high-fives with DeDamien. “Nice one, hermano!”

Hugo just wanted to eat Apple Farm pancakes and go home. But Baz had to ruin it. He’d routinely tormented Hugo and Simon since 7th grade. “Here’s a thought, clearly one more than you had all week,” the Samoan snapped. “Go back to playing with your basketballs.”

Cody, another basketballer with jagged sandy blond hair, frowned. “And you think our jokes suck.”

“Oh, they do!” Simon confirmed.

Baz prodded Hugo and sneered. “Watching you embarrass yourself with Brie used to be funny. Now it’s pathetic.” He pushed Hugo harder, his sneer widening. “Find someone your type. Like Simon.”

Hugo slapped Baz’s hand away, seething. “Don’t touch me.”

Baz laughed. “Or what?” He got in his face, emphasizing the large height deficit. “You gonna cry?”

Brent, known for his flavorless good looks, was Baz’s errand boy on varsity basketball. Sometimes the buzz cut blond was less cruel than Baz’s other friends. “Baz. You’ve had your fun. I’m hungry.”

Hugo was quivering, clenched fists itching to punch Baz’s teeth in. Then what, a voice warned, his buddies beat the crap outta you and Simon.

Simon grabbed Hugo’s shoulder, drawing him away. “C'mon.” His friend looked around uneasily. “These jackasses ain’t worth the oxygen.” Hugo followed Simon’s gaze and quickly understood. A growing number of students had gathered, buzzing with anticipation.

“Wait for it,” TJ Lee grunted, 250-plus pounds of hulking bear-muscle. The baldheaded footballer’s glee didn’t make him any less ugly. “The tears are coming.”

“Go ahead, Hugo,” Baz taunted. “Cry like you did for your dead daddy.”

The crowd let out an uncomfortable “Ooooooooh.” Simon gasped in disgust.

“Jesus, Sebastian,” Brent murmured. “Uncool.”

“Shut up, Brent,” Baz and DeDamien snapped.

Hugo froze, the mention of his father a white-hot knife to the gut. Almost a year of hell for his family landed on his chest, heavy and oppressive. He whirled around in anger, ready to curse Baz out with every creative swearword he knew.

Then his burning eyes found Brie far back in the crowd with her squad. She looked on with alarm. Hugo felt ice-cold panic. Brie couldn’t see him cry…again. She’ll respect me even less. Abruptly, a new strategy came to mind. One that would do serious damage.

A performance, at Baz’s expense. He turned to Simon with a devious smile.

His friend quickly understood. “Word association time!” Simon shouted.

That wiped the smirks off those boys’ faces. “Don’t you dare!” Baz warned.

Hugo’s grin broadened. “Hair!”

Simon focused on Cody. “Cody,” he began, hands clasped in regret. “You got the haircut of a soccer mom having a mid-life crisis. How ya doing?”

Several students around them laughed. Cody clutched his own hair and pointed at the duo, swearing.

“Face!” Simon called out.

Hugo felt joyous as the perfect insult came to mind. “TJ. You’re soooo ugly, your sneezes come out the back of your head to avoid your face.” The crowd erupted uproariously.” TJ immediately barreled forward, only for the surging crowd to block him so they could hear more takedowns.

“Charisma!” Hugo declared.

Simon smiled at his next victim. “Brent Longwell,” he announced. “Almost forgot you were there since you’re blander than boiled cauliflower.” The chorus of crowd amusement startled Brent.

Hugo went further, blood singing. “You’re soooo boring, looking in the mirror makes your reflection doze off.” Brent tried getting angry, but began laughing.

Baz smacked his chest. “Stop laughing, dumbass,” he demanded. “They’re insulting you.”

Brent shrugged. “It’s funny.”

“Phonies!” Hugo called to Simon, the crowd urging them on.

“Dumb-Dumb-Damien.” The Korean boy pointed at the tallest of Baz’s enraged friends. “All hood and strictly street, yo.” Simon snorted. “Please, bitch. Everyone in school knows you’re from rich as fuck El Marquez. Money can’t buy street cred, you bourgeois black wannabe thug.” More explosive laughter. DeDamien roared curses at Simon and Hugo.

Hugo fist-bumped Simon, impressed. “Nice.”

The Korean boy smirked, saving the final target for Hugo. “Loser.”

“Speaking of Baz.” Hugo trembled with glee and turned to Baz. “What’s his deal again?”

“Bullying classmates to look like a man for Papa Martinez,” Simon offered.

Hugo scoffed. “Never happening.”

Baz’s face darkened. Hugo didn’t care. “Chokes his chicken to videos of himself playing basketball.”

The crowd let out a collective Ewwww. Baz’s friends gave him baffled looks. “How did…” He quickly recovered, pointing at Hugo. “I mean, that’s NOT TRUE. Liar!”

Hugo raised a hand, hushing the rabid mob. That was cool. “And at the b-ball playoffs, he just choked.” Deafening Oooooooohs rose from the crowd.

Baz and his friends shot murderous looks at Hugo. Reaching the basketball playoffs had been a huge deal for Paso High. Baz missing a game-winning shot to move the Bearcats beyond Round 2 had received schoolwide displeasure.

“Ladies and gentleman,” Simon announced, pointing to Baz, “we have an actual human vacuum cleaner. He sucks AND blows at the same time!”

A bigger roar of delighted approval. Even Brie, who loathed Simon, was howling.

“I’ll beat your ass, you loudmouthed hobbit.” Baz lunged at Hugo. “And your boyfriend!”

Hugo and Simon danced away as Baz and his crew tried cornering them, swarms of students cheering. After several unsuccessful minutes, Baz gave up and called off his crew.

“This ain’t over,” he promised. “Payback’s coming like a bitch outta hell.”

“Sebastian!” Hugo gasped, hands over his mouth. “What a terrible thing to call your mom.”

Baz turned brick-red. “I’ll kill you!”

Luckily, Simon and Hugo zigzagged through the crowd to escape. As the pair tore around the corner to safety, Hugo saw the five boys glaring after him. The silent, spiteful promise in their eyes was unmistakable. But Hugo, drunk off victory, didn’t care.

“Jesus,” Simon wheezed after they were a safe distance away. He bent over, gasping for air. “Still can’t believe you were ever friends with that asshat.”

Hugo, equally breathless from that mad dash, leaned against a wall. “Yeah. Puberty, sports and aggro fathers make a terrible combo.” The five years back when he called Sebastian Martinez friend were a lifetime ago. Hugo no longer recognized the cruel bully hell-bent on tormenting him daily.

But Simon had been Hugo’s best friend since meeting in fifth grade. He had supported Hugo after Dad’s death, pulling him from a black hole of grief.

Simon…and Brie, Hugo reminded himself. During the darkest time of his life, he’d seen the beautiful soul behind Briseis’s occasional aloof veneer. One of many reasons why Hugo always defended her.

The buzzing in his pocket was a welcome distraction. He pulled out his cellphone and gaped. Avngr App tracked any superhero fights within one’s vicinity. Since San Miguel was such a magnet for superhumans, Hugo had set his alerts to specific heroes. Details scrawled across the screen.

Titan and Lady Liberty vs. Killawatt and Armordillo. 12th and Hillcrest.

Hugo turned to Simon, also looking up from his own phone. “Seven blocks away.”

The Korean boy smiled. “Let’s go.” The two took off east as fast as possible. By the pedestrian traffic bolting in one direction, Hugo knew they were close. From blocks away, he heard the distant thunder of battle and the nearing buzz of a huge crowd.

One thing Hugo loved more than Brie, Simon or family was superheroes. One superhero especially.

He ran faster, passing Simon, fatigue forgotten.

Minutes later, Hugo and Simon turned a corner, running into a wall of spectators. A swath of destruction was already cordoned off by police, ruined pavement and a few buildings with holes punched through them. Damage notwithstanding, Simon and Hugo’s eyes homed in on the epic clash of gods.

“Holy mother of amazing!” the Samoan boy exclaimed.

Killawatt, a C-list supervillain with electric powers, was usually a lackey for smarter supervillains. But he always got defeated by one of San Miguel’s many superheroes or superhero teams. Currently, Killawatt was hoisted into the air and unconscious. His gaudy costume made him look like a sack of rainbow neon and thick cords crackling of electricity.

Shoulder-pressing him one-handed was Lady Liberty.

The crowd roared in approval. Hugo yelled with them, despite missing the fight. As long as bystanders kept a safe distance, superhero battles had become a spectator sport in San Miguel and its suburbs.

Lady Liberty was one superhero Hugo and Simon agreed on. A movie star’s allure combined with an Amazon warrior’s ferocity. Hugo couldn’t believe she’d been active over two decades. It was a testament to Lady Liberty’s face that he wasn't staring at her heartbreakingly long legs or melon-sized boobs. Her stunning face had graced magazine covers, TV interviews and merchandise well before Hugo was alive. And she'd barely aged since her mid-90s debut.

Lady Liberty looked even more goddess-like hovering in the air, wearing her battle-ready grin. Wind tousled her flowing locks of brunette hair, even as a silver diadem with two spikes crowned her head. Liberty’s costume was form-fitting light armor colored in red and yellow gold, with golden knee-high boots. The only exposed parts of Lady Liberty’s costume were those impossibly shapely legs.

It made sense why so many guys nicknamed her “Lady Legs,” Hugo and Simon included.

With a wink and a smirk, Lady Liberty calmly tossed a defeated Killawatt over her shoulder. He landed with a hard thud on his upper back and didn’t rise. Hugo’s gaze followed Liberty as she flew to the battle between the second supervillain and her partner, one of the few heroes more popular than she.

The towering monstrosity covered in segmented copper armor was Armordillo. From what Hugo knew of him, the brutal powerhouse attacked by curling into a near unstoppable ball of destruction.

Armordillo kept trying to charge forward into his ball attack. His opponent wouldn’t let him, fighting close-quarters with lightning-fast jabs and hard uppercuts. Hugo beamed. Whenever he saw this superhero’s green costume with the golden T stretched across, Hugo knew victory was certain. The crowd chanted his name as he peppered Armordillo with punches so fast, his arms were blurs of motion.

“TITAN! TITAN! TITAN!” Hugo and Simon joined the chants.

Titan was a burly sculpture of peak masculinity. Armordillo had a foot and probably a hundred pounds on him. A solid punt from the armored giant knocked Titan to the ground. The second kick sent him skidding for several yards, tearing through more pavement. Didn’t matter. Hugo knew who the victor would be. So did Lady Liberty, hence why she didn’t intervene.

Titan dashed forth and tackled his larger foe, unloading another barrage of quick punches. The Central Coast Saint crouched low and exploded skyward with a savage uppercut, knocking Armordillo airborne. Then the criminal tumbled for a quarter mile into a police barricade, out cold.

Compared to Lady Liberty’s victory, this crowd reaction was three times more thunderous.

Titan floated forward, his square-jawed face a stern mask. He dragged Armordilllo’s dented bulk from the police barricade, dropping him beside Killawatt for San Miguel PD.

Entranced as Hugo was by Brie, his Titan worship knew no equal. His first memory at age three had been meeting the Central Coast Saint. Since then, Hugo had been a diehard Titan-iac, meeting him five different times at public appearances. Hugo knew about the superhero's tragic origin inside out. A 1991 nuclear attack that obliterated northernmost Alaska had given him extraordinary powers. He knew all Titan’s archenemies and iconic battles since becoming active. Titan had given him strength during last year’s darkest times. Hugo’s dream was to grow up and be like Titan.

Except, he was a skinny-fat teenager and only five-foot-seven inches with no powers. Not exactly a prime superhero candidate. A kid can dream, he'd tell himself.

Armordillo and Killawatt were defeated. Titan floated overhead like a god judging his followers. Everyone screamed his praises, snapping photos, worshipping his presence.

“Titan!” Hugo shouted at the top of his lungs to grab his idol’s attention. He stood a few feet away. “Over here! Titan, it’s me, Hugo. I—”

Titan whispered to Lady Liberty with a sweeping hand gesture at the felled criminals. She nodded, landing beside Killawatt’s and Armordilllo’s bodies as San Miguel PD moved in to cuff them.

Titan then looked up and hurtled skyward, much to the crowd’s disappointment.

Hugo watched his favorite hero shrink into a dot in the sky and fly north, his exit marked by a sonic boom. Titan not signing autographs post-battle was odd and had occurred a lot recently. His by Titan’s unsmiling look when facing the crowds also troubled Hugo. That didn’t negate how cool watching him fly away was.

“That never gets old,” Hugo murmured.

“Not even a little,” Simon agreed.


Chapter 3

Midwestern summer humidity was thick and smothering. Add the late afternoon sun roasting the basketball court and all eight players were completely drenched.

Greyson Hirsch barely felt the mugginess, having survived thirty-four St Louis summers. Wearing a Chicago Bulls jersey and Nike shorts over a lean and lithe body, he calmly dribbled a basketball just out of his opponent’s reach.

It was four on four: Greyson and his team of three teenagers versus fellow counselor Jinn Park and his trio. The hour-long game was tied. One last shot won the game.

“Attack me if you dare,” Greyson warned, hazel eyes narrowing. “Survive…if I let you.”

The teenager between him and the hoop, a tall dark-skinned sixteen-year old named Cairo, openly laughed. “I swear, Mr. Hirsch, you so corny sometimes.”

Greyson smirked at this sweet summer child. “Are my words really corny, Cairo?” He glanced at the rush of movement behind the gigantic boy. “Or weapons of mass distraction?”

Greyson feinted left. Cairo laughed, easily matching his dash.

He lunged for the ball as Greyson juked right and passed to Lennox rushing behind Cairo. The scrawny boy caught the ball, racing toward the hoop. As Greyson whirled and tore toward the other side of the hoop, he heard Cairo swear at his misstep and thunder after him. The counselor smirked. He might’ve been twice Cairo’s age, but Greyson knew tricks the boy hadn't learned.

The court burst back into movement, Jinn’s team converging on Lennox. Greyson’s team moved to run interference.

Jinn, spiky-haired with a jovial face, looked demented as he barked at Cairo to guard Greyson.

As the massive teen came bearing down on him, Greyson knew he had little time to end this game.

Lennox was surrounded by two of Jinn’s players, unable to shoot or approach the hoops.

He locked eyes with Greyson. “Mr. Hirsch!” The lanky kid with budding dreadlocks ducked and rocketed the ball under Jinn’s waving arms.

Greyson maneuvered around Cairo’s aggressive swats, snatching the ball.

He zigzagged around Jinn, then Brad on the opposing team. A third of the way down the court, Greyson crouched low. His muscles coiled and ready, Greyson concentrated on the gravity aura tethering him to Earth.

Then he leaped, untethering himself from the concrete, from gravity itself. Greyson soared over other players like MJ in his prime, tongue out, roaring like Tarzan. Every player gaped as he twisted 360-degrees before slam-dunking that basketball into the hoop and hanging there. The court exploded in exclamations. Greyson basked in the adulation before letting go of the hoop and landing on his feet.

The game was over, his team victorious. Seven other players swarmed him in awe.

“Some crazy hang time, Mr. Hirsch!” Cairo high-fived him.

Greyson smiled and wiped the sweat from his lank brown hair. “Thanks, C.”

Lennox ran up, brimming with energy despite the grueling game. “Like Jewish Jordan and shit.”

Greyson frowned and held out his hand. “JAR.”

Lennox realized his error and cringed. “Shi--! Fine.” He stuffed a hand in his pocket and slapped a crinkled dollar bill into Greyson’s hand. That was part of the St. Andrews Center’s discipline during this summer program. Curse words cost you a dollar. That rule cleaned plenty of mouths so far. Counseling wasn’t Greyson’s job, but it fulfilled him more than crunching numbers at his investment firm. He was grateful his company provided an avenue to help St. Louis’s underprivileged youth.

“How do you do that?” Jinn asked once the kids headed inside the community center to shower. The two co-workers walked slowly back indoors. Jinn never ceased to be amazed by Greyson’s basketball prowess. “Are you secretly a super?

Greyson slapped the Korean man's back as if he’d spun a sidesplitting yarn. “I’m totally a super.” He guffawed and gestured at his five-foot-nine-inch frame. “C’mon, seriously?” The guffaw wasn’t genuine.

To Jinn and the at-risk teens they mentored a few times a week, he performed an incredible but “physical” feat. Greyson kept the truth to himself.

Jinn didn’t look fully gratified by that answer.

Cairo’s exclamation outside the community center entrance came at the perfect time. “Guys! Watch this video.”

Greyson and Jinn ran over. Cairo’s cellphone revealed a video of a superhuman battle. Those were happening more frequently across America, Greyson mused ruefully. Cairo, obsessed with superheroes and vigilantes, actually believed Geist was real.

This vicious back-and-forth brawl took place in a suburb of San Miguel aka “Superhero City”. Greyson couldn’t name the two colorful “supervillains”, interchangeable in his view. But one would have to be blind not to recognize the Central Coast Saint and the Glorious Glamazon. “Oh look, Titan and Lady Liberty save the day. Again,” Greyson snarked. “And water is wet.”

Cairo gave him a reproachful glare. “They’re both bomb AF. Wish we had them protecting our city.”

“Don’t be so hard on them,” Jinn said later on. He and Greyson headed through the building with their gym bags. “Superheroes give these kids great role models.”

The air-conditioned coolness was welcome on Greyson’s sweat-soaked skin. He didn’t let that distract from his point. “I like Titan as much as the next guy. And who doesn’t love Lady Liberty?”

Jinn snorted. “No straight man or gay woman.”

Greyson shouldered the entrance door open. Oppressive humidity blasted him in the face. “But you think normal humans should constantly rely on superheroes?” he asked. “We’re slowly disabling ourselves. Do we need them to rescue cats from trees? Climb the damn tree yourself.” Greyson had learned these lessons since childhood, mostly through cruel and unyielding truth.

Jinn rolled his eyes at the familiar sermon. “You wouldn’t say that if Titan was St. Louis’s patron hero.”

“Maybe.” Greyson wanted to say more. But watching Jinn’s face, he knew it would get tuned out. Greyson scanned the street and spotted a familiar Lexus sedan waiting for him. “At least we got Hurricane. Anyway, my beautiful ride is here. See you Monday.”

Jinn smiled. “Later.” The co-workers fist bumped before Greyson powerwalked to his ride.

“Hey, wonderful!” he greeted after opening the door and plopping into the passenger’s seat.

Lauren Gerard had a twinkle in her hazel eyes as a grin played across her lips. “Afternoon, Grey.” She wore her white button-down blouse and red pencil skirt from work. Sleek ash-blonde locks spilled just past her shoulders. “How was today?”

Greyson tossed his bag in the backseats. “Good before. Better now.” He leaned in for a kiss.

“Eww!” Lauren wrinkled her aquiline nose and swatted him away. “You stink!”

Greyson smirked devilishly and pressed in again. This time Laurie gave in, her mouth parting for his as she melted into him. His driver, his partner, his lover, his forever.

Greyson’s body tingled from head to toe.

“Alright.” Lauren finally pulled away. “We gotta get home to shower and change.”

Greyson’s mood soured, knowing why. Friday dinners with his parents. “If you insist.”

Lauren studied him with sympathetic eyes. “Look.” She touched his jaw, guiding Greyson’s face to hers. “We can stop going if you hate this so much.”

Greyson shook his head, refusing his wonderful girlfriend’s offer. “I keep going to see Mother and Sara.” That was the lie he'd told himself for years.

Lauren’s side-eye was telling. “So, you’re not after the forgiveness of someone you never wronged?”

Greyson bristled. “Lauren—”

She raised both hands disarmingly. “Just saying. You deserve better.”

Greyson looked away but stared at nothing. “Do I?” Many had told him what happened twenty-five years ago wasn’t his fault. Regardless, Greyson’s selfish decision alone had fractured his family.

Lauren shrugged. “You landed me.”

That made Greyson smile, elevating his spirits. “Fair point.” Sneaking in another kiss made Lauren giggle. “Let’s do this.” Lauren shifted the car out of park and drove them away from the community center.

A little later, Greyson and Lauren arrived dressed up at his parents’ in the affluent suburb Chesterfield...aka Suburbia, USA.

The front door opened soon after Greyson rang the doorbell. Facing them was an older, graceful woman, her silvery hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. Dorit Hirsch wore sweats and an apron stained from recent cooking. Her lean and lined face brightened as she ushered the couple inside.

Greyson smiled as she drew him into a hug. “Hey, Mom,” he greeted.

“Hello, young’n,” his mother greeted and kissed him on the cheek.

He flinched away with mock exasperation. “I’m in my mid-thirties, Mom.”

Mother took Greyson’s face in her hands with such love. “You’ll always be my little boy.”

Greyson blushed at his mother's affection. It had kept him whole and sane after the incident.

Mother turned her attention on Lauren. “Laurie,” she said. The two women hugged fiercely. That made Greyson smile more.

“Dorit,” Lauren murmured. When they stepped past the foyer, her demeanor cooled as she greeted the living room's lone occupant. “Good evening, Aaron.”

Aaron Hirsch sat in his lounge chair, eyes glued to the 60-inch TV that Greyson had gifted them last Hanukah. Beneath his sweater and slacks was a withered and frail physique. Despite being a year shy of sixty, he looked ten years older and sickly. Wrinkles and permanent scowl notwithstanding, the father and son resemblance was unmistakable. When Greyson was nine years old, this had brought Father pride. No longer.

Aaron scowled at Greyson and Lauren as if smelling bad cheese. “You’re early,” he grunted rudely.

Greyson saw Mother’s pleading eyes. “No traffic from Creve Coeur,” he said in his friendliest voice.

Father bristled. “Should’ve waited, like Sara. Your mother hasn’t finished dinner. Now we’ll wait longer since she’s distracted by you.”

Greyson’s eyes narrowed, familiar anger churning inside. Father never complained when his younger sister Sara arrived early. Then again, Father didn’t hate Sara. Mother interjected to prevent further escalation. “Shush, Aaron,” she chided with practiced endurance. “Almost done.”

Father’s wrinkled features contorted. “Sure…” he grumbled and continued watching the Rams game.

Lauren rolled her eyes, gripping Greyson’s hand tighter.

“Sorry, Mother,” Greyson apologized. “We didn’t know this would cause an issue.”

Dorit waved off the apology. “Ignore him.” She shot an irate look at Father.

“Gladly,” Lauren murmured as they followed Mother into the kitchen.

Mother finished dinner right as Sara arrived. That brought Father to his feet, cane and all, with a booming reception. Greyson had grown used to his father’s neglect. Watching Dad embrace his daughter so heartily, though, never grew easier to swallow.

He hardened his heart and set the table.

Dinner commenced without issue. Mom’s roasted chicken, mashed potatoes and corn always delivered. Conversations overlapped, covering news and world events. Sara was changing professions for the tenth time. Or thirteenth. Greyson had lost track.

Within minutes, Greyson wished they’d kept talking about Sara’s profession of the moment. Little sister made the error of mentioning Hurricane’s battle against Major Calamity and the Death Sirens.” (God, what stupid ass names).

One kind word about supers sent Father into an explosive superhuman-hating tangent. “I don’t care how many puff pieces they write,” he fumed, hushing the table. “Nothing’s gonna change the fact that Hurricane endangers everything around him.” The family had gotten used to Father’s blind superphobia. Greyson had inured himself to the insults. But the sting never lessened.

That should have ended it. But to Greyson’s chagrin, Lauren decided to speak. “Mr. Hirsch, Hurricane risks his life daily to save others. He’s a hero.”

Father glared with disbelieving eyes.

Greyson stared at her with similar disbelief. “Lauren…” he warned.

Sara covered her eyes. “Uh-oh.” Mother stared silently at the ground as the onslaught renewed.

“Really?” Father leaned back, wincing at his body’s stiffness. “Then how much property has been destroyed since he became active, missy?”

Greyson placed a hand on Lauren’s forearm to stop.

She ignored him. “The property damage would’ve been more if not for Hurricane.”

Greyson recognized burning anger from years past filling Father’s eyes. “And yet more superpowered yahoos, or should I say Hurricane’s rogues’ gallery, keep appearing.” His voice rose, the muscles in his frail body tensed. “What has he done except invite more of his kind to cause more damage and cost more lives!” He slammed a fist on the table. Everyone jumped.

Greyson was done listening. “We get it. You hate supers and want them gone.” He looked at his father with pleading eyes. “Let’s move on.”

Father looked upon his son with the same love he’d show a rodent. “You don’t get it. Despite what happened to us.” He paused, jabbing at his own chest. “Correction, what happened to me since you didn’t get sick. You still worship Titan and those other freaks.” Already, the elder Hirsch was back to the fateful day that had stripped him of his former robustness.

Greyson looked away, slight pressure building in his chest. “Dad…”

Mr. Hirsch steamrolled over him. “You can’t get it through your skull why they are toxic to our society!” Father roared. “Does Lauren have to get radiation poisoning for you to finally understand?”

As Father’s rage intensified, Mother stepped in. “Aaron, you’ve made your case,” she snapped.

Father shook his balding head. “No, Dorit. I have not.” His stare pinned Greyson to his seat. Suddenly, he felt completely alone at the table. “As long as our idiot son thinks these heroes are agents of good. Or has everyone forgotten when Paragon leveled half of downtown Chicago?”

Greyson squeezed his eyes shut, anger and helplessness growing. Pressure amplified, taking every drop of willpower not to erupt. Around Father’s verbal abuse, it was so hard not to give in.

Father leaned in close to make sure his words landed harder. “Are you still too stupid to see that, boy?”

Lauren exploded from her seat, startling everyone. “Enough, Mr. Hirsch!”

Father eyed her with unmasked contempt. “Show some respect in my house, little girl. Or leave.”

Greyson couldn’t take any more. If he stayed any longer, the detonation would be very messy. Greyson stood up beside Lauren. “Then we’ll leave.” He turned to Mother. “Thank you for the meal.”

Sara looked dismayed. “Greyson, no!”

Lauren watched her boyfriend with worried eyes. She already knew what was wrong. Greyson shoved his seat back in place with undo aggression. He could barely stand, feeling like several hundred pounds sat on his chest. “I won’t have my girlfriend disrespected,” he stated stiffly. “Not by him.” Saying any more would only make the pressure worsen.

Father shooed his son off. “Good riddance.” He fell into a fit of coughs, struggling to keep from spitting venom. “Don’t let the door hit you on the way out, boy!”

Mother said nothing, studying Greyson and his body language. Comprehension flooded her face. She exchanged looks with Lauren and nodded sadly.

Greyson stumbled for the door, hand in hand with Lauren. “Good night, Mom. Bye, Sara.”

Half an hour passed with Lauren at the wheel.

Greyson sat curled in a wounded ball. “Sorry,” he gasped. The pain was now unbearable, bleeding into his bones. “I shouldn’t have let him say that.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” Lauren countered, fixated on the dark roads ahead as her speeds blew past 80 mph. They headed deeper into gloomy farmlands, far from any St. Louis suburb. “We’re close, baby.”

Ten more minutes and they reached the middle of nowhere, the moon a large white sphere in the sky. Lauren swerved off the main road, racing a mile into ruined and abandoned pastures. “We’re here.”

Greyson shoved open the car door and tumbled out onto his knees. “Stay…inside. Reverse as far…back as possible.” Lauren knew the routine, but he wanted to ensure her worry didn’t overcome sense.

Greyson heard her Lexus vroom in reverse, the headlights widening and dimming with distance. He waited, groaning in agony a few moments more until assured she was far enough. Then, Greyson let go.

The bright glow from his whole body now overpowered the headlights and moonlight. Greyson straightened in kneeling posture, energy flowing from him. He spread his arms out wide. A tractor, a dilapidated farmhouse and a rusty Crown Vick car floated off the ground, several feet and counting. Anything not nailed down around Greyson levitated upward, untethered by gravity. Like his slam-dunks, but much more powerful.

Greyson Hirsch, an unregistered superhuman since preadolescence.

But his control was meager at best. This gravitational power controlled him at worst, radiating out like a bursting dam. These flare-ups occurred because of Father, who often made Greyson feel helpless anger. At first, Mother helped him with these outbursts, covered for him. Now it was Lauren, who never criticized or shamed him for this…curse.

Then, the flood shrank to a trickle. The pressure on his chest lessened, and his body’s radiance faded.

The tractor, Crown Vick, the farmhouse and anything he'd levitated crashed to the earth. The cacophonous roar echoed for miles in all directions. Greyson winced, breathing hard. It was over…for now.

The rumble of Lauren driving up, headlights washing over him snapped Greyson out of his daze. She knelt beside him, draping her arms around his neck. “Feeling better?”

Greyson smiled, grasping her forearm. “Much better.”

Lauren grinned. “I told you to go before we left.” Greyson burst out laughing. She could make lemonade out of rotted limes. Her mirth faded. Greyson knew what she was going to say. “You have to stand up to him, Grey.”

Greyson’s eyes fell in shame. “I’ve tried.”

“Don’t try. Do,” Lauren said in disgust, but not for Greyson. “Him still blaming you is B.S.”

Greyson pulled from her grasp so he could face her. She made this sound so easy. “Imagine how Dad would feel if he knew the truth,” Greyson replied heatedly. “He’d disown me.”

Lauren didn’t look troubled by that. “Is that really a negative?” She cupped his face and kissed him, tugging on his lower lip.

Greyson smiled at this remarkable woman and her unyielding support. “God, I love you,” he murmured.

Lauren looked tickled, despite having heard this hundreds of times. “Love you too.” She rose, pulling him with her. “Let’s go home.”


Chapter 4

This was Hugo’s strangest yet most realistic Titan dream ever. He and the superhero relaxing atop fluffy clouds on a sunny day, chatting like besties.

Hugo's “Titan dreams” had occurred occasionally since childhood. After Dad passed, the dreams happened weekly. Each one was different and so real, as if Hugo had actually spoken with Titan. Hugo never questioned why they occurred or why he recalled each dream. But those dreams kept him sane after losing Dad, many so-called friends abandoning him, and Baz’s bullying. Hugo had only told a few people, to not sound like a Looney Toon.

Abruptly, Hugo got jolted awake. He no longer floated on clouds or saw Titan’s square-jawed face. Hugo was alone in a bedroom decorated by posters of Titan and his world-renowned superhero team, the Vanguard. “Back to reality,” he grumbled, covering his face in a pillow.

Then Hugo remembered the dull ache in his chest, fighting back a burst of heartache. Mornings were the hardest. It had gradually gotten better as Hugo learned to live with his dad’s absence, though the ache and the rage seemed to never fully leave.

He brushed disheveled curls from his face, wondering what woke him. Hugo frowned at the vibrating cellphone on his nightstand.

Is this someone I can ignore? Only family on the East Coast or South Pacific called this early. Or Simon in an emergency.

Hugo yawned, leaning over to check the Caller ID. Sleepiness slipped off like a cloak.

He snatched the phone and answered. “What’s up?”

“Hey, Bogie,” Briseis El-Saden replied throatily, using a nickname only family and close friends called him. “You home?” It sounded like she was outside.

Hugo stood, fully alert. “Just woke up.”

“Great.” Brie sounded thankful. “Look out your window.”

Confused, Hugo brushed aside his window blinds, squinting away blaring sunlight. His house sat amid rows of model homes in residential Paso Robles, not far from its renowned wine country. Hugo spotted a slim girl leaning nonchalantly against a BMW parked across the street. Even in grey sweats, glasses and her auburn hair piled in a slapdash bun, Briseis was a vision.

She beamed up at him and waved.

Hugo’s heart nearly burst with joy. He then blushed at his toplessness and the slight belly paunch. “I’ll be downstairs soon-ish.”

Brie made a face. “Soon-ish?”

Hugo scowled. “Five minutes, word police!” Throwing on a shirt and flip-flops, Hugo raced downstairs and flung the door open.

Brie stood at his doorstep. Briseis El-Saden, at his house.

“Hi,” he greeted as casually as his racing heart allowed.

She smiled. “Hey.” To his surprise, Brie drew him into a hug without prompting. As heavenly as Brie smelled, warm in his arms, he couldn’t ignore how thin she felt beneath her Paso High sweats. He hoped she was in better spirits today.

“What gives?” Brie asked after they pulled back. “Hadn’t heard from you in a few days.”

Hugo awkwardly glanced away. “You seemed irritated the last day of class. I was giving you space.”

“Oh.” Brie sighed and ran fingers through her hair in frustration. “Sorry for being so rude,” she admitted. “But you know how my girls are. You can’t come slobbering all over me like that.”

“I know.” Hugo cringed from the ugly memory. “I’m sorry.” Why did he always embarrass himself like that? “I screwed up. Again.”

Brie waved off the apology. “It’s okay.” She sat on the steps before the house entrance. “I wish you hadn’t used what I told you about Baz’s…self-love.”

Brie had told him that privately, grossed out. For some bizarre reason she remained friends with Baz. “Asshole insulted my dad.” Hugo parked himself beside Brie, feeling no remorse. “Not sorry.”

Brie shrugged and grinned. “Yeah, he deserved that.” The two laughed, with Brie snorting between giggles. She hated her snort laugh. Hugo found her more irresistible because of it.

As wondrous as this surprise visit was, he noticed Brie wearing sneakers. She’s headed to tennis practice. Hugo realized why she came. “What happened?”

Brie stopped smiling. “Mumu’s riding me about my meal portions since Ramadan’s nearly over.” She rolled her eyes. “Full warpath. Certifiable!” Mumu, aka Miss Universe of the Mentally Unstable, was Brie’s moniker for her neurotic mother. The one-time runner-up for Greece’s Star Hellas pageant was where Brie got her beauty...and insecurities.

Hugo was fuming, eager to be her white knight. “Stop listening to Mumu,” he smoldered. “She’s insecure that you’re prettier, which is fucking weird.” Brie’s dad being a workaholic left her exposed to Mumu’s particular brand of parenting. Mumu's fat-shaming came from seeing Briseis more as pageant competition than a daughter. That fueled her binge eating followed by purging on the tennis court.

And the floodgates opened, Brie speaking on her older brother Ramses and the toll of lying to her parents to cover his closeted life. Hugo stayed silent, being Brie's pillar of strength as usual. She told him the deep, dark secrets even her squad didn’t know. This was the Brie no one else saw. Vulnerable, at times insecure, sweet, beautiful inside and out. Hugo had known how he’d felt about Brie since sixth grade. As her popularity increased, drawing attention from boys their age and older, she had no problems hanging out with Hugo in or outside of school. Then again, Hugo had been less needy and pathetic before last year.

Remembering how far he’d fallen, Hugo totally understood Brie’s embarrassment.

After finishing her rant, Brie leaned her head on his shoulder as tears sparkled in her eyes. “Just need to tolerate her until after our Paris Fashion Week Trip.”

Enthralled by her closeness, Hugo slipped an arm around her waist. “How I can help?” he whispered.

Brie turned her head. Their noses grazed. “This is perfect,” she spoke in husky, shaky tones. Like magnets, they moved closer. Hugo barely contained his excitement as their lips touched.

“No tongue, remember?” Brie warned. “Since we’re not together.”

“I know...” Hugo kissed her mouth. She eagerly responded, twisting her body so they faced each other. Hugo pressed in deeper, not using his tongue, cupping her face in his hands …

And the front door swung open. “Bogie?” A female voice startled Hugo and Brie apart. But not fast enough. “I’m leaving for—OHH! Omigod!”

Standing in the open door was a full-figured Samoan woman wearing maroon nurse scrubs. Her tumble of thick black curls was in a ponytail. She had a large flat nose like Hugo’s and dark, narrow eyes now bulging with shock.

The teens popped up faster than bread from a toaster. Hugo felt warmth flooding his cheeks and between his legs. Glancing at Brie revealed an equally flustered reaction.

“Hey, kids,” Hugo’s mother greeted without laughing. “Sorry to interrupt.”

Brie approached with a self-conscious smile. “Hi…Savelina.”

Mom stood on her tiptoes to hug Brie fiercely. “Talofa, Briseis. Great seeing you.”

“Likewise.” The teen girl melted into Mom’s embrace. Hugo watched and smiled. It was clear she’d become the surrogate mother that Brie desperately needed. Her calling Mom by her first name was still weird, even after several months. But with how helpful she’d been after Dad’s death, the two had grown close. Mom now insisted Brie not call her Mrs. Malalou.

“So skinny,” Mom chided. “Are you eating?”

“I am,” Brie assured her. “I burn off food quickly. And Ramadan’s almost over.”

Mom glanced at Hugo. You noticed, too. She shook her head before he could interject.

“Alright. Off to work.” Mom disentangled from Brie and kissed Hugo on the cheek. “Tōfā soifua!” She headed to the Forerunner parked outside their garage. “Be back late. Look after your brother, okay?” Mom worked crazy long hours as an OR nurse at San Miguel General Hospital. Another of her many sacrifices as a single parent raising two teenage boys. She was the strongest woman Hugo knew.

He and Brie waved farewells as Mom drove away to begin her half-an-hour commute.

Once her car vanished, Hugo got struck with an awesome idea. He whirled about eagerly, startling Brie by grabbing her shoulders. “Let’s go out tonight.” They both needed this. And Hugo was sick of the secret meetings at each other’s houses.

Brie frowned. “What about watching AJ?”

Hugo shrugged off the concern. “He’s twelve. Give him video games and pizza, and AJ’s fine.”

Brie looked downward, undecided. “I don’t know…”

But Hugo felt overpowering confidence today. “We’re just hanging out, Breezy,” he insisted. “Whatever you wanna do. Even if it’s doing Jamba Juice.”

That won a snort laugh from Brie, revealing a wondrous smile as the morning sun broke through the clouds. “Let’s do it.” she agreed, her green eyes alight with excitement.

“Great!” Hugo felt such happiness he could’ve rocketed into the sky like Titan. “We’ll meet in Liberty Park around 7:30 PM. I’ll text details in a few hours!”

“See you tonight, Bogie!” Brie kissed his mouth again before driving off.

Brie’s visit and the anticipation of tonight carried Hugo through the day. He had all sorts of plans. A romantic walk, a stop at Beach Bum Burger and ice cream at one of downtown Paso’s gelato shops. Two hours before the date, Hugo put on his best Johnny Bahama shirt with cargo shorts. He gelled up his long wavy hair, even putting in earring studs he hadn’t worn in months. Hugo looked himself over in the mirror, pointing like a badass. “Looking good, my man.”

No need to tell Simon. Hugo didn’t need his Brie hate ruining tonight. Downstairs he saw two twelve-year-olds parked in front of the 72-inch TV. The Samoan boy with the shaved head was his younger brother, Angelo Jr, burly and gaining on Hugo in height. The skinny white kid with a yellow shock of hair was his BFF Dallas from school.

Hugo glanced at the TV and gagged. “Extreme Dreams”? The reality show covered the Extreme Teens' personal lives. Friendships, family and romantic dramas, acting, public appearances and music careers. Trying to watch one full episode was a jaw-clenching experience for Hugo. Lucas Shinoda, aka the speedster Blur, was onscreen, arguing with popstar girlfriend L.U.N.A.

Hugo found the ‘unscripted’ drama hilarious. And it was another reason to dislike Olympian Worldwide’s corporate-sponsored heroes. Or 9-to-5ers, as Simon called them. “Can’t believe you guys watch this big slice of dog shit.”

AJ scowled but stayed glued to the screen. “Extreme Dreams is awesome.”

“It shows the Extreme Teens are kids like us,” Dallas added with his pearl of wisdom. “Except they’re superheroes with cool powers and bomb AF lives.” The kid was no Einstein. “Saving the world and shit.”

“The Extreme Teens aren't like us,” Hugo bristled, disgusted by the exploitation onscreen. Many child superheroes burned bright at first, only to flame out after a few years. Missy Magnificent, a former Extreme Teens member turned tabloid darling, was a perfect example. Same with the Sentinel’s former sidekick, whose name Hugo couldn’t recall.

Dallas rotated in his seat for a debate, his All-American good looks beaming. “So we should worship boring teams like the Champion Family or Vanguard?”

Hugo pointed at Dallas, checking for keys in his pocket. “My thoughts exactly.”

“Don’t you have a date?” AJ asked rudely.

“Only if you’re okay without me?”

AJ turned to his older brother. “Bogie. The house won’t burn down. We’ll be fine.”

Hugo was relieved, or Brie would have to meet him at the house. “Money for pizza’s right here.” He patted the three twenties on the countertop. “Be back in a few hours.”

“Good luck with Brie,” AJ teased, making unnecessary kissy faces. Dallas guffawed.

“Shaddup!” Hugo snapped, blushing again. His watch said 6:18, which gave him plenty of time to take the San Miguel Area Transit (SMAT) over to Liberty Square. “Alright; bye.” Hugo headed for the door. AJ and Dallas both said farewells, eyes glued to the TV.

The mugginess outside was cooling, thanks to the sunset. Pink and copper streaks slashed the darkening skies as Hugo walked to the subway ten minutes away. He felt good about tonight. Brie would finally see why they should be together.

“Helloooo, Hugo.” The airy-fairy chipper voice scared Hugo out of his Chuck Taylors. He turned toward the voice and smiled.

“Hey, Ms. Ortiz.” Hugo waved. Betty Ortiz stood on her porch in one of her colorful, shapeless robes like a pagan priestess. Her waist-length golden hair and oversized red-tinted glasses channeled a hippy vibe. She lived five houses away, constantly appearing out of nowhere like a ninja whenever Hugo passed by. Mrs. Ortiz made her money from sculpting or painting or some other artsy shit. She had a constant spring in her step and some new sage affirmation. An eccentric yet friendly neighbor. Standing beside her was a cute eleven-year-old with a mop of bronze curls and a sullen look directed at Hugo.

“Hey, Zelda!” He waved to Mrs. Ortiz’s daughter. The girl nodded in mute acknowledgement, the opposite of her mother’s friendliness and easy smiles. Whoever her dad was hadn’t been in the picture for years, and Mrs. Ortiz harbored no regrets.

“You look quite fetching, young man,” the hippy woman complimented him with excessive circular hand gestures. “Your aura crackles with anticipation. What mischief are you formulating this evening?”

Yes, Ms. Ortiz really talked like that. “Date.” Hugo smiled, his heart soaring. “With the girl of my dreams.”

Ms. Ortiz brightened, clapping her hands. “Briseis, I gather? Lovely.” She knew all about Brie. After Dad’s death, Mrs. Ortiz had been another regular at the house, helping Mom enormously during the depths of her grief. “Have good clean fun. But if it stops being good and clean, don’t forget a sexual prophylactic.”

Hugo’s smiled curdled, along with his brain.

Zelda whirled on her mother in horror. “MOM! Gross!”

With that, Hugo rushed off before Mrs. Ortiz offered more advice. “Goodnight, Ms. Ortiz.”

Unfortunately, he didn’t move fast enough to escape her proverb for Zelda. “Settle your tea kettle, ZiZi!” she scolded, still bright and shiny. “Kids today forget that kind of thing in the throes of orgasm—”

“OH! MY! GOD!” Zelda exclaimed. “Mom, PLEASE stop talking!” Hugo winced and laughed, continuing toward the nearby SMAT stop.

After a twenty-minute subway ride, Hugo got off at Liberty Square. A twenty-foot marble statue of Lady Liberty awaited him as he rode the escalator out of the subway, looking ready to take flight.

The park was packed with groups of friends, couples and families enjoying a summer evening. Hugo checked his watch. Ten minutes till 7. He parked himself on an empty bench and waited.

Around 7:15, he figured Brie was on her way and texted his location.

Me: Near the Lady Libby statue. Hugo wanted to added a heart emoji, but stopped himself. Too much.

At 7:30, Hugo glanced around. No sign of Brie. “Probably running late,” he told himself hopefully.

Half an hour later, Hugo’s unshakeable optimism was cracking.

ME: Hey. You almost here?

An hour later, Liberty Square began emptying. Gloom bled into Hugo. Something inside him refused to give up. He texted again.

ME: Where are you? Everything okay? No response.

By 9:30 PM Liberty Square was nearly empty when Brie finally replied. Hugo’s fleeting relief was quickly curb stomped.

Brie: I’M SOOOO SORRY!! Something came up and I lost track of time!

Hugo felt like his heart had been ripped out.

ME: So, tonight’s a no-go.

Brie: can't come out this late, Brie replied. Sorry! No request to reschedule.

ME: Don’t worry. We’ll hang out another time. Hugo wrote that with indifference he didn’t feel,

No reply.

Hugo felt like an idiot of titanic proportions. He'd pictured each moment of the date as a movie scene, like confessing his feelings over a Beach Bum Double Decker cheeseburger. And Hugo got blown off again. Maybe Simon was right. He rose up, heart heavy and eyes watering. His first idea was to head for the SMAT entrance and go home. But he didn’t have the heart to explain this latest humiliation to AJ and his smartass friend. So Hugo took a walk through the thick trees beyond Liberty Square center. Sure, many of the walkways weren’t well lit this late, but Hugo needed to clear his head.

He didn’t know how long he walked, lost in a haze of misery and self-flagellation.

Should’ve met earlier.

Shouldn’t have asked, knowing Brie had better things to do.

Should’ve asked her out on another day. Why, so Briseis could blow him off again?

Before long, Hugo found himself in a heavily wooded part of the park he didn’t recognize. The tree canopies were unruly silhouettes against the night skies. And for a couple minutes, strange whispers followed him. Alarmed, Hugo quickened his pace. Time to go home. The whispers grew nearer. Hugo’s self-pity became self-preservation. Speed walking became jogging. Then his path was blocked.

Hugo stopped and stared at four silhouettes flanking him. He recognized them all. Only Brent Longwell was absent. “What…what are you doing here?”

One taller shadow stepped forward. Under a nearby lamp's light, his slicked back hair and arrogant smile were visible. “Told ya payback was coming, Hugo,” Baz Martinez sneered. “Get him!”

Hugo whirled and ran.

With his long arms, DeDamien grabbed Hugo’s shirt collar and dragged him back. Cody charged in first with a knee to Hugo’s chest. The wind knocked out of him, Hugo would’ve crumpled if DeDamien and TJ weren’t holding him. The boulder-like Korean drove a meaty right hook into his chest. Hugo’s torso screamed with pain, making his eyes water. He couldn’t draw in breath.

“How’s my street cred now?” DeDamien jeered, slapping the back of Hugo’s head. “How’s it now, bitch?”

Baz swaggered forward, grabbing Hugo's chin. “This is a warning, you greasy-haired shitsack,” he stated, no longer smiling. Even in the dark, no empathy lived in his cruel eyes. “Mess with my crew and you get—ARRRHH.” Baz doubled over, after Hugo soccer punted him in the crotch.

Before Baz’s boys could react, the Samoan teen stomped on DeDamien’s foot. The towering basketballer howled and let go. Hugo ran for it. And he was free, racing toward a well-lit section of the park.

…until Cody sailed in from behind, hitting him with a stiff clothesline. Hugo struck the grass face first, dazed. By the time he rolled on his back, TJ and a limping DeDamien were on him.

The trio stomped the exposed parts of Hugo’s body, a torrent of hurt and filthy curses. No part of his anatomy was off-limits. Hugo could only ball up and pray for an ending.

To his dismay, they were just starting. Cody and TJ yanked him upright as Baz came roaring forward. He tackled Hugo full force, burying a shoulder into his sore torso to lift him off the ground. Baz then slammed him down.

His three buddies cheered like he’d scored a touchdown.

Hugo groaned, his ribs on fire. Something definitely cracked. I’m so fucked.

Growling like an animal, Baz rained down savage rights and lefts, rocking Hugo’s face side to side, each strike a detonation of pain. Never had he seen Baz so unhinged, eyes wild with hate, spittle flying and slicked hair askew. Hugo tried covering his face. Baz yanked his arms away and kept pummeling. One punch cracked Hugo so hard he saw stars. The next loosened a tooth. He’s gonna kill me.

After two straight jabs undoubtedly broke his nose, Hugo saw red. Then black…


Chapter 5

“Okay,” Helena Madden gushed. “I’m watching again.”

Quinn stopped laughing after the third replay. This was the editor-in-chief’s sixth viewing for one of the clips Quinn had shot for her article on Titan and Lady Liberty vs. Killawatt and Armordillo. But she wasn’t about to question the viewing preferences of SLO Coast Daily’s Editor-in-Chief.

The clip filled Helena’s computer's screen. Killawatt, crackling with electricity and ill intent, leered down at a fallen Lady Liberty. The supervillain mouthed something, a glowing hand raised to finish her off.

At the last second, Lady Liberty popped up to one knee and slammed both hands together. The shockwave rattled the whole block, knocking Killawatt several feet away. Him flailing about still cracked Quinn up, even after several views.

Helena clapped eagerly. “OOOH.” She spun in her seat to face Quinn on the desk’s other side. She dressed effortlessly cool; faded jeans and untucked white blouse under a green sports coat. Afternoon sun spilled through the window on Helena’s shaggy pixie-cut blonde hair. “That’s what I call a clapback!”

“One of my favorite parts,” Quinn replied with a nod.

“Your article’s getting ass-tons of traffic on the website and the SLOCO Daily app!” Helena always got animated discussing analytics. “It stays on tomorrow’s Top Ten.”

“YES!” Quinn exclaimed. Getting an article on SLOCO Daily’s Superhero section was good enough. Placement in Top Ten Features, the site’s highest viewed and most profitable section behind the Homepage and Superheroes for two days in a row? That was an honor. “Thank you!”

Helena brushed off the adulation. “This was some fine reporting, Quinn. Dramatic and present.” She leaned in, studying the article onscreen. “Eyewitness accounts were copious and precise, like I taught you.”

“Thanks,” Quinn said, blushing. SLOCO Daily’s Editor-in-Chief taking time from her crazy schedule to congratulate her meant a lot. Since becoming a journalist, Quinn had desired a prolific career like Helena’s, which included stints as one of Washington Post’s embedded reporters for the 2000 presidential campaign, a Middle East war correspondent for The Guardian and a Senior Editor for The Daily Beast.

And under Helena’s seven-year stewardship, SLOCO Daily had grown from some minor news and opinion website covering San Luis Obispo County into a must-read politics and pop culture source reaching millions of global readers each month.

Presently, Quinn saw a window for her own advancement. “There’s something I wanted to discuss.” She adjusted her horned-rim glasses, then her black short-sleeved blouse and skinny white tie. Here we go… “I’ve learned so much in Lifestyle & Culture, which I can translate into another section.”

Helena glanced down and sighed, clearly expecting this. “You’ve improved so much so fast. And just scratched the surface of your talent.”

Quinn furrowed her brow, sensing a “But” coming.

“You’re covering Lifestyle & Culture events around San Miguel and SLO County,” Helena said with business-like cadence. “Got your ‘Sidewalk Confessionals’ vlog, guest posted in other editorial sections. But for now, let’s stay in Lifestyle & Culture.”

Quinn struggled to keep a neutral façade and pressed her case. “And I enjoy aspects of Lifestyle & Culture. But I don’t see any growth reviewing restaurants and wineries.”

“I get it, QB,” Helena said, gesturing with her hands to explain a point. “But I’m trying to set you up for success. You started eighteen months ago, leaped from Social Media Specialist to staff writer in under a year.” She leaned back, pushing up her tinted glasses. “I don’t want your rise to be seen as unearned.”

The remark was a slap across the face. While Quinn’s co-workers respected her, favoritism rumors had plagued her quick ascent. “I earned all my opportunities,” she replied heatedly.

“Yes,” Helena agreed, raising a hand to calm her. “But name a writer who lunches with me weekly?”

Quinn didn’t have to think hard. “Jono McGowan.”

Helena gaped for a moment, then laughed. Few reporters could’ve gotten away with that unscathed. “Low blow! And Jono heads two editorial sections. Name another non-senior writer besides yourself.”

Quinn’s quiver was empty. “Point taken.” Helena was correct about the optics of another promotion so soon. Quinn had met the Editor-in-Chief through an LA-based Brown University alum. After bonding during their informational interview, Helena got Quinn an entry-level job in Digital Marketing. From then on, she’d taken Quinn under her wing, providing opportunities to hone her journalist skills. Eight months later, Quinn officially joined SLOCO Daily’s Editorial staff. Throughout that time, their mentor-protégé rapport had become a genuine friendship.

“We’ll revisit this in a few months, okay?” Helena stated gently.

Quinn nodded and smiled. Not the answer she’d wanted, even with Helena looking out for her.

The door behind Quinn opened without a knock. She turned to see a man peek in, his short hair a mess of disheveled spikes. Quinn fought the tartness bleeding into her features. Jono McGowan, U.S. News and Top Ten editor. He resembled Colin Farrell’s less handsome, less fit brother.

Helena normally despised interruptions during her one-on-ones. Yet the Editor-in-Chief brightened like a love-struck teenager. “Hello, Jono!”

Jono gave her that smarmy smirk which charmed someone somewhere. “Ad Sales meeting in five,” he said in his thick Irish brogue. “Packer’s in a mood.”

“Ugh.” Helena rolled her eyes. That was her usual response to Dave Packer, mercurial VP of SLOCO Daily Ad Sales. “Don’t forget the snacks.”

Jono recoiled. “Isn’t that his Ad Sales harem’s job?”

Helena waved off the grievance. “Not if we want better sponsorship for our projects. He always inhales whatever his Ad Managers bring.”

Jono finally noticed Quinn. “Black Irish!”

Quinn politely fake-smiled. “Hi, Jono.” She didn't know which ranked worse. Them flirting or Jono's nickname for her. Quinn being black with an Irish last name amused him endlessly. Nevertheless, Helena making eyes with Jono meant the meeting was over. “Thanks for your time.” Quinn stood.

“Hang on, QB.” Helena raised a finger to stay her exit. “Still need a Superheroes floater, Jono?”

Quinn stared. “Doesn't Michael run Superheroes?”

“Now he’s heading US News,” Helena corrected. As she and Jono watched expectantly, Quinn’s stomach clenched. Yesterday, she’d be doing cartwheels of joy. But not with Jono heading Superheroes.

Still, Quinn couldn’t refuse after pleading for new opportunities. “I'm in,” she spoke brightly.

Her faux enthusiasm vanished minutes later when outside, rounding the block with Creed Samuels. “I’m a floater for Superheroes, now managed by your buddy Jono.”

Creed turned his head in surprise, long dreadlocks whipping about. “What about Michael Hale?”

“Heading US News,” Quinn noted. “I didn’t ask for details.”

“Huh.” The Senior Writer took another drag of his cigarette, visibly irked. “At least your lunch wasn’t spent listening to Jono brag about Helena’s ‘oral’ skills!”

“Oh God!” Quinn cringed from head to toe. “Really?”

Creed rolled his eyes. “Today, he's all ‘I think she’s in loov.’” His Jono impersonation always cracked Quinn up. “'Really in loov. I know you hate dating, but what do I do?’ Then Jono did his stupid hyena laugh.

“I nod and smile until he changed subjects.” Creed tossed his cigarette in a nearby trashcan. Already an old soul, he hunched like a geriatric whenever discussing Jono. Before Quinn knew it, they’d reached a subway stop. “Off to an advanced screening of The Girl Who Broke the Wheel.”

Quinn eyed Creed in disbelief. “Jeez and Russ! A fourth Unbreakable Girl movie? On purpose??”

Creed smirked. “Escape your millennial cave, QB. Big world out there. The third film made over a billion dollars. A sequel was inevitable.”

Having to watch another Unbreakable Girl movie was one reason Quinn didn’t envy Creed’s job. She'd enjoyed the first movie, The Girl with No Name. The sequel, The Girl Who Fought Back, lost her by focusing on its cringeworthy love triangle.

“Alright,” Quinn hugged Creed. “Can’t wait for the snarky review.”

He smiled and scurried into the subway entrance. “Count on it!”

The rest of the day passed quickly. As Quinn was finishing for the evening, her friend Jensen Clarke from Digital Marketing came by. “What’s tonight’s plan?”

“Pre-game at SLO Brew’s, then music at Luna Red,” Quinn recapped. They were meeting other co-workers to celebrate a Lifestyle & Culture writer’s new home purchase.

Jensen beamed. “Can’t wait!” Jensen was walking sunshine, tall and willowy with sandy-brown hair and a button nose. Quinn had befriended the graphic designer during her Social Media tenure.

The two gabbed excitedly, weaving through islands of empty glass cubicles. Then from across the workspace, Quinn spotted two silhouettes entangled and kissing inside a conference room. Her eyes bulged in recognition. She quickened her pace, guiding Jensen along.

But her friend caught a glimpse and stopped. “Holy crap! Is that—?”

“Yes. UGH,” Quinn groaned, shoving Jensen forward. “Keep moving.”

Once in the elevators, Jensen whirled on her with wide eyes. “OH. MY. GOD,” she whisper-yelled. “How long have you known?”

 “Before I started here,” Quinn sighed. “My informational interview lunch was with Helena and Jono. Once I got hired, Helena asked me to keep it private.”

Jensen stared off into space. “That explains Jono’s ego trip.”

“Oh, he’s got Helena dickmatized,” Quinn remarked, earning explosive laughs out of Jensen. Panic rippled through the reporter. She pointed at her friend. “Tell no one!”

Jensen quickly sobered, hands raised in capitulation. “I’m a lockbox.”

In Quinn’s opinion, Jono was a talented writer and genuinely nice sometimes. That didn’t negate him frequently screwing other writers out of high-profile projects under the guise of friendship. And Helena would constantly protect that conniving snake, who had the editor-in-chief wrapped around his finger.

The elevator opened, and Quinn marched into SLOCO Daily’s ultra-chic lobby. She passed awards and other iconic souvenirs from the site's first decade, having seen them countless times. Quinn couldn’t wait to cause some chaos in downtown San Miguel. When nearing the parking elevators, she noticed Jensen had stopped to watch the lobby TVs. “Jen! Move!” Quinn ordered playfully. “Drinks await!”

Jensen didn’t budge. “Quinn. The news…” she murmured, her face bone-white.

Quinn frowned and backpedaled to the five massive monitors in SLOCO Daily’s lobby. Usually, four TVs played a different news network; entertainment, politics, world news or finance. One only played SLOCO Daily’s YouTube channel. At 9:19 pm, every network onscreen aired the same breaking news.

“NO!” Quinn clapped a hand over her mouth. Nausea pooled in her stomach. “Is…this confirmed?”

Jensen nodded, looking as disturbed as Quinn felt. “Yea…”

Quinn sank to her knees. This couldn’t be real. Yet each shell-shocked news anchor onscreen reported to have absolute confirmation.

“How?” Jensen asked in anguished tones.

Before Quinn could reply, her buzzing cell startled her upright. An Editorial group text from Helena.

Helena Madden: 911!! BACK TO HQ!

Quinn swallowed a sob. “Guess we’ll find out.”

“Likewise,” Jensen confirmed, after her cell buzzed.

Both women sprinted back to SLOCO Daily’s elevators for what would be a long night.


Chapter 6

Tonight, happiness threatened to overwhelm him. And that happiness had nothing to do with himself. Save how lucky he felt.

He sat in a massive glitzy ballroom at the Marriott St. Louis Grand, dressed in a charcoal grey suit and white button-down with the collar undone. Around him were hundreds of the world’s brightest scientific minds. But under warm ballroom lights, Greyson was just another face in the crowd as the next speaker took the stage. For the 4th Annual BioMed Conference, top bioengineers and research investors from across the globe converged on St. Louis to showcase the latest projects and innovations. And at tonight’s closing gala, Lauren Gerard from Genex Laboratories was the keynote speaker.

“I’m with her,” Greyson murmured proudly to the couple beside him, pointing at his biomedical engineer girlfriend onstage. She strode to the podium, a sashay in her hips. Greyson could feel an aura of confidence ooze from her walk. Glancing around the crowd, he knew others felt it too. Lauren’s ivory strapless sported a plunging black neckline, perfectly complementing her suntanned complexion and eye-popping figure. A slit ran down both upper thighs of her dress, showing off heartbreakingly long legs that went on and on. Her ash blonde hair, teased up and combed back, fell in sleek curtains down her toned shoulders. And that face was so lovely, especially when smiling. Lauren was a vision.

Her gaze found Greyson. He’d heard two earlier drafts of this speech, each rock-solid. Greyson mouthed, You got this, babe.

Lauren winked back before her gaze swept across the audience with that perfect smile. “Hey, folks,” she greeted. “Who’s ready to discuss medical applications of white matter?” Her audience responded with polite applause. She started off somewhat stiff and visibly nervous. Within a few minutes, Lauren grew more comfortable discussing her project and its benefits, adding science jokes that went right over Greyson’s head but killed it with this crowd. By the time she finished her thirty-five-minute speech, Lauren got a lengthy standing ovation. She thanked the audience, blushing and humbled.

During the reception, Greyson hung back and watched countless scientists approach Lauren to gush over her presentation. He wasn’t surprised. Lauren’s employer Genex Labs, a subsidiary of biotech and pharmaceutical giant Paxton-Brandt Industries, always made an impact at the BioMed Conference. Lauren fascinated her gaggle of new admirers, answering questions about her genetics work to anyone genuinely curious. Lauren also sassed the pigheaded know-it-alls trying to mansplain what she’d just presented. Greyson’s heart swelled watching her work the room. At one point, their eyes locked. Lauren’s smile stretched ear to ear before she returned focus to her fans. After how much she’d supported him with his issues, Greyson took immense pleasure in watching her shine.

Once he got her alone, Greyson slipped an arm around her waist from behind. “Do you have any idea what I wanted to do to you all night?” he murmured in Lauren’s ear.

Greyson saw gooseflesh prickle her forearms, enjoying his enduring effect on her. “No idea,” she purred over her shoulder, arching an eyebrow. “Care to elaborate?”

Greyson smiled and pressed closer, his loins stirring. “Tear that dress off with my teeth and…” He detailed his plans for her body, whispering so only she could hear. Lauren went rigid in his grasp and whirled about to face him. “Why haven’t we left yet?”

The couple celebrated properly after reaching their Creve Coeur condo. She attacked him with eager kisses, undoing his shirt in nimble-fingered gusto. Greyson, aroused by her appetite, peeled Lauren out of that dress like a banana and gathered her up in his arms. When they eventually reached their bedroom, the couple’s usual rhythm got supercharged by Lauren’s successful night. Roaming hands and hungry mouths travelling over bare flesh, bodies entangled and in sync. Greyson lost count of how many times Lauren arched her back with moans of wordless pleasure.

They lay cuddled and sweaty after finishing. Greyson grazed his fingers along Lauren’s spine as she dozed with her head nuzzled on his stomach. When sleep finally pulled him under, Greyson felt happy beyond words. The mirth was short-lived.

Greyson was floating on air, surrounded by dirty curling clouds. The clouds parted.

He looked down at a world on fire and gasped. Crumbled ruins of buildings burned like funeral pyres, acres of forest scorched and smoldering…

Greyson! The vision shattered into millions of pieces as a familiar voice shook him from slumber. “Wake up, Grey!”

“Ummmmokay, okay.” Greyson’s eyes fluttered open and adjusted. He lay in bed at their condo. Her silhouette loomed on the side of the bed. Greyson pushed up to his elbows, shaking his groggy head. “Did I sleep through my alarm?” He eyed his alarm clock. “What the hell?” Greyson protested, more angry than groggy. “It’s Saturday and not even two in the morning—”

 “Unimportant,” Lauren said, unapologetic. Her hair looked like she’d fought a tornado and lost. “Living room. Now.” She pulled his arm to drag him from bed.

Greyson flopped back onto the bed, covering his face with a pillow. “Can’t it wait?” he groaned.

Lauren ripped his pillow away with undo aggression. “NO.”

Greyson sat upright in surprise. Then he studied Lauren’s face in the gloom. She'd been crying. The TV was on in the common room. Something’s wrong. Greyson grasped Lauren’s shoulders, drowsiness slipping away. “Is it my dad?” He wasn’t sure if Dad’s passing would sadden him.

Lauren wiped away tears, shaking her head. “No.”

Greyson’s relief was short-lived. “My mom?”

Lauren bristled. “Grey—”

“Your mom?”

Lauren slapped Greyson upside the head. “It’s Titan!”

Greyson stared at his panicked lover. His brain filled with various nightmarish scenarios. Had Dad been right? Did Titan go crazy like Paragon had years ago? Greyson rose from bed, pulling Lauren with him. “What happened?” he requested in worried tones.

She shook her messy head of hair, hugging herself. “I don’t know that much. Was storing my new contacts late with NPR on when the news broke.” Fresh tears stained her cheeks. Lauren looked over her shoulder at the living room where the voices originated. “It’s on every network.”

Greyson slipped into caretaker mode. “Okay.” He pulled Lauren into a hug. “Let’s find out more.” Greyson guided Lauren to their spacious common room, its colors muted by shadows and the TV’s pale blue light. The news broadcast featured Titan front and center.

Two reporters spoke in subdued voices while footage rolled live from San Miguel, California. At the bottom of the screen was a news chiron in bold white letters.

Greyson’s brain couldn't accept what his eyes and ears were digesting. He flipped to the local NBC affiliate. Same news. CBS. Same. After flipping through ten channels, reality finally punched Greyson in the jaw. He sank onto his couch. “Oh my God.”

“I know,” Lauren agreed, her voice rough. “Can’t believe it.” She sat beside Greyson, wrapping her arms around him. They watched wall-to-wall coverage as more details emerged.

Greyson placed a hand over his horrified mouth. “Titan,” he whispered. “What happened to you…?”


Chapter 7

“Fuck, fuck, FUCK!”

Rapid-fire expletives jolted Hugo back to the waking world. He first noticed that everywhere hurt. A lot. His face felt like an eighteen-wheeler had run over it repeatedly. Hugo’s jaw screamed anytime he tried opening it. His nose was broken, forcing him to breathe through his mouth. Left eye was swollen shut. The world swam, making his head pound harder and his ears keep ringing. Everything. Hurt.

Hugo then found himself in a car weaving wildly through traffic. The pungent stink of mace and urine made Hugo’s one open eye water.

He recognized the driver and instantly recoiled as far from him as the car allowed.

Brent Longwell was driving and slamming a fist on the steering well with each expletive. Blood smeared his white t-shirt. It took Hugo several frightened moments to realize the blood wasn’t Brent’s.

The blond teen turned, his face streaming with tears. Hugo’s thoughts were awash with pain, terror and confusion. Why was he in Brent’s car? Even worse, where were Baz and his thugs?

Brent rambled on. “I didn’t know why we even came to Liberty Square. I SWEAR!” The lanky, strapping boy was crying. “Baz and DeDamien just told me to keep the car running! But they were taking so long I went into the park. And…I saw what Baz was doing.” Brent sobbed so hard he was barely coherent.

Yeah, I was there. The painful fog lifted from Hugo’s brain. Memories faded in and out like bad cell reception.

He flinched from jagged images of Baz pummeling him. Fade to black...

Glimpses of TJ, Cody and DeDamien’s increasing worry skipped through feverish thoughts. They did nothing to stop Baz. Fade to black…

Brent appeared out of the shadows, dragging Baz off Hugo. They argued. Baz maneuvered around Brent, unzipping his pants and relieving himself all over Hugo. His face contorted with cruel glee while his boys looked disgusted. Fade to black…

Hugo had come to on his back, alone in the darkness. His body wracked with agony, blood pooling around his face. He had tried crawling away, each movement fueled by the fear of Baz returning. Fade to black…

Brent returned alone, calling him. Hugo pleaded for mercy, struggling to crawl faster. But Brent’s horror had been genuine. He wanted to help.

Fade to black…

Hugo said nothing for a long while, hugging his pained ribs. That explained the urine smell, he realized. “What’s…” God, speaking was pure agony… “…the pepper smell?”

Brent spared another look at him and cringed. Alarm sounded in his pain-addled brain. Hugo must look worse than he felt. “Pepper mace,” Brent explained. “Used it on Baz and the others when I threw them out in downtown Paso.” He shook his head, fresh tears pooling. “You’re going to a hospital.”

Hugo shook his head. If he went to the hospital like this, Mom had to be pulled from surgery. Like when Dad died…maimed and unrecognizable when San Miguel police found him. After the year of hell she’d been through, Hugo couldn’t do that to her. “No…hospitals.” Hugo pushed blood-soaked locks from his swollen face with trembling fingers. “Drop me at my house.”

Brent gaped at him. “You’re bleeding everywhere. We—!”

“My mom’s a nurse.” Hugo winced. Pain spasmed up his stomach and chest. His face felt like a balloon. Everything swam back and forth. Mom could help after her shift. At least she wouldn’t be driving to another hospital, scared senseless over another relative. “She’ll take care of me. Please.”

Brent stared ahead, looking ready to refuse. Then he sighed. “What’s your address?”

They reached Hugo’s place past 11 PM. The East Paso Robles neighborhood was silent and well-lit.

For Hugo, any movement was torture. From removing his seatbelt to pushing at the door. Brent leaped out, rounding the front to pull open Hugo's door. “Let me help—”

“I’m fine.” Hugo waved him off when exiting the car. Pain knifed both sides of his stomach, causing him to curl up until the torment passed. Pride and shame forced him upright on wobbly legs.

Brent trailed Hugo’s slow limp-walk to the front door. Through his watery right eye, Hugo saw Mom wasn’t home yet. A small blessing. But he’d have to face her later. That soured his brutalized stomach.

After some fumbling with achy fingers, he found his keys and unlocked the door. As he shouldered the door open, Hugo noticed Brent at the foot of the stairs leading to his house.

The blond boy stood silhouetted by the Escalade headlights. His athletic physique was stiff with fear, white shirt slathered with Hugo’s blood.

The sight chilled him. “I won’t shut up about what they did,” he wheezed. “If that’s what you’re hoping.”

Brent shook his head, running bloody hands though his buzz-cut hair. “You shouldn’t. I’m sorry—”

Hugo didn’t need this asshole’s regret. “Go home.” He shuffled inside, slamming the door.

From the unlit and quiet house, AJ had to be asleep. Thank God. Hugo couldn’t face his brother like this.

Climbing the steps upstairs was an agony. Dizziness threatened to upend his tenuous balance. The next labor was removing his clothes. Hugo couldn’t look in the mirror. He knew the sight would break him further.

The shower was long and scalding, high-water pressure slapping his battered face and chest. It felt good. What didn’t feel good was watching sheets of red bucketing off his body. Too much blood and grime. The tinge of yellow in the water reminded Hugo of Baz’s bathroom break. Shame outweighed the anger. Holding back tears, he scrubbed himself as clean as possible.

He limped out from the shower, aching but clean. His favorite Johnny Bahama shirt lay on the floor, ruined by bloodstains and rips where Baz had pulled and pummeled. Hugo wiped away the steam covering the mirror and looked. He barely recognized the battered face staring back. His left eye was swollen shut for sure. His nose looked more squashed than it felt, lips split and bleeding. Dark bruises covered the length of his swarthy body.

A sob shuddered through Hugo. Then another. He slumped to his knees and wept a long while. Grief-stricken for the father who chose eternal escape over his family. Anger over his own failure to be the man of the house in Dad’s absence. Pity over how powerless he’d been to stop Baz and his crew. Shame over Brie’s latest rejection, proving she didn’t care. His own brother thought he was a loser. Like Brie did. Toxic emotions scorched through him, relentless and crippling. “I’m pathetic,” he whispered between sobs.

Hugo couldn’t bear the pain, didn’t want to.

I want out. Dazed and despairing, he found the two Nyquil bottles in the cabinet under the sink. Opening them, Hugo downed both bottles.

As syrupy liquid flowed down his throat, relief burned through misery for the first time in months.

The medicine worked quickly. He couldn't keep his good eye open while pulling his pajama pants on, then the bedcovers…

Hugo’s last thoughts were relief as he drifted under. At least I won’t make a mess like Dad.

Instead, Hugo awoke to piercing radiance. All body pain was gone. No bruises marred his skin. Even his Johnny Bahama shirt was clean and untorn. He stood whole, untouched. At the end of the tunnel was sparkling warmth. Hugo could taste the peace and bliss radiating out, calling to him. Hugo smiled and walked forward. Freedom…

Until Hugo ran into a wall of costumed muscle. Baffled, he looked up at the yellow T covering the green torso and both arms.

“Titan?” Hugo frowned, more angry than happy to see his idol. “Why are you here?”

Titan studied him through narrowed glowing eyes. “Why are you here?” Disappointment laced his deep, iron tones. “You don’t belong here.”

Hugo opened his mouth to explain. But so much misery weighed on his shoulders. And the swirling glow behind Titan felt so alluring. “I’m done.” Hugo sighed, stepping around him.

The towering superhero sidestepped in concert, blocking him. Titan’s features looked carved of rock. “Not your time, Hugo.”

Hugo glared at him. “Says who?” He was done waiting for life to improve. “Move.” He dashed left to evade the hero.

Titan’s hand was a blur, catching Hugo’s shoulder.

The teen tried shrugging Titan off. But his hand was unyielding like stone. “Let me go!” Hugo demanded, anger soaring. “Let…Go!”

Titan hoisted him off the ground like a small child. The superhero’s smile held such sadness, Hugo momentarily stopped struggling.

“Like I said,” Titan repeated somberly, “it’s not your time.” He drew his arm back and tossed Hugo like a football, away from the radiance.

Hugo howled in anger, sailing back into cold darkness…

…awaking to blinding sunlight and tidal waves of noise.

Hugo squeezed his eyes shut and clamped both hands over his ears. It felt like the dials of all five senses had been cranked way beyond maximum. Bedroom colors were too vivid, too detailed, needles of sunlight lancing his skin. And the sound. Good lord! Cars racing by the house ran over his earlobes and not the streets. Chatter from countless voices at once, many of them sad or sobbing. Heartbeats thundering against his eardrums from everywhere, out of sync and at once. And did everyone have their TVs on? Newscasters all spoke simultaneously, similar reports from several TVs jumbled. Hugo couldn’t hear what anyone said.

Pungent body odor from dirty clothes in his hamper, dusty air, a rust flavor tickling his nostrils and trash made for an undesirable stench.

“What. The. Hell?” he groaned through gritted teeth.

Hugo rolled out of bed, balling up tight to escape the onslaught. No dice. Even touching the carpet felt different. Every rough-textured fiber scraped Hugo’s oversensitive skin. He jerked upright, weirded out by the strange sensation and its brushing noise flood his ears.  

“Never drinking Nyquil again!” Hugo shouted over the roar leaking through covered ears.

He had to deal with this hypersensitivity crippling him. He opened his eyes. The visual input punched harder than Baz Martinez. Hugo stumbled back and closed his eyes, trying again slower.

His eyes adjusted to the visuals of his bedroom. Except it was like switching from those old boxy TVs to an 8K flat screen. Everything looked super intense and sharp. The wall of Titan and Vanguard posters. His beat-up backpack and notebooks leaning against the closet and the stack of superhero magazines. Everything appeared crystal clear and in vivid colors. Any wrinkles, tears, scratches, worn cloth along the surfaces of every object in his room. The low whirr of his computer at his desk. And the swaddled sheets on his bed with dark bloodstains. That explains the rusty smell.

Focusing on his bedroom dampened Hugo’s hypersensitivity somewhat. He lowered his hands.

Seeing the blood dislodged memories of last night’s beating. Hugo recoiled, yet felt no body aches. Both eyes opened easily. Like Baz and his boys had never touched him.

“Huh.” After a quick physical assessment, Hugo felt beyond fantastic, like his body was hooked into an energy conduit directly from the earth. Then Hugo looked around. Everything in his room seemed high off the ground, even though he was standing. “Why are things so small?” he asked himself.

A shotgun blast of ringing nearly blew out his eardrums. Hugo’s knees buckled as he slammed his hands over his ears again. It took him a couple seconds to realize that strident noise was his cellphone. Desperate to silence it, he scrambled toward his blood-stained shorts sitting under a book. Hugo grabbed the book and chucked it over his shoulder.

A loud crack startled him. He turned. The book got wedged halfway into the wall beside his closet. Hugo stared. “WHOA.”

Another detonation of cellphone noise wrenched his attention away.

What the hell is happening? he wondered, finally fishing his phone from his pocket, which he tore off in his haste. Was he still dreaming? He stared at the dazzling cellphone screen, bright and clear beyond measure. Simon. He was about to ignore the call before seeing icons for multiple text messages. With cautious fingers, he thumbed the notifications into view. His eyes widened.

Simon had called six times, Brie five times. He saw texts from Simon, Brie, US and international relatives he’d not spoken to in months. Even former friends who’d written him off after Dad’s death. Hugo couldn’t understand everyone’s sudden interest with this goddamn ringing. He answered and put the phone to his ear. “Simon?”

“HUGO. ARE YOU OKAY?”

Hugo grimaced and jerked away in agony. “Simon, stop yelling!”

“I’M…NOT!” Simon boomed, as if speaking inside Hugo’s skull.

Torrents of sound poured in from everywhere. The Samoan shook his head, barely hearing his own thoughts. “Lower your voice a little,” he pleaded, turning his cell volume way down.

“This better?” Simon asked, softer but still loud. “And what’s with your voice?”

“Kinda,” he admitted, confused by Simon’s complaint. Come to think of it, Hugo’s voice did sound two octaves lower. Probably from the Nyquil. That didn’t explain his amplified senses or miraculous healing. One thing at a time. “Sorry. Rough night.”

“That’s what I’m calling about.” Simon sounded emotional. Totally unlike him. The TV was on in Simon’s house, both his parents speaking somberly about whatever they were watching. Which sounded like the same broadcast playing outside of Hugo’s house. A massive tragedy? A freeway accident or another mass shooting? “I wanted to check in, make sure you were okay.”

Hugo grimaced. The surround sound of heartbeats, cars driving by and newscasts thundered on. “Wait,” he stopped, alarmed. “How do you know about last night?”

“Dude, everyone knows about last night!” Simon exclaimed as if he’d asked a dumb question.

The reply landed hard on Hugo’s chest. “Everyone.” So, Baz and his assholes spread the word about what they’d done? Of course, they had. Jesus… “Who told you?” he stammered, cheeks hot with shame.

“My mom woke me up three hours ago and told me,” Simon confessed, sounding so pitiful.

“Your mom?” Why Simon’s mom knew about Baz beating him up confused Hugo more.

“Why aren’t you more upset?” Simon barked, annoyed by Hugo’s obtuseness.

Hugo’s brain finally caught up, despite the overflow of auditory information. Simon’s mom had told him something else. “I think we’re discussing two different topics,” Hugo decided, shaking spills of wavy hair. “What did your mom tell you?”

Simon gasped—loudly. “Jesus,” he said with quiet sorrow. “You haven’t heard?”

Now Hugo was the annoyed one. “Heard wha…?” Before he could finish, the tail end of one broadcast broke through the clutter. Rebecca Reyes, veteran news anchor, spoke in grieving tones about last night's tragedy. In fact, newscasts blared into Hugo’s ears from around the block reported the same story using different words. Reyes’s shaky voice floated up from downstairs, giftwrapped in Mom’s sobs and what had to be AJ’s racing heartbeat.

Mom hadn’t cried like that since Dad’s death.

And Rebecca Reyes was about to break down on-air.

Hugo went cold all over. The barrage of facts he heard was unanimous.

“Titan’s dead,” he finally said, choking on those soul-crushing words. A familiar, painful vise squeezed his heart. Just like with Dad. Hugo’s brain slipped into a haze, yet he could still process the facts flooding his ears. Titan’s body had been found in the back alley of a 7-Eleven. The world’s greatest superhero, the Central Coast Saint, left to the maggots like some vagrant.

“I’m sorry, man,” Simon stated, genuinely sad. No wonder everyone had called. They wanted to make sure Hugo didn’t do anything rash. Like drink two bottles of Nyquil. More facts streamed out as he focused on a broadcast from the house next door. He couldn’t handle hearing his mom’s sobs right now…

“He was murdered?” Hugo asked, his own eyes watering as shock gave way to grief.

“Official forensics haven’t been released.” Simon sounded drained. He’d lived with news of Titan’s death longer. “But rumors are saying a planetary-level version of a stroke killed him.”

“Good God,” Hugo gasped, hearing similar reports from the neighbors’ TV. Apparently, Titan looked unharmed, no bruises or wounds on his near invulnerable skin. But there were trickles of blood leaking from his ears. The man he’d worshiped, saw as a surrogate father figure. Dead. No matter how big the threat or supervillain was, Titan always found a way to win. Hugo thought he couldn’t die. I saw Titan …in my dreams telling me not to surrender. Now…someone killed him. Hugo listened to more info, shivering with rage.

“The area around him was magnetized.” The culprit was clear. “Lord Borealis killed Titan.”

“Lots of news sites are saying that,” Simon replied. Anger bloomed in his words too. “SLOCO Daily and FlightsandTights.com are stating he’s only a person of interest.”

“Person of interest, my Islander ass!” Hugo paced, boiling with fury. He and many Titan-iacs had loathed Titan giving his longtime archrival another chance. The magnetically-powered Lord Borealis had tried repeatedly to conquer America and kill Titan. Now he'd finally found a way, posing as Titan's friend to kill him. Borealis must’ve somehow disabled the ankle bracelet monitoring his movements as part of his pardon long enough to ambush Titan. Then kill him.

Stomping past his full-body mirror, Hugo wanted to hit somebody. “That mother—HOLY SIX-PACK.” He stopped and gawked.

“What?” Simon asked.

Hugo had no idea. The naked reflection gaping back was more unrecognizable than his bashed in face last night and over half a foot taller than Hugo. This stranger looked carved from rock, lean and supple muscles on muscles. His stomach displayed a chiseled six-pack torched of any flab. Even his strong-jawed face had no baby fat. The distracting reflection made the blaring audio dial down to normal. Thank god. Apart from the long wavy black hair and large brown eyes, Hugo saw no trace of himself in the mirror. He patted along his own body to ensure the reflection was only a reflection. Yep, that rock-hard six-pack was his. Yep, his legs were longer. Yes, his wandering hand was moving with the reflection.

“I have abs,” he murmured, stunned. “No wonder the room looks so small.”

“What are you talking about?”

Hugo jerked away from the phone pressed to his ear. He’d forgotten about Simon. Something major had happened to him last night. Something...super. This crazy growth spurt, the heightened senses, lodging a book into a wall. All tied to Titan’s death. Seeing him in my dreams when I nearly… Hugo pushed away that thought, ashamed of his selfishness.

Whatever happened to him wouldn’t get solved by phone. “Simon. Come over.”

His friend sounded hesitant and tired. “Not sure if I can. You’re welcome to swing—”

“Please,” Hugo begged, more fearfully than intended.

There was a stunned pause before Simon answered. “Gimme an hour.”


Chapter 8

Confusion and sorrow defined the attitude saturating San Miguel today.

Of course, everyone’s confused and sad, Quinn told herself. Titan was dead.

From the suburbs to downtown to the coast, every San Miguel billboard now showcased the world-famous superhero. Whether in mid-flight or with arms folded and flashing a broad smile, Titan was everywhere.

Yet Titan is dead. Twelve hours later and Quinn kept shaking her head in shock.

Massive screens in downtown’s Bishop Square displayed news about his death or hastily produced compilations of his life.

Maybe Quinn’s refusal to accept Titan’s death came from being on two hours sleep and gallons of coffee. Working relentlessly since last night also helped.

As everyone gathered content and updates on Titan, Quinn went from floater to full-timer in Jono’s Superhero section. Working with Social Media Marketing, she compiled each superhero, superhero team and celebrities who’d expressed condolences and built a landing page. One buzzworthy social media post had been a five-minute video by the Extreme Teens. The superheroes, in street clothes and perfect lighting, discussed what Titan had meant to them. At the video's end they encouraged their fans to do the same in the post’s comments.

“Jesus, they look like fetuses!” Helena exclaimed while watching. Quinn agreed, remembering how young they were. Out of costume, the Extreme Teens looked like a group of diverse high school kids. The well-received video shot past 350 million views on YouTube and Facebook in under an hour.

Currently, Quinn roamed downtown San Miguel with videographer Colin Holmes wearing yesterday's clothes. They approached bystanders for a somber edition of SLOCO Daily’s “Sidewalk Confessions.” It was one of Jono’s better content ideas.

Titan is dead… That made no sense to Quinn. Titan was nearly invulnerable, so strong he had his own strength class! His superhero career had lasted longer than she’d been alive. Titan had been an institution, as enduring as the Statue of Liberty. Yet…he was dead. Murdered.

According to tabloid website Herogasm, a planet-sized stroke had killed Titan. And by the magnetized metals around the crime scene, only one supervillain had the power and motive: Lord Borealis, once Titan’s greatest rival. Quinn remembered their clashes on the news, two gods battling for supremacy. Titan’s vast super-strength versus Lord Borealis’s mastery over magnetism. But no matter the odds, Titan would win. Borealis, aka Carmine Bernini, had supposedly reformed after his prison release five years ago. Guess it didn’t stick, Quinn fumed.

She hoped OSA found that son of a beach and threw him in jail forever. Borealis deserved a special place in hell.

With coffee losing its effect, anger kept Quinn awake while interviewing a plethora of citizens about Titan. To her amazement, everybody she approached wanted to talk. For them, this had to be therapeutic.

Many bawled as if a loved one had died. “Titan was our hero. He belonged to us,” one woman wept, clinging to her teary-eyed boyfriend. “Whenever I saw him flying on my morning coffee run…he’d smile...” The pair dissolved into heartwrenching sobs.

Countless people walked about in a daze from the news. “Titan was the greatest,” said a stunned Latina teen girl with long braids. “I thought he’d never die.” Many people were afraid. “I felt safe hearing how many lives Titan saved.” An older white man spoke so quietly, Quinn asked him to speak louder. “He put so many super-powered criminal crazies behind bars. Who’ll protect San Miguel now? Who??”

Then came the pockets of citizens furious at the world's loss. “I KNEW Lord Borealis couldn’t be trusted!” a young woman raged, her gaggle of friends agreeing. “That motherfucker better hide. Cuz every hero on the planet will hunt his two-faced murdering ass. And if they don’t, I’ll handle it myself…” Her amusing tirade turned rather profane. Quinn didn’t know how much was usable.

The reporter found one common thread during these testimonials. All these people felt the world grow darker. The skies, clear and sunny, felt colder today.

Titan is dead. Those words struck with crippling force, no matter how many times Quinn repeated them.

After four hours of sidewalk confessions, Quinn shut off her microphone. “We’re done, Colin.” The glut of grief, anger and terror became too much. “How many did we get?”

“Let me check...” The lanky videographer studied the camera’s display panel and whistled. “Seventy-one.”

Quinn gaped. Way more than she expected. “Definitely enough.” The reporter smiled appreciatively at her videographer. “Are you uploading them onto SLOCO Daily’s servers?”

“Already started…” Colin stared beyond Quinn with a strange look.

Quinn studied him in concern. Maybe he needed a nap more than her. “What?”

“The Vanguard.” He walked past her. “They’re holding a press conference.”

Quinn spun around lightning-quick. The Vanguard appeared on the big viewscreens of downtown’s entertainment district.

Every major superhero and superhero team had reacted to Titan's death online or by press release. Yet it had been radio silence from the world’s greatest superhero team. Until now.

Quinn noted several bystanders stopping to watch the Vanguard address Titan’s death. The superhero team stood before a federal building in Manhattan. Each Vanguard member, in a unique and colorful costume, appeared larger than life yet somber in expression.

Sentinel stood behind the podium, six-foot-two inches of peak human potential superior to any Olympic-level athlete. Quinn knew the enhanced supersoldier had been a Vanguard mainstay since its nineties reboot. Until yesterday, Sentinel and Titan had co-led Vanguard. Today, the man born as Kurt Weston spoke alone. His costume, night blue, grey and tan light armor, paid homage to his Navy SEALs days. Sentinel’s masked helmet was off, revealing short blond hair and ice blue eyes nestled in stoic, carved features.

For many women, his all-American good looks and military background equaled sexual quiveration. Quinn never got the attraction. To her, Sentinel resembled a generically handsome Ken doll with a preposterously square jaw. Or a B-minus Tom Brady.

Quinn spotted Seraph, Sentinel’s fiancée, behind him. At age twenty-three, Mikaela Guerrero was the Vanguard’s youngest member. The former novitiate's costume was chaste yet figure-flattering. Its angelic white design was decorated in silvery spiritual symbols. Seraph's light-based wings furled behind her shoulders, her round and pretty face contorted with grief.

Robbie Rocket aka Robert Jeffrey Gilford wore an obnoxiously loud red and orange flame-printed costume. As in, printed flames ran down his pants. Gross. Rocket’s trademark flight goggles rested atop shaggy and windswept ginger hair. Quinn did find the Canadian superhero handsome from certain angles. Rocket usually smirked as if in on some joke only he knew.

Today, he looked pissed.

Vulcan towered over everyone, six-foot-nine inches of hulking muscle brooding beside Robbie Rocket. The Greek superhero hefted a huge iron sledgehammer covered in gold Ancient Greek lettering. Quinn winced looking at him. No amount of fancy bronze armor or badass long beard could hide Vulcan’s ugliness. Or how in interviews, he truly believed himself as Hephaestus reincarnated. In short, Vulcan was crazy-pants crazy.

Being Hephaestus explains the butter face, Quinn mused.

Dynamo, Vanguard’s sentient android with a soul, stood in the front. He had a man's body sheathed in cobalt blue and white armor. His turquoise face was featureless, except for a pair of glowing red eyes. As unyielding as the android appeared, Quinn almost sensed sadness from Dynamo.

Quinn found Wyldcat the hardest to watch, which was rare. Lady Liberty had the “untouchable goddess” vibe. But Wyldcat's insane figure, skimpy outfits and spitfire charm had everyone wanting to touch her...repeatedly. The posh English accent plus her feline powers made Wyldcat, aka Danneel Winchester, mouthwatering. Okay that sounds pervy, Quinn realized with a cringe. But everyone she knew, man or woman, felt the same about Wyldcat.

At today’s press conference, Wyldcat was a sobbing mess. She’d have collapsed if Seraph wasn’t holding the Brit upright and consoling her. Not surprising. Quinn winced. Clearly, the rumors of Wyldcat and Titan’s on-off relationship had been true.

This top-tier superhero lineup was epic. But Quinn felt the void of Titan’s absence.

“Titan…was everything a hero should be,” Sentinel said, firm and commanding. Cameras flashed across him and the rest of Vanguard. “Everything that we, his teammates, aspire to. Selfless, tireless, putting innocents first, giving second or third chances to the undeserving.”

Sentinel stared at the ground, overwhelmed, Wyldcat’s sobs serenading the background. The former soldier fought through grief and faced the cameras again. “He tried to do so much and never felt it was enough. It kept Titan up at night how many people he couldn’t save.” Out on the street, besides cars driving by and honks, the block was tomblike as Sentinel spoke.

“Titan is…was my hero, like he was yours. He will forever be our hero.” Weston’s sad smile gutted Quinn. “Let’s remember our fallen hero not the way he died, but how he lived. And be a little more like him going forward. Thank you.” Sentinel and the rest of Vanguard turned and entered the building despite the press’s avalanche of questions.

Quinn wiped away silent tears. Colin, like many pedestrians, was bawling. Quinn pulled him close, despite his several-inch height difference, and consoled him. “Let’s head back to the office.”

By the time Quinn and Colin returned to SLOCO Daily, three confessionals were already edited and uploaded to the Titan Landing Page. SLOCO Daily’s video editors and producers were that good, especially in crunch time.

After a while, Helena assembled the group of writers, producers and editors who had been working since last night. Jono and Creed were among the group, with Quinn standing beside the latter.

“Great work so far,” Helena stated hoarsely. “Everyone’s been hustling like crazy.” She looked exhausted, wearing her spare t-shirt and jeans, spiky hair sticking every which way. Quinn, punch-drunk with fatigue, tried not to laugh at her hair. “We should have enough content to last a few hours. Besides Lord Borealis being the prime suspect in Titan's murder, we'll get reactions from Titan’s peers, world leaders and celebs. Anyone here since last night, go home and get some rest. We need you fresh for tonight. The next few days will be a rollercoaster.”

Quinn didn’t need that repeated. She could barely keep her eyes open, opting for a Lyft over driving.

While waiting in the lobby, Quinn returned texts from her parents in Scituate, and her aunt and uncle across town, along their children. Of course, she called Annie Machado.

“I swear, Quinnie,” the publicist ranted. “Clients I didn’t even know had souls got all heartbroken over Titan after yesterday saying how out-of-date he was. Jesus. How are you?”

“Insane!” Quinn admitted, texting her auntie back with a smile emoji. “I’m heading home to sleep. Can you believe Titan’s dead?”

“I know,” Annie replied softly. “We saw him a few days ago kicking ass.”

Remembering the sight of Titan in all his glory made Quinn’s eyes water again. “Alright, I’m off, babe.”

“Dinner at my place once things get less crazy?” Annie suggested.

“Obvs,” Quinn replied, smiling. “Bye!” As she hung up, two pretty petite young women reentered the lobby from a smoke break: Jess Richardson-Palmer and Tania Navarro from Ad Sales. These two were part of Dave Packer’s “harem” serving as his emissaries and spies around SLOCO Daily. Quinn knew them casually and by reputation, making sure to be friendly whenever they crossed paths. “Hey, guys,” she greeted.

Jess smiled. She had dirty blonde hair and laughing hazel eyes. “Hi, QB.”

Tania, fit and olive-skinned with a short black bob, waved. “Hear about Rebecca Reyes?” she gabbed excitedly after the threesome exchanged empty pleasantries. “Full on-air meltdown. Tears and runny mascara. Walked away from her desk.”

Quinn recoiled. “For serious?”

“For super serious,” Jess chimed in gleefully. “That cape chasing slut should be remorseful. After using Titan to boost her career.”

Quinn needed no reminder about Rebecca Reyes, once a local San Miguel reporter until Titan first rescued her in 1997. The next couple of years, more rescues ensued along with a not-so-secret romance. Titan choosing Reyes as his preferred interviewer raised her profile to a national audience. Then, in early 2002, her tell-all book about him was released. Reyes gained a cable news gig, but lost Titan, who had felt betrayed by her book.

“Look,” Quinn stated. “I don’t agree with Rebecca Reyes’s methods. But I’m sure some part of her cares about Titan. Especially today.” Plus, she’d rather not trade gossip with mini-gazettes like Tania and Jess.

Tania’s face soured. “That guilt must keep her up at night anytime she gets those book royalties and that seven-figure anchor salary.”

Quinn shrugged, too tired to respond. The conversation reached that awkward point where both sides ran out of discussion topics.  Fortunately, her phone rang. Creed Samuels. “Hey!”

“Don’t leave!” he barked, making Quinn recoil from her phone. “Lady Liberty, Justice Jones and an OSA strike team are about to arrest Lord Borealis for Titan’s murder!”

Quinn blinked and glanced at SLOCO’s lobby screens, seeing the same Titan coverage recapping his death and life. Meaning the footage is just breaking.

“On my way.” Quinn hung up, fatigue forgotten. She turned to Jess and Tania. “Guys—”

“We heard,” both women replied, glancing from their phones. “Let’s go!”

Quinn cancelled her Lyft as the trio scurried for the nearest elevator.

 


Chapter 9

Greyson sat on the edge of the couch, jaw clenched, heart racing in a gallop.

The afternoon sun leaked through the windows, but since early morning he and Lauren had been glued to the wall-to-wall Titan coverage. Now they sat on a dilapidated couch at his sister’s apartment in the St. Louis suburb University City.

Titan was dead. The Central Coast Saint, the world’s most recognizable superhero…dead. Part of Greyson still thought this was some sick prank. Yet every local, national, international and online source Greyson checked confirmed Titan’s death. He’d have researched more if Lauren hadn’t dragged him away from his obsessive search.

Then today’s emotional rollercoaster added another twist.

Titan’s death had been declared a murder by San Miguel PD, the FBI and OSA.

“Popcorn’s ready!” Sara announced from her small kitchen. Still in her Hello Kitty pajamas, Greyson’s younger sister scurried toward the living room with a bowl of popcorn and a Cheshire-like grin. “Did I miss anything?”

Greyson gave Sara a scolding look. “This is an OSA operation, not some superhero film.” He turned back to the TV, shaking his head. “They’ve evacuated the surrounding houses.”

“Goody.” Sara parked herself beside Greyson. Her TV was on National News Network, displaying a sunlit neighborhood in San Miguel with stucco-roofed houses.

OSA’s Superhuman Response Squadron agents wore non-metal riot gear and held plastic assault rifles, flanking one house. Out of context, this resembled a boring procedural cop show. Except this takedown was real and happening live.

The SRS’ backup arrived in the form of a massive, heavily-tattooed superhero on a Harley and a flying, leggy superhero. Justice Jones and Lady Liberty looked ready to do damage.

Greyson, heart in his throat, understood why. That home's owner was Lord Borealis; reformed supervillain, overlord of electromagnetism. And according to news reports, Titan’s murderer. Lord Borealis aka Carmine Bernini’s claims to have repented were a sham. News media unanimously condemned him based on leaked evidence from the crime scene where Titan’s body was found. Now Borealis was the most hated man in the world.

Some people never change, Greyson mused as one OSA agent raised a bullhorn.

“Carmine Bernini!” he boomed. “Step out with your hands raised and surrender.” No response.

OSA had the house surrounded. Lady Liberty hovered, eyes burning red. Justice Jones dismounted his bike with fists clenched. Lauren grabbed Greyson’s hand. He eagerly squeezed back.

The agent raised his bullhorn again. “Lord Borealis, this is your final—”

A blinding flash mushroomed out from the house, throwing Lady Liberty, Justice Jones and the OSA agents off their feet.

Greyson jerked back. Sara nearly upended the popcorn bowl. Lauren clapped a hand over her mouth.

A lone figure exploded through the home’s roofing, sprinkling the streets with chunks of stucco.

The man wore silk blue pajama pants and matching robe, and had curly greyish brown hair. He wasn’t wearing the imperious obsidian armor and helmet from his past vocation. But the man called Lord Borealis evoked terror for anyone raised during the 90s and 00s. Greyson sat transfixed, watching Borealis float magnetically toward his fallen foes.

“My final warning? For what crimes? I have obeyed the boundaries of my probation.” His resonant voice needed no megaphone. “I have played along to show your ilk I am capable of change.”

His eyes gleamed white with unfathomable power. “Now you approach my home to arrest me without cause or charge? Not a chance, insects.” He raised a hand with half curled fingers to unleash another EM wave on those who opposed him. “Feel the wrath of Lord Borealis! AHHH!!!” He raised an EM shield at the last second as twin crimson heat blasts buffeted him from off-screen. The camera shifted to reveal Lady Liberty recovering before anyone else.

Twin fiery beams erupted from her eyes toward Borealis. “No one else dies because of you, Borealis. NO ONE!” she cried, intensifying her optic blast. “I should’ve known you never change—UGH!”

A Nissan Ultima plowed into Lady Liberty from behind and pinned her to the ground. Lord Borealis magnetically shifted a row of parked cars, blocking OSA agents as he touched down. Lady Liberty squirmed and writhed, but remained trapped.

“How is he doing that?” Sara pondered, wolfing down popcorn.

Greyson frowned at her. “His magnetic powers?”

Sara gave him a nasty look. “I know, loser. But using his powers at that level, Borealis’s ankle monitor should automatically dampen them. Which hasn’t happened yet.”

Greyson and Lauren gaped at each other, then the TV. “She’s right,” he muttered.

Borealis landed gracefully, looking confused.

“What on Earth are you referring to?” he demanded, having the nerve to sound offended by her outrage. “I have done no harm to anyone.”

“YOU KILLED HIM, BACKSTABBING MOTHERFUCKER!” Lady Liberty shrieked. Greyson had watched this fearless woman for years. Rarely did she lose composure. Seeing Lady Liberty sob on TV for the man she once loved knifed through Greyson's heart. Both Sara and Lauren were teary-eyed.

“Titan vouched for you, trusted you!” Lady Liberty yelled, still struggling. “And you murdered him!”

“Wha—?” An odd look fluttered across Borealis's face. He was about to speak until Justice Jones tackled him. They rolled around on the pavement before Jones got the upper hand.

“I got him, Libby!” he bellowed, his massive tattooed arms holding a dazed Borealis. “NOW!”

Lady Liberty flung the car off herself. She rocketed forward and nearly decapitated Borealis with a backhand. The punch cracked him across the jaw, echoing across the block. The supervillain tumbled down the street like a crash-test dummy.

“JESUS!” Lauren squealed.

For a moment, Greyson thought Lady Liberty had killed Lord Borealis. Then the bathrobed supervillain struggled to a knee. Greyson relaxed. Borealis’s EM forcefields clearly protected him.

Lady Liberty soared ahead before he could recover, hoisting him up by the throat one-handed. Lord Borealis no longer looked powerful. He was just some middle-aged man in a bathrobe, getting pounded by the Glorious Glamazon. She body-slammed him down, leaving a cracked depression in the street.

“Feel powerful now, Carmine?” Lady Liberty demanded. “Think you’d escape justice?!” She lifted his ragdoll body up again, slamming him harder.

“She’s killing him,” Sara remarked, forgetting her popcorn.

Greyson shrugged. “Good.” His feelings about Titan remained conflicted. But unlike Dad, Greyson respected Titan for using his powers for good. Unlike Lord Borealis.

Lady Liberty lifted a bloodied Borealis. He was defeated. She no longer cared. Then Justice Jones finally wrenched Borealis from her grasp. “Enough, Libby.” The “Outlaw Superhero” stood between Lady Liberty and her unconscious target, holding her shoulders. OSA swarmed Lord Borealis to secure him.

Lady Liberty jerked away from Jones, hands on her head. “I’m fine,” she growled. Footage switched to the N3 anchor.

Then Greyson remembered to breathe. “That was intense.” He slumped onto the couch.

“Right?” Sara brushed back her dark curls, looking to Lauren and Greyson for answers. “Now what?”

Lauren sniffled and slipped an arm around Greyson’s waist. “I guess we mourn.” Her eyes were red-rimmed. She’d cried a bunch this morning. “Can’t believe he’s dead….”

Sara nodded, watching Greyson. “How are you, big brother?”

Greyson shrugged. “Still…in shock.” He felt empty, like something had been taken from him. Yet the tears didn’t come. Greyson felt awful for that, especially given how much Titan’s presence affected his life. “I just thought he couldn’t die.”

“Me too.” Lauren's warmth as she buried her face in his neck was a welcome distraction. “With how invulnerable Titan is…” she cringed. “I mean, was.”

The doorbell rang, startling the three occupants. “Ah,” Sara popped to her feet and scurried to the door. “Mom and Dad are here.”

Greyson stiffened and stood up. Lauren held his arm, knowing he’d need the emotional support.

Greyson hadn’t wanted Sara to invite their parents. I don’t want to know how Dad’s handling Titan’s death.

Mom greeted her children and Lauren with sad eyes. She’d brought some kind of cake undoubtedly baked this morning. That was Mom’s way.

As Greyson expected, Dad entered the apartment with a strut in his limp as if he’d won the lottery. Surprising Greyson more was his cheery handshake.

Sara looked bewildered. “Dad, what are we celebrating?”

Dad kissed his daughter's forehead. “What do you think, sweetie?”

Greyson exchanged a grim look with Lauren. He already knew that answer but hoped he was wrong.

When Sara had no reply, Dad eyed her like she was dumb. “Titan’s dead!”

Greyson closed his eyes for one pained moment. Knew it. Lauren looked as if she'd swallowed a lemon.

“Jesus, Dad,” Sara recoiled from her father in disgust. “Not today…”

Mom grabbed Dad by the arm. “Aaron, we talked about this.”

“No, you talked,” Dad dismissed her. "I’ve wanted this for over twenty-five years.” His smile broadened. "The “All-Mighty” false prophet is gone.”

Greyson would’ve kept quiet for Dad’s gross victory lap. But seeing the horror from the women around him curdled his stomach. “Enough, Dad,” Greyson warned angrily.

As usual, Dad had no smile for his son. “It’s enough when I say so, boy. Even though Lord Borealis is another super, I hope he made that piece of garbage suffer.” He stared at the ceiling as if a higher power had answered his prayers. “I hope Titan was screaming in agony when the end came.”

Again, it was too much. This time, Greyson advanced and swung. “SHUT UP!”

The right cross snapped Dad’s head back and dropped him. God almighty, that felt great, even though Greyson’s knuckles smarted like hell.

Suddenly all three women were screaming, scrambling. Sara and Lauren pushed Greyson backward while Mom dashed to her husband’s side.

“Omigod, Greyson!” Mom shrieked, cradling her dazed partner’s head.

Sara looked from father to brother in bald shock.

Lauren dragged Greyson away, trying not to smile. “Grey, stop!”

Greyson’s glare never left Dad. He couldn’t believe he’d punched him. Or how much he despised this pathetic, wrinkled man. Strange power unrelated with his abilities shattered through years of guilt.

Dad shoved Mom off, struggling upright on shaky legs and his cane. “Your true colors emerge.” His face contorted with that smoldering hatred Greyson had known since he was nine. “Even after how that monster’s birth ravaged me, you worshipped him.” In the past, those insults would've gutted him. After Dad’s repulsive behavior, Greyson felt bulletproof like Titan once was.

“I respected Titan,” Greyson declared, shaking off Sara’s grasp. “He put others before himself, not blaming the world for his problems.” He got in Dad’s face again, despite Mom and Sara’s protests. “I’d take one Titan over ten of you.”

His father recoiled. Sara and Lauren gasped. The room hushed.

Mom turned bone-white as her men warred. “Greyson. Apologize.” Her tone left no room for negotiation. Greyson glanced at her and almost caved. Almost. Then his eyes flitted back to this frail shell of a man who never apologized to the son he’d emotionally abandoned.

He made his heart go dead. “No.”

Dad sneered and wiped the blood from his lip, impressed by Greyson’s defiance. “If not for your mother, I’d have beaten more respect into you. I shouldn’t have listened.” He lunged forward and raised his cane.

The three women screamed again, dashing to intercept.

Greyson moved faster, grabbing Dad’s throat. The elder Hirsch gagged. With a sharp hip toss, Greyson flipped Dad onto the coffee table. His father cried out and struggled to rise.

But Greyson held his throat tight with subtle added gravity to keep Dad pinioned. It was impossible for Sara, Lauren and Mom to pry them apart. No longer was he helpless or scared of this bastard. Greyson leaned close, whispering words only Dad would hear. “The wrong man died last night.”

Aaron Hirsch froze. Seeing his father’s fear filled Greyson with twisted joy.

Joy that quickly became horror.

Greyson released Dad and stumbled back, finally hearing Sara and Mom’s scream at him to leave. He also noticed Lauren pulling the back of his shirt to draw him away. Greyson couldn’t look away from Dad’s unbridled fear. Mom and Sara watched him the same way, like a stranger. Not to mention the buckled legs of Sara’s coffee table. How close had he come to crushing Dad with his gravity powers?

Icy terror rushed through Greyson’s veins. What did I do? A familiar pressure sat on his chest, building and begging for release.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Greyson mumbled, dragging Lauren toward the door. “I’ll buy you a new coffee table, Sara.” He opened the front door, pulled Lauren outside and slammed it shut.

Neither spoke during the drive to the abandoned farmland. Only after Greyson discharged another gravitational outburst, did Lauren say anything. “This has to stop, Grey.” She stood before him, arms folded. The glare of orange sunlight silhouetted her hour-glass figure to perfection. But Greyson knew it wasn’t appropriate to mention now while on his knees. His release wasn’t as massive as usual, but enough to attract attention in the muggy Midwestern afternoon. Thankfully, no one was around for miles. Greyson felt emptied out, content.

Lauren looked worried in that decisive way when Greyson knew she'd reached her breaking point. He climbed to his feet and shook his head defiantly. “I’m not sorry, other than Mom and Sara having to see me kick Dad’s ass.” He paced in circles, filled with restless energy. Dad’s words wound him up once more. “I couldn’t listen to that crippled bastard anymore.”

Lauren closed her eyes, inhaling deeply. “Not what I meant, Grey.”

“I was fine,” he said, somewhat truthful. “I am fine.” He stopped pacing and reached for Lauren. “Punching the old man helped.”

She flinched from his touch, which hurt more than expected. “You used your powers on Aaron.” she threw back, anguish cracking her voice. “What if you’d lost control? Killed him?”

Greyson stared at her, struggling to hide the fear he’d felt back at Sara’s. “That wouldn’t have happened.” Another half-truth, no matter how much he lied to himself.

Lauren’s anger slipped away, revealing panic. “I heard what you told Aaron,” she whispered.

Greyson stumbled back, horrified. “That was…” he stammered, searching for some excuse. “…in the heat of the moment…” Was she afraid of him now? On second thought, Greyson would rather not know.

Lauren looked unmoved by his excuse. “Seemed more truthful than heated.” She knew him well.

Moments later, Lauren cupped Greyson’s face in her hands. She looked as tired as he felt. “Please see someone about this.” Lauren gestured her head at the wave of crumbled debris he’d caused.

Greyson gaped at her. “And risk exposing myself?” Stories of what some undocumented supers endured jumbled his thoughts. “Not happening.”

Lauren seemed to expect the response, holding his face when he tried pulling away. “What if you and Aaron clash again and I’m not there?”

Greyson had no answer. What if Lauren, Sara and Mom hadn’t been there? He shuddered. “I don’t know.”

Lauren graced him with a sad smile, pulling him into an embrace. Her warmth and fragrance erased his worries. “This isn’t about you being a super, Grey,” she murmured. “Find someone to talk to before this hatred for your dad consumes you both.” She held him tighter, as if afraid to let go.

“I’ve tried, Laurie. I’ve bent over backward to please him. Apologized even when I’m not at fault!” Greyson protested, choking on years of bitterness and anger. “Never again!”

Lauren backpedaled. Her expression, identical to Mom and Sara’s from earlier, cracked Greyson’s resistance. “I see your point.” As little as he cared for Dad, Greyson couldn't let that ruin his relationship with Lauren. Glancing at the heavens, he let go of his pride. You need help, he admitted. I need help.

The admission didn’t feel as scary as he’d expected. “Later tonight I’ll look for a therapist. I promise.”

Lauren smiled that wonderful smile he adored. “That’s all I ask, sweetie.”


Chapter 10

Hugo admired his new body with a mixture of awe, disbelief, and excitement for an hour. After finally accepting this wasn't a dream, Hugo worked up the nerve to confront Mom and AJ. They were watching TV downstairs, upset over Titan’s death. The newscast replayed snippets from the Vanguard’s tear-jerking press conference.

Hugo loitered on the stairwell in a too-tight grey t-shirt and formerly baggy shorts riding up past his knees. None of his other clothes fit this muscular, taller body. Clothing issues aside, Hugo noticed how nimble and powerful he felt. Just flexing his arm, the teen felt the power to fuel a spaceship. Standing on the stairwell helped him adjust to his hypersensitive eyesight. Every smudge of dirt stood out on what he thought were clean walls. His hearing lowered when focusing on his other heightened senses. Mom’s sobs floated up to his ears, familiar and painful.

Sooner or later, she’d check on Hugo and notice his huge transformation.

Screw it. “Mom?” he called out.

The living room couch downstairs creaked as she shot up in surprise, sounding right by Hugo's side. “Bogie, you’re awake.” Mom sniffled. Her hand wiping the tears away from her face sound like fingers running over bedsheets. Weird. “You heard about last night?”

“Simon told me.” With this hypersensitivity overload, Hugo’s brain hadn’t digested Titan's death even with every TV around the block broadcasting this nonstop. Now, Lord Borealis had graduated to prime suspect. Hugo felt…bewildered.

“I didn’t want to disturb you when I came home,” she said. The newscaster reported worldwide shock over Titan’s death. AJ sucked in a shivery breath as Mom continued. “Are you hungry? I have leftover oatmeal and eggs.”

Do it. Hugo exhaled, brushing waves of black hair back. “I need to show you something.”

“Come and show me,” Mom stated distractedly, her footsteps moving to the kitchen.

Hugo focused on leaning against the wall, which kept his hearing at normal levels. The tactile sensation of cold steel beneath his fingers made Hugo’s skin prickle with gooseflesh like static shock.  “Promise me you won’t freak.”

“Why's your voice so low, Bogie?” AJ chimed in, annoyed.

“Why would I freak out?” Mom’s voice sobered of grief. “I'm in no mood for pranks.”

Hugo winced, heart thudding like a drum. “Mom, promise me.”

“Why is he so weird, Mom?”

“I promise,” Mom agreed, ignoring AJ’s ridicule.

With that, Hugo inched down the stairs. He stepped around the corner into the living room. AJ turned around in his seat, still wearing PJs. Mom had on sweats in the kitchen, her eyes red from crying.

She gaped at Hugo like a stranger.

“Intruder!” AJ leaped over the couch, putting himself between Mom and Hugo.

“What the hell are you doing in my house?” Mom cried, grabbing onto AJ for dear life. The TV blared in the background, citizens across the country reacting mournfully to Titan’s demise.

Hugo raised his hands in peace, cautiously approaching his family. They look so little. One wrong move or word could make this worse. “Mom, AJ. It’s Bogie. You promised you wouldn’t freak out.”

Mom shook her head. “You aren't my son!” Her terror was tangible as she pulled AJ with her into the kitchen. “What did you do to my son?”

Hugo advanced, desperate for Mom and AJ to recognize him. “Something happened last night—”

AJ snatched a frying pan off the countertop, hurling it at his older brother. “GET OUT!”

Hugo froze. His little brother had a good arm, the large pan spinning at Hugo’s face.

He jerked back to dodge, and everything around Hugo slowed to a crawl. The pan rotated past his face at a fraction of its former speed. He glanced at his brother; AJ's arm remained extended, his fierce expression and movements immobile. Mom’s terror was frozen on her face. The TV displayed the President, barely moving onscreen as he held a press conference discussing Titan.

This might’ve been hilarious if Hugo wasn't baffled by this new superpower. As if heightened senses weren’t enough. “Huh.” Hugo saw the frying pan sailing toward a family portrait with Dad, shaggy-haired like him. He caught the pan, crushing it effortlessly in one hand like tin foil.

Hugo halted in awe at his own strength. “Jesus!” The world abruptly accelerated back to normal speed.

AJ and Mom gawked. “Holy shit,” his brother muttered. “He’s a super.”

Hugo heard both relatives’ heartbeats spike.

“RUN!!” Mom grabbed AJ and scurried past a stunned Hugo.

“I’m not a super—” He paused, realizing he was in fact superhuman. The Samoan dropped the ruined pan and rushed after them.

The world slowed again, and AJ and Mom paused in mid-flight while Hugo rounded them to intercept.

Superspeed, Hugo realized. The world sped up again. He appeared before AJ and Mom. They frantically scrambled backward since he’d been across the living room moments before.

Hugo raised his hands as if stopping traffic. “WAIT!” he roared.

The whole room shook. Mom and AJ stumbled and fell on their behinds, clinging to one another in terror.

Hugo didn’t mean to yell so loud. Another superpower? “Sorry about raising my voice.” He backpedaled to give his family space. Hugo stared pleadingly at Mom. He couldn’t bear her staring at him like a dangerous outsider. “I’ll prove I’m Hugo. Ask me anything only I'd know.”

For several moments, his mother stared as if trying to peer into his soul. Despite AJ’s protests, Mom complied. “What’s my son’s real name?”

“Bogota,” Hugo answered promptly. “Named after where you and Dad conceived me.” This fact never ceased to nauseate him.

That reached Mom. AJ looked from Hugo to her, grossed out. “Really?”

Hugo ignored him and sank to a crouch. “In kindergarten, kids either couldn’t pronounce my name or made fun of me, called me Booger Boy or Hambooger.” It surprised him how clear those memories were, like they’d occurred yesterday.

Mom’s fear became disbelief. She relaxed her grip on AJ. “I remember.”

Hugo smiled. Finally. He pointed at his slack-jawed brother. “AJ couldn't pronounce my name as a toddler. He kept calling You-Go-Tah until he was three. You and Dad decided to have me go by ‘Hugo’ in first grade. Only family or close friends call me ‘Bogie.’” He stood up. Intense recollections of when this family had been whole stung his eyes. “You and Dad only call me Bogota when you’re mad.”

AJ’s eyes warmed in recognition. “Hugo,” he breathed out.

Mom ran forward, fresh tears in her eyes and wrapped her arms around Hugo’s waist. AJ followed, bearhugging him from the side.

Hugo towered over them both by several inches.

He finally felt some normalcy after this morning’s chaos. His family’s drumming heartbeats and heavy breathing buffeted him.

Hugo held his arms high. “I’d hug y’all back, but that might break you in half.” This superstrength alarmed him more than any of his new powers.

“When the hell did this happen?” Mom demanded. “And how?”

Hugo opened his mouth to explain, only for rhythmic percussions to break through the drone of heartbeats and Titan newscasts. Rap beats and Japanese rhyming grew closer, coupled with footsteps. Hugo sighed in relief and covered his ears right before someone knocked on the door.

Mom and AJ leaped, eyeing the door in suspicion.

Hugo waved off her concerns. “It’s Simon.”

AJ frowned at him. “How do you know?”

“I heard the underground Japanese rap in his headphones.”

AJ did a double take. “You have superhearing?” he whispered.

“I’ll send him away. He can’t see you like this.” Mom gestured at Hugo’s large frame frantically.

“I called him,” Hugo insisted, burly arms folded across his burly chest. Weird. “We can trust Simon.”

After Mom shooed Hugo far from the door, she answered. He recoiled at booming newscasts and driving cars flooding through the open door.

“Hey, Mrs. M,” Simon said, stepping inside. “Hugo summoned me. He sounded…off.”

“Yes, well.” Mom sounded understandably nervous. “You’ll see why.” Mom entered the living room. Simon followed, dressed in jeans and a Titan t-shirt, Bose headphones slung around his neck. He’d trimmed his Bruce lee-styled haircut. The Korean boy took one look at Hugo, head cocked sideways.

He doesn’t recognize me.

“Hi...” Simon turned to Mom. “There’s a large man wearing tiny clothing in your living room.”

“Simon. It’s me,” Hugo announced. “This is why I needed you to come over.”

Simon squinted, then flinched. “Bogie? What the six-packed hell?” He glanced at Mom and AJ for help.

“I got Titan's superpowers overnight.” Hugo spread his arms out with a humorless smile. “Surprise!”

“And apparently a second puberty,” Simon snarked in bewilderment. He looked like a small child next to Hugo. “Awesome! How?”

Hugo explained the Titan dream. He left out key details, like downing two bottles of Nyquil and his plea to Titan about wanting out. The shame over his actions ran deep. Mom and AJ didn’t ever need to hear that. The only piece of dialogue he relayed was Titan saying he was needed.

Simon, AJ and Mom observed him like a fascinating science experiment.

“Titan gave you his powers, through a dream?” Mom repeated, barely believing her own words.

Hugo paced around, avoiding everyone’s looks. He couldn’t believe this either. Everything felt so heightened; the power flowing through him, the vividness of his surroundings, Titan's death. “I know it sounds bonkers. But I can hear things all around this block.” By AJ’s dumbfounded expression, he hadn’t wrapped his brain around this new normal.

Simon looked at him with that scrutinizing gaze when piecing things together. “What powers have you exhibited already?”

“Superstrength, superspeed, and Hypersensitivity,” Hugo listed each off on separate fingers. “My five senses are like dialed to 100!”

“You should also be resistant to injury. And heal fast if you do get injured,” Simon pointed out.

Hugo recalled a lesser used ability of Titan’s. “I might have laser fingers, too.”

Simon’s eyes sparkled. “And dude, you can fly!”

Hugo jerked back, overly pleased. “That’s right!” Titan could fly at like MACH 5. Which meant he could too. “I can fly.”

“You can fly!” Simon exclaimed, smiling with a face-eating smile.

“I can fly!” Hugo bounced up and down with Simon, both shouting in wordless joy.

AJ shook his head in disdain. “God, you guys are dweebs!”

Hugo stopped bouncing and glared at his surly brother. “Suck it, Junior!”

“Enough, you two,” Mom demanded, looking rightfully dazed by his transformation. Who knew what was going on in her mind? Hugo reached out and comforted his mother.

A shotgun blast of cellphone rings knocked Hugo sideways, coupled with vibrations rolling up his left thigh. Jesus, that hurt.

“What’s wrong?” Simon asked.

Hugo waved him off and plucked the phone from his left pocket with ginger fingers. He looked at the Caller ID. Anxiety scorched up his spine before answering. “Briseis?”

Mom shot to her feet with a warning look. Simon groaned.

“Bogie! Thank God.” Brie sounded like she was inside a car by the boxed-in hum. Her relief quickly became outrage. “I’ve been calling and texting all morning! Why haven’t you answered?!”

Hugo frowned at the phone. “I’m kinda busy.”

Brie went on about her drama again, like she hadn’t stood him up last night. “I was a mess after hearing about Titan and everyone reacting on social media. Then I thought about you…and me flaking last night. I’m so sorry!”

“It’s…” Annoyed as Hugo was at Brie, part of him couldn’t stay mad at her. Not with Titan’s death and these new powers. A weight settled on his shoulders thinking of the Central Coast Saint. Dead. “Don’t worry. I’m dealing as best I can. Mom’s taking it real hard.”

“Poor Savelina.” Brie gasped. Rage overtook her tone again. “Fucking Lord Borealis. You were right about Titan trusting him.”

Hugo raised an eyebrow. He’d forgotten telling her that. “Guess so.” The teen ignored Mom and Simon’s animated gesticulations to end the call. He had to make sure Brie was okay first.

“I’m coming over,” Brie declared without invitation. “Give me twenty minutes.”

Her presence was a floodlight in this chaos. “Sure, swing by.” As soon as Hugo said that, Mom, Simon and AJ mouthed “NO!” histrionically. His mother shook her head so vehemently, her head looked ready to fly off.

The Samoan took another look at his new physique, finally grasping their concern. “Actually,” he continued hesitantly, “not a good time.”

“Really?” Brie sounded surprised and a little hurt. “Why?”

“I…” Hugo saw his mother point at everyone in the room. He waved her off in annoyance. “We’re not up for visitors. Not for a few days.”

“Oh…okay,” Brie said in a small voice. “Maybe Wednesday?”

“Call you later. Bye.” Hugo hung up without waiting for a response.

Mom approached with that adamant look, about to lay down the law. “She cannot see you like this.”

Hugo didn’t understand the problem. “Brie can keep a secret, Mom.”

“And what if you hurt her?” Mom pointed to the crumpled frying pan on the floor.

Hugo recoiled as if she’d slapped him. “I’d never hurt Briseis,” he murmured.

Simon shook his head. “Not intentionally. You still don’t know the full limit of these abilities.”

“Plus, anyone from school sees you, they’ll know you’re a super,” AJ added. “And you’ll be ID'd by OSA as an undocumented super.”

Mom waved off any discussion of Hugo getting hauled off. “We’re getting you registered and off to one of those superpowered academies—”

Fear jolted through Hugo. “No!” he stated adamantly. “Have you seen how being tagged ruins someone’s life?”

“I’d rather you be alive than hunted,” Mom threw back, her voice rising. “Hiding from the world. And having Titan’s powers doesn’t mean you’re invincible. He wasn’t.”

“Obviously, Mom.” Hugo scowled at her overtness. If Titan was invincible, he’d still be alive. “I didn’t ask for these powers. I mean I wanted to be like Titan, but…you know what I mean! Should I sit around not testing my limits?”

“Not knowing his limits makes him more vulnerable,” Simon agreed. “Along with anyone close to him.”

Hugo could have bearhugged his best friend. But at his current strength, that might prove problematic. “Remember Tyson Robert Allen, Mom?”

The name sent a shiver through everyone. And for good reason. Allen had been a super with a vast powerset he didn’t learn to control. Never got a chance. Add to Allen being a Titan fanatic who wanted to be a hero like him created a hazardous combo. Within days of manifesting, Allen’s powers drove him insane. Almost 200 innocents died in Duluth, Minnesota before Titan was forced to kill Allen.

Hugo shook off the vivid memories. Must be another side effect of his new powers. “Give Simon and me one month to get a handle on my powers.” He overrode Mom when she protested. “If I’m still like a bull through a China shop, we’ll register at some superpower school. If I do gain control, school next year shouldn’t be an issue.”

Mom didn’t look entirely convinced. “Where will you be training?”

Simon piped in when Hugo came up empty. “I know a few scrapyards and abandoned buildings outside town that never got demolished after the 1987 earthquake. We'll go at dawn or night to avoid being seen.” Hugo gave his friend a thankful look. Ride-or-die.

“I’ll help too.” AJ raised his hand as if in class.

Seeing the three boys stand in unison, Mom inhaled to steel herself. “Can’t believe I’m agreeing.” She walked toward Hugo and cupped his chin. “Be careful. All of you.”

“We will,” Hugo replied. “And thank you.”

She inspected her oldest son in distaste. “And wait until I get you a new wardrobe…”

Hugo winced. “Done.”

Mom wasn’t finished lecturing. “Do not tell anyone or post on your social medias.” She zeroed back in on Hugo with her adamant glare. “And don’t even think about becoming a superhero!”

Hugo raised his hands innocently. “No superheroing.”

Mom studied him for a long moment until she was satisfied by his compliance. “Good. Now let me get you boys some breakfast. And turn off that TV. I’ve heard enough.”

As soon as Mom headed toward the kitchen, Hugo exchanged pointed looks with Simon and AJ.

No one said anything, but the message was clear.

Hugo possessed Titan’s powers. Becoming a superhero was unavoidable.

And when I’m suited up, saving lives, Hugo beamed. I’ll tell Briseis my secret.


Chapter 11

“Good work on that Titan deep-dive, QB,” Jono McGowan noted. The Irishman, wearing too-tight skinny jeans, constantly seemed surprised by Quinn’s work quality.

She had learned these past two weeks not to take it personally. “It was fun.” Quinn smiled and adjusted her white horn-rimmed glasses. She wore a red short-sleeved button-down with white polka dots and grey corduroy pants. “Thanks.”

Most other reporters and content managers in Jono’s Superheroes Section offered praises. A few remained silent, annoyed by Quinn ‘stealing their spotlight’. She smiled in reply to their pettiness.

Everyone sat on plush couches in one of SLOCO Daily’s open meeting spaces, which encouraged creativity and discussion or some New Age crap. Jono stood beside a 72” screen displaying Quinn’s article, scratching his stubble. “I keep forgetting Titan was Alaskan Iñupiat. Always saw him as American.”

Quinn was shocked at his ignorance. “Jono, Titan is…” she winced and corrected herself. “Titan was American. Native American.”

“Isn’t the proper term First Nations?” a content manager named Kevin Padilla remarked.

Quinn rolled her eyes and sighed. “Whatever term is least offensive this week.” Countless documentaries and think pieces had covered Titan’s tragic origin. A Soviet loyalist bloc’s final defiance in the early 90s had been launching a nuke at Washington DC. The missile's guidance systems failed and it struck Alaska, decimating the northernmost populace.

“This is a grand start to our Titan Timeline.” Jono swiped the screen to change from Quinn’s article. “Once we add his early government work before going public as Titan, we’ll have the complete picture.”

Quinn beamed, pleased to do her part. During Titan’s career, he'd mentioned how losing his entire tribe shaped his need to save lives. But the superhero never discussed his pre-Titan life in detail. So Quinn filled in the blanks with an article describing Titan’s life before a mushroom cloud made him the last son of the Iñupiat Tribe. Quinn had gotten choked up reading about the Iñupiat for her article.

Titan must’ve felt so alone, she realized. Even with millions around the world worshipping him.

Work had been nonstop with one day off where she pretty much hibernated. Quinn loved the hustle, dour subject aside, as part of the Superhero Section. Reporters from other sections were temporarily loaned to support the workload from covering Titan’s death. But Quinn had done no Lifestyle & Culture work for two weeks. Thank God.

Speaking of surprises, she didn’t expect to like working for Jono. Being in Superhero Section had challenged Quinn to produce good yet quick content. Yeah, Jono put his personal touches on her project, but he hadn't hijacked her work yet. And Quinn enjoyed the freedom way more than in Lifestyle and Culture.

“Alright!” Jono clapped to draw attention back to himself. “The Ad Sales pitch meeting is in ten minutes. We got a great cache of proposals. Any more? Going once, going twice…”

Quinn nearly raised her hand. Her awesome idea had taken shape since that Vanguard press conference. Both Jensen and Creed had loved it. But would Jono find it saleable?

I should wait… She lowered her half-raised hand.

Jono looked ready to end the meeting. A strange burst of courage overtook Quinn’s common sense and her mouth started moving. “I got one.”

Jono looked her way and pointed. “Shoot, black Irish.”

Sheets! All eyes were on Quinn. She couldn’t retreat now. “Other news sites and networks are interviewing superheroes about how they’ll continue Titan's legacy.” Once she started, Quinn was feeling more confident. “What if SLOCO Daily shadowed The Vanguard for a week of in-depth interviews? About who the Vanguard is without Titan?”

“There’ve been stories like that,” Kevin Padilla replied.

Quinn expected such a response. “Opinions from superhero experts,” she countered. “Not the Vanguard themselves. It’s a Titan-adjacent story people would want to watch.” The fact that no other news organization had done this blew her mind.

Jono studied her with great interest. “Who’d the reporter be?”

Quinn shrugged. In a perfect world, it'd be her. But she knew that wouldn’t happen with her lack of seniority. “Whomever you and Helena choose.”

Other reporters and content managers looked impressed, many expressing approval. Only Jono’s opinion mattered to Quinn.

“Interesting," he finally said, "but not sellable right now.” His expression looked half-enthusiastic at best, bored at worst. “Word from up top for the next month is to keep focus on Titan, his effect across the world and a possible heir apparent.”

Quinn nodded, hiding her disappointment behind a tight-lipped smile. She understood that ideas got rejected constantly. And Jono was right. Now might not be ideal to discuss Vanguard’s next phase.

After the meeting ended, Jono pulled her aside. He stood half a foot over Quinn, with lifts in his sneakers. “Tag along with me. You’ve impressed lots of folks recently,” Jono said, patting her shoulder. “Time that you got a wee taste of the adults’ table.”

“Absolutely!” Quinn blurted out, disappointment forgotten. Whether the invite came at Helena’s request or from him, she didn’t care.

Jono smiled roguishly. “Watch and learn. I’ll show ya how to pitch Ad Sales for Branded Stories.”

Later, Quinn sat beside Jono in Jefferson Conference Room, one of many Conference Rooms named after US Presidents. The room was full of SLOCO Daily’s Editorial heads and at least one of each department’s senior reporters. On the conference line were SLOCO Daily’s sales execs from across the country. In this meeting, the Editorial heads pitched news stories or series to Ad Sales in hope of grabbing interest. Quinn felt excited and scared to be in the room with these editorial higher-ups. She spotted Medina Levy, her Lifestyle & Culture boss, across the table.

Quinn waved. Medina nodded back with full-on resting bitch face.

Her and Quinn’s relationship was solid. Medina’s issue was with Jono, whom she loathed.

Helena Madden was absent. “Helena sometimes attends but feels it’s unnecessary,” Jono had explained earlier. “She trusts her Editorial leads with handling Packer.”

Seven minutes after the meeting started, the VP of Ad Sales waddled into Jefferson. Grumpy Editorial Leads brightened with raucous applause. Dave Packer, or Packer as many called him, smirked at his flatterers and sat at the table’s center. In his late fifties, red-faced and bald, Packer radiated a charm honed during his advertising agency days. His dark slacks and white button-down did little to flatter his overweight physique.

On his right sat his son Scott Packer, Director of Ad Sales. Scott was a younger version of his dad, except slim with buzzcut reddish hair and a penchant for colorful polo shirts. From Quinn’s interactions with Scott, he came off friendly and knowledgeable. But from what she’d heard around the office, he abused his privilege regularly to get his way on projects.

Tania Navarro sat on Packer’s left, tanned, tight and toned, placing a bowl of M&Ms before her boss.

Quinn arched an eyebrow. While beneath the job tasks for an Ad Manager, she understood. Dave Packer LOVED snacks.

No kidding, Quinn mused, eyeing the apron of fat protruding under Packer’s shirt.

News went first, pitching a spotlight on escaped refugees from the isolated Caribbean island of Amarantha, rumored to be an apartheid state.

During the News pitches, Packer finished the bowl of M&Ms. Every. Single. One. He grunted in annoyance and sent a text on his iPhone. Five minutes later, Jess Richardson-Palmer scurried into the conference room with a bowl of Twix, Reese’s and Snickers.

She placed the candy bowl in front of Packer and scurried back out.

Quinn fought back laughter after exchanging looks with Jono. Glancing around the table, she wasn’t alone in her amusement. But Scott and Tania were scanning the room. So, Quinn maintained a straight face.

When Superheroes’ turn came, Jono gave four strong Titan-related pitches. Spotlights on seven Titan successors. The Titan life timeline. A series on Titan’s greatest battles. And finally, their series covering Titan’s influence on society and other superheroes.

Packer shot everything down. “You want to do those without sponsorship, be my guest.” Packer said, his voice like a prolonged grumble. “But with so much Titan-related content out, we need something fresh with viral impact so our sponsors get their money’s worth.”

Jono’s face was blank, but the rage quivering off him was palpable. Quinn cringed at the ensuing silence.

She’d heard how brutal these Ad Sales meetings were. Watching firsthand was worse. Superheroes would walk away empty.

“Maybe an interview series featuring the Vanguard, post-Titan?” Jono blurted out, cutting off the head of Politics.

That drew everyone’s attention, especially Quinn's. Is he serious right now?

Jono, in panicky salesman mode, focused on Packer. “SLOCO Daily can install me and another reporter for a week with the Vanguard.”

Quinn stiffened. Yes, Jono was peddling her idea that he’d vetoed half an hour ago.

Scott Packer leaned forward. He looked intrigued. “Continue.”

Now Jono was feeling himself, framing his hands like a movie director while explaining the series premise Quinn had mapped out to him. “We get behind the masks, watching the Vanguard do battle, from afar of course. We get to know who these superheroes are who have protected us for years and how they're facing this brave new world without Titan.”

Quinn’s ears begin burning as she clenched her teeth to keep from screaming. Hearing her own words spouted off to Packer and his son Scott while she sat beside to the thief? Quinn itched to grab that lowlife Irishman's throat and throttle him.

Then expose Jono McGowan to the whole room.

But such an outburst, no matter how justified, wasn’t a good look.

Sales Executives were on the conference line. The Ad Sales VP sat across the table, and the heads of SLOCO Daily’s Editorial Sections.

Jono would have full justification to throw Quinn off Superheroes Editorial.

Heck, she'd be fired…and charged with assault.

So, Quinn seethed in silence.

Adding further insult, Packer looked pleased by Jono’s stolen pitch. “We can work with that!” he exclaimed, jowls jiggling as he bounced in his seat.

The rest of the meeting was a blur. Quinn was too furious to pay attention. As soon as the meeting ended, she exited the room and waited by the door.

Jono emerged ten minutes later with Packer and his son, three good old boys laughing like college pals.

Quinn trailed them until Jono was finally alone in his office. She stormed right in. “I thought my idea wasn’t sellable,” the reporter demanded, not caring that he was on a call.

Seeing that Quinn wasn’t leaving, Jono excused himself from his call and rose to address her. “From you, the pitch would’ve tanked.” He grinned smarmily, as if she should be grateful. “I made it sellable.”

“I get that pitching ideas to Packer is your responsibility,” Quinn admitted. “I’m bothered by you shooting down my idea, then pitching it anyway.”

Jono folded his arms with an oily smile that didn’t reach his eyes. He rounded his desk and stood before Quinn again. “Let’s be honest, Quinn. We both know you wanted to be the interviewer for these Vanguard interviews. But Ad Sales would’ve never gone for that. You’re too…too…”

“Black?” Quinn retorted bluntly. For a moment, the reporter couldn’t believe she’d said that out loud. The moment passed quickly.

Jono stopped smiling, the office dropping in temperature. “I was going to say Junior. Don’t worry,” he replied stiffly. “If the Vanguard agrees to this, maybe you’ll help edit the interviews.”  

Quinn didn’t think Jono resembled even a discount Colin Farrell. He just looked gross and horrible. The Irishman headed back to his desk. “Better luck next time, luv. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to rejoin that call you interrupted.”

Anger threatened to overwhelm Quinn. She whirled and stormed out. Creed was right about Jono. Her instincts said to tell Helena what happened. Which would force the Editor-in-Chief to choose between a junior reporter and an Editorial lead that was also her boyfriend who had sold a moneymaking pitch to Ad Sales.

Helena’s choice would be clear to a blind man.

Meaning, Quinn had no options.


Chapter 12

Quinn called in sick the next day. Better that than strangling Jono McGowan at work.

This incident put her in dangerous waters. Superheroes was SLOCO Daily’s most profitable editorial. And crossing Jono was career suicide.

Quinn could either swallow her pride and stay on Superheroes or return to writing restaurant reviews for Lifestyle. A crap or diarrhea decision.

Quinn chose option three. Stay in her pajamas and dance to old-school hip-hop in her living room. Dancing it out usually bettered things when life handed her crap sandwiches. Maybe the San Miguel Tribune or the Almeida Bay Register are hiring, Quinn considered, twirling around blithely.

So caught in her dance therapy, she missed four calls. Quinn grudgingly paused her music and skimmed through the caller IDs. All identical.

Before she could decide on replying, the phone rang again.

“You home?” the caller asked.

Quinn rubbed the bridge of her nose, dreading this conversation. “Yep.”

“I’m in my car downstairs.”

Quinn grimaced. She hadn’t showered. Her hair wasn’t combed and anger over Jono bubbled back to the surface. “I’m feeling unwell,” Quinn said with her best sick voice.

“Clothes shopping. My treat.”

Quinn groaned, trapped. “Ten minutes.”

After freshening up and tossing on a T-shirt and jeans, her mass of kinky curls held back in a headband, Quinn headed out. Helena Madden’s white BMW sat across the street. She waved from the driver’s seat.

Quinn trudged over like a sullen teenager and entered the front passenger seat.

“Creed told me what Jono did,” Helena said after greetings were exchanged. “I’m sorry. He’s been under tons of pressure these last few weeks.”

Quinn made a rude noise. Venting to Creed yesterday wasn’t wise. He was a close work friend, but a blabbermouth. “Creed should’ve kept quiet.”

“I’m glad he didn’t, uncouth delivery aside.” Helena ran fingers through her short, shaggy locks. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Quinn scoffed. Was she that blind to this problem? “Are you asking as my Editor-in-Chief or my friend?”

“The latter,” Helena replied after a moment.

“Tattling on your superstar boyfriend for stealing my idea?” Quinn vented heatedly. “That puts you in a crappy position.”

“I’ll worry about any positions with my boyfriend,” Helena snapped.

Quinn’s stomach crawled up her throat. “Fine. And GROSS.”

Helena blanched. “Oy vey. Bad word choice.” Both women laughed.

“So, this shopping spree,” Quinn said after regaining composure. “Is this your way of apologizing for Jono?” The reporter knew all about Helena fixing Jono’s messes around the Editorial department.

“No.” the Editor-in-Chief watched her with piercing blue eyes. That look usually preceded an important assignment. “The shopping will get you kickass clothing for your next assignment.”

A mea culpa. Quinn kept that contained. “Which is?”

Helena could barely contain her enthusiasm. “Shadowing The Vanguard for two weeks.”

“WHAT?” Quinn’s mouth fell open as she recoiled in her seat. “I thought Jono was leading that—”

“He’ll executive produce as head of Superheroes,” Helena said. “You’ll interview The Vanguard.”

Quinn was astonished, happy and emotional all at once. “But how…?” she gasped.  

Helena eyed her reproachfully. “SLOCO Daily Editor-In-Chief, remember?”

Quinn winced, now addressing her Editor-In-Chief. “Noted.”

Helena softened, staring out the windshield. Quinn noticed dark circles around her eyes. She moved to inquire about Helena’s well-being. “I told the Powers That Be you were the best fit," the Editor-In-Chief interjected. "Those sidewalk confessionals after Titan’s death helped sell you to Ad Sales and other skeptics. We called The Vanguard’s liaisons last night and they loved the idea.” Helena returned her attention to Quinn with a proud, glowing look. “There's still some minutiae to hammer out. But you’ll start mid-next week!” She clutched her protégé’s shoulders, ecstatic.

“Holy fudge…” Quinn, a junior reporter from small-town Massachusetts, was going to interview the world’s greatest superhero team. The awareness grew scary, inescapable.

“This is really happening.” She clasped hands with Helena. To think she’d doubted this amazing woman. “Thank you.”

Helena reclined in her seat, studying Quinn like a hawk. “You earned it. Now you gotta bring it.”

Those last words were an anointing as much as a warning. Quinn nodded so fast her kinky curls wobbled. “I will,” she promised.

“You better.” Strapping on her seatbelt, Helena waited until Quinn followed suit. A mischievous grin slashed her face. “Now let’s get you some kickass clothes.”


Chapter 13

After a few days of searching and a week of postponing, Greyson found a shrink. Richard St. Pierre.

Because of his practice’s location, Greyson almost passed on him; crime-ridden East St. Louis. But St. Pierre's later office hours accommodated Greyson’s work and volunteer schedule. The therapist also handled superhuman issues. That sealed Greyson’s choice, given doctor/patient confidentiality agreements.

Now Greyson sat in a vacant and aged waiting room, hating life. The only other occupant was a young fair-skinned receptionist on her computer, pausing briefly to text on her cell. Typical. Greyson twiddled his thumbs, waves of anxiety crashing into him. The last time he’d seen a therapist was age nine, after the incident which had wrecked things with Dad. Questions gnawed at his shaky resolve. Would therapy even help? Maybe one of those hack doctors who claimed they could remove superpowers made more sense.

This was a stupid idea. Greyson rose to leave, prepared to eat the cancellation fee. Then he remembered Mom and Sara’s terrified faces two weeks ago. And his twisted joy seeing Dad’s fear of him. Shame smoldered inside him.

Greyson found a distraction on TV across the room.

The local news finally took a break from nonstop Titan coverage, spotlighting The Hurricane. St. Louis’s patron hero fought criminals with fearsome fighting skills and gale-force winds. He appeared lithe and long-limbed, wearing blue and grey Kevlar armor with a goggled mask that covered all but the mouth. Footage displayed The Hurricane rocketing upward by generating a cyclone funnel around his legs. Greyson marveled at him. But superheroing was the last thing he’d use his powers for. Greyson just wanted his outbursts to stop.

The news anchor and a panel debated the Hurricane’s efficiency. Was he improving things or just holding the line? Or was the Hurricane’s presence drawing more superpowered crime to St. Louis?

“Brave man, whoever he is,” a deep, velvety voice stated behind Greyson. “Crappy costume.”

He turned to face the tall, well-dressed black man. This stranger had handsome features with closely cropped hair. He looked lean and fit, wearing a grey vest and slacks with a white button-down and purple tie. This man dressed like a therapist.

“I like the suit,” Greyson admitted. “For protecting St. Louis, Hurricane can wear whatever he wants.”

Richard St. Pierre smiled. “Greyson Hirsch, I presume?”

“Guilty as charged.” Greyson accepted the firm, trusting handshake.

“Call me Richard.” St. Pierre gestured toward his office.

“Now,” St. Pierre began, sitting across from Greyson and crossing his legs. “Tell me about yourself.”

Greyson did as asked, discussing Mother, Lauren, his brawl with Dad. Soon he was back in childhood, detailing Dad’s neglect, indifference and hatred. Greyson avoided his abilities. He’d just met Dr. St. Pierre. Besides asking follow-up questions, the therapist silently scribbled on his notepad.

Greyson wasn’t annoyed by this, knowing how therapy worked in the early phases.

He glanced at the clock and gaped. Thirty-five minutes had flown by.

“I sense something missing, Greyson,” the therapist finally said, leaning forward. “Your father didn't always hate you, did he? What changed?”

Damn it. Greyson thought they’d be a few sessions deep before reaching this point. His first impulse was to lie, which he sucked at. And St. Pierre would see through it. Greyson closed his eyes to summon whatever courage currently eluded him. “Dad used to love me.” After a few minutes, heart feeling squeezed, Greyson opened his eyes. “Remember the Alaska Incident?

St. Pierre gave him an odd look. “Who doesn’t? It gave us Titan.”

“I was in Alaska that day,” Greyson blurted out before losing his nerve. “Twenty-five years ago. Dad and I were seven miles from ground zero.”

St. Pierre sat up straight. “How did you survive?”

“Been wondering that for years.” Greyson shrugged. Few had heard this story, and for good reason. As he spoke, years melted away to when Dad’s love wasn’t a foreign concept. “We used to take father/son trips each year since I was five. We’d decide on one place anywhere in the world and then go. When I was nine, I wanted to see the Northern Lights in Alaska.” Greyson remembered a National Geographic special on the Northern Lights he'd obsessed over as a kid. The fond memory made him chuckle. “Dad wanted to see the Mayan pyramids in Mexico. But I was a bratty little shit, and said I wouldn’t go unless we saw the Northern Lights.” God, if only Greyson could go back and slap some sense into that asshole nine-year-old.

“Dad caved to make me happy.” Greyson zoned out on the wall behind his therapist, reliving his first glimpse of the dazzling Aurora Borealis. “It was beautiful…then terrible.”

The thunderous boom came first, followed by a fiery mushroom cloud in the distance. That had drawn everyone’s attention nearby. Greyson flinched, remembering the agony that followed. “At first we thought the nuclear explosion was part of the Northern lights. Then Dad knew. He picked me up and ran. But there was no way we could outrun that. Dad crouched and shielded me.” The firestorm had washed over them both. Greyson had felt his flesh burn, smelt it. Dad’s screams mingled with his own. They should've died.

“Somehow we survived,” Greyson continued in a shaky and low voice sounding nothing like him. “Everyone else got vaporized.” A graveyard of countless ash piles had surrounded them, haunting Greyson’s dreams for years. “After we got airlifted back home, doctors quarantined and examined us thoroughly. At first Dad and I showed no health issues from the blast.

“Then, Dad got sick.” The radiation poisoning had appeared a few months afterward. Both parents had immediately ordered tests for Greyson to make sure he wouldn’t suffer the same fate. But he still showed no medical issues. “I was fine. Things with Dad were okay besides him not being able to travel much.”

Past heartache weighing on Greyson’s chest like an anvil. Thankfully, he remained in control. No need to release. “Then Titan appears and takes the world by storm,” Greyson said with a bitter smile. “I worshiped him. What kid didn’t? I did. Even after his origin became public record.”

Greyson’s smile died. It took him a few minutes to force out this old, barbed memory. “That…that killed my relationship with Dad. He never forgave me for adoring the living representation of his failing health. And the look on his face when I saw his love for me die...” Greyson bowed his head, tears blurring his vision. Saying that out loud felt like getting his back dragged across broken glass. But it was a relief.

St. Pierre’s eyes were sympathetic. “You said at first you both were fine,” the therapist noted. “But only mentioned your dad. What about you?”

Grey grimaced. “Ah.” Of course, he caught that. There was no way to avoid what came next. “Doctor/patient confidentiality, right?”

“Of course,” St. Pierre answered immediately.

Greyson pointed at the therapist’s chair. St. Pierre appeared confused and looked down. He jolted in his seat as if electrocuted.

Greyson lowered the gravity field surrounding that chair, causing it to hover two feet off the ground.

He forced on a mirthless smile and returned the chair’s gravity to normal. “Gravity control. My control's mediocre. But sometimes, when my dad and I get into arguments, I have flareups that get…destructive.” He reclined in his seat and exhaled. When in control, sometimes even small displays exhausted him. “Oh, and I glow during those outbursts. I don’t know how to glow on command. But I can hold it in temporarily. Like fucking bladder control.” Greyson laughed at his own paltry wit.

St. Pierre adjusted his tie and regained composure before speaking. “When did you manifest?”

“On my sixteenth birthday.”

Comprehension filled the therapist’s face. “Is that another cause of your father’s contempt?”

Greyson shook his head. “Only my mom and girlfriend know. But I can’t burden them with this forever.” He held his head and waited while St. Pierre scribbled more notes. Revealing himself to a stranger like some lovesick Twi-hard? Jesus… Greyson felt sick to his stomach.

“First off,” St. Pierre said, “what you’re capable of is no curse. You’ve received gifts in the face of unimaginable tragedy.”

Greyson didn’t believe that, but still nodded.

“Second...” the therapist’s eyes gleamed with confidence. “I can one-hundred percent help you master your gifts so you can lead a more fruitful life.”

Whether it was St. Pierre's confidence or unshakable optimism, Greyson actually believed him. For the first time, he felt hopeful about his situation.

Greyson smiled back, exhausted. But his soul felt unusually light. “I look forward to working on my shit with you,” he said whisper-soft.


Chapter 14

“How ya feeling?” Simon asked, his face illuminated by the iPad he carried.

“Well…” Hugo’s legs quivered, thanks to the Ford Explorer he hoisted overhead. “It’s heavy.”

“Oh, put that down,” Simon said, notetaking on his tablet.

Hugo placed down the SUV, exhausted on his first day of superhero training. They stood in the middle of an abandoned junkyard, surrounded by totaled, disassembled or abandoned cars.

Hugo wore a friction-resistant black tank top and baggy workout pants with speed adaptable sneakers. Just some of the new clothes Mom had bought based on his new situation.

Where she purchased the attire, Mom merely said, “I know people who know people.”

To gauge Hugo’s strength, Simon had him lift six different sized cars for five minutes each. Hugo lifted a Mini Cooper with ease. By the time he’d lifted the Explorer, the teen was winded.

“Jesus.” Hugo leaned over, gasping. “Thought I’d be stronger.”

Simon shrugged. “Your body’s adjusting to Titan’s powers. Treat those powers like muscles and strengthen them.”

“Lovely,” Hugo wheezed. He hated working out. Besides gym class, Hugo had had little physical activity since Dad died. “Now what?”

Simon’s eyes twinkled. “AJ and I can create a strength training plan.”

Made sense. Working out became AJ’s outlet after Dad died. “And my speed?” Hugo asked.

Simon snorted. “I loathe Blur, but his speed workouts on YouTube are good. So, I copied them. Let’s see your base velocity.”

They drove to the old Liberty High location, devastated by the 1987 earthquake.

Hugo raced around the track for fifteen minutes, his takeoff accidentally bowling Simon on his ass. He had a thirteen-second mile. “HA!” Hugo fist-pumped. “Awesome.”

Simon grimaced. “Titan’s mile was under four seconds.”

Hugo stopped smiling. “Not awesome.”

Every morning was strength training. Hugo raced back and forth across the scrapheap holding cars overhead. Then came squat-pressing various cars from lightest to heaviest for fifteen sets. He finished with ‘Hulk leaps,’ jumping straight up several times until his legs were jelly. God, he hated those.

After the workouts, Hugo performed pressure tests, pushing cars and tapping car windows at normal strength. “This should help you not kill someone by poking them.”

Evenings they worked on speed, racing around the abandoned high school track several times within a set time. AJ’s routines were the extent of his contribution. He enjoyed sleeping in.

The first few days, Hugo was discouraged by his lacking stamina and strength. Every pressure test ended in him severely denting the cars and shattering the windows, using what he once considered light taps.

After two-and-a-half weeks, Hugo started excelling under Simon’s aggressive regimen. The exercises gave him a routine besides staying home watching continuous Titan footage. Filling Titan’s shoes was too important to fail.

Mom put Hugo on a special diet to accommodate his ludicrous appetite, helping a ton after each grueling day. He sensed his mother was more freaked by his transformation than she let on. But as usual, Mom soldiered ahead and kept offering encouragement.

Hugo wasn’t half as winded after strength workouts, even when pressing Suburbans. The pressure tests finally paid off the morning after Hugo tapped three windows without cracking any. He raced home straightaway, caught Mom leaving for work and embraced her. Many joyful tears followed.

Thanks to the speed workouts, Hugo brought his mile to seven seconds. Simon responded by pushing Hugo to race through Greater San Miguel within set times.

He blew through each time in short order. But Hugo knew he had a long way to go, and kept pushing his limits.

Hugo and Simon only stayed home the day of Titan’s funeral to watch it live. Also, so many superheroes worldwide in San Miguel presented a huge exposure risk.

And what an epic event this funeral was. Attendees and mourners couldn't fit inside St. Augustine Church. Hordes of fans swarmed for photos of their favorite icons, causing insane traffic in downtown San Miguel. Countless superheroes arrived in costume, creating quite a visual spectacle. A pantheon of modern-day gods. Hugo spotted The Pack from the Southwest, the UK-based Champions, and every living Vanguard member past and present. Even December, a reclusive hero from Vanguard’s ‘Sensational Seven’ era, appeared. Stars & Stripes, a trio of retired corporate sponsored heroes, attended. Missy Magnificent, former Extreme Teens leader, arrived fresh from rehab with Z-list beau Major Montgomery. She sat with her old team, not making a scene. Missy had ballooned, in Hugo’s opinion.

The service itself was moving, especially Rupert Champion and Lady Liberty’s speeches. The San Miguel mayor and California governor both spoke. Every speech highlighted Titan’s resolve, empathy and insatiable need to protect innocents. The standout was Justice Jones’s speech. The six-foot-seven biker, muscular arms sleeved in fearsome tattoos, had been an enforcer for an outlaw motorcycle gang. Then Titan kicked his ass during a botched burglary. After three years in prison, Jones had spent the last decade driving cross-country helping those in need. Thanks to Titan. Hugo felt numb watching the service. Brie and Simon were as surprised as Hugo by his absent grief. It was troubling. Maybe because he’d exhausted his emotions grieving for Dad. Or because he now possessed Titan’s abilities. Hugo found one thing sadder than anything. Aside from celebrities, politicians, humanitarians and other superheroes, Titan had no biological family. They died decades ago, Hugo realized somberly.

Days before, Hugo had watched Lady Liberty and Justice Jones thrash Lord Borealis at his home. That murderer getting his ass kicked had been so satisfying, he and AJ rewatched ten times.

Tonight, a month since training started, Hugo sat at the old Liberty High track. Dressed in boardshorts and a tank top, hair up in a ponytail, he scarfed down a fourth Beach Bum Double Trouble Cheeseburger. Simon had driven off fifteen minutes earlier, but Hugo wanted to sit and veg.

He closed his eyes, soaking in the nocturnal symphony. Fauna going about their nightly routines and vineyard owners prepping for tomorrow. After some testing, Hugo guesstimated his hearing reached a three-mile radius. He and Simon should work on this next.

Hugo leaned back, feeling insanely powerful. His mind raced over what the future held. He tossed his burger wrappers in the garbage, prepping to superspeed home. Hugo pulled out his phone to stopwatch the trek right as it buzzed.

The caller ID instantaneously improved his evening. “What’s up!” Hugo answered, beaming.

“Asshole,” Briseis snarled.

“Whoa—wait!” Hugo’s cheer gave way to surprise. “What did I do?”

“You’re not in San Miguel!” Brie snapped, sounding tipsy. “Why not?”

Her fury left Hugo speechless. He’d told Brie a month ago he was in Hawaii visiting family. Hugo hated not seeing her, hated lying more. Which I’ll need to do as a superhero. But Mom was right about gaining more control before seeing Brie again. “In Maui for the summer, remember—?”

“I know what you said!” Brie barked.

Hugo was confused. Usually Brie got angry when he called too much. They’d spoken via phone and text since summer began. But Hugo had been so busy training, Brie was calling or texting him. Clearly, she felt neglected.

Hugo’s hearing picked up sounds from a party, booming music and a massive crackling fire in the background. The crashing frothy waves told Hugo that Brie was near a coastline. The cool kids are having a beach bonfire, he fumed. Normal teenagers did that in the summer. Meanwhile, Hugo had become a shut-in, training for greatness still out of sight. Hugo could hear Brie suck on something coupled with a burning crackle. He glowered. She’s smoking. One of few things Hugo disliked about her.

“When are you back?” Brie’s demand was hoarse and trembling.

“A month.”

“Why so long?” Brie pressed with surprising need.

Hugo barely curbed his glee. “Breezy, what’s wrong. Don’t say nothing,” he added as she said “nothing.”

There was a long pause, filled by shrieking teens and crashing waves. “We barely talk on the phone,” Brie confessed in a throaty rush. “I haven’t seen you in weeks. Dad’s away on business so much. Mumu’s her usual awful self. I just…I miss you.”

Affection scorched Hugo’s veins. He assumed Brie would be busy enjoying her summer. Absence makes the heart grow fonder. “Miss you too, Brie,” Hugo said softly. “Where are you now?”

Animated screams belted out during what sounded like a beer chugging contest.

Brie took another drag of her cigarette. “Some stupid basketball bonfire with Baz’s bro-friends,” she complained. “And their rah-rah hoop rats.”

Baz Martinez. Anger blossomed inside Hugo. He knew Brie and Baz were sort of friends from running in the same social circles. But why was Brie attending that asshole’s bonfire? “Which beach?” he probed.

“Hearst State…Beach.” Brie sounded surprised. “How’d you know I’m at a beach?”

Hugo grimaced, forgetting how observant Brie was. “Heard waves in the background,” he replied hastily.

“Right. Duh,” Brie stated. “Good ear.”

You have no idea. Hugo changed the subject. “Not enjoying the bonfire?”

“I don’t know anyone that well beside Baz and his jerk-boys. He’s too busy sucking off his teammates. And Easy Abby's here, stalking her next chew toy!” Brie fumed, referring to her archrival from school. “The person I want to see is on a fucking island.”

Hugo was lost, still bothered by Brie’s proximity to Baz. “Who's that?”

“You, dumbass!” The eye roll in her reply was deafening.

Hugo facepalmed at his slowness. “Right! Just checking.” He needed to see her. Screw the risks. “Hang on real quick?” Hugo put Brie on hold, pocketed his cellphone and dashed from the track field in a cloud of dust. He zigzagged through vineyards, residential neighborhoods, and canyons before reaching the PCH. After sprinting north, the Hearst State Beach off-ramp soon appeared.

Hugo skidded to a halt in the middle of Hearst Beach’s unlit pier, far from any beach visitors.

He cursed the coastal breeze whipping his long curls everywhere. Racing over must’ve loosened the rubber band holding his hair back. Hugo spotted a gathering half a mile south, dancing and drinking around a small bonfire glowing across the beach. Ambling from the gathering was a tall, slim shadow with windswept curls. She pressed a cellphone to her ear, holding a cigarette in another hand. To Hugo, she looked more like ten feet away instead of half a mile. That telescopic vision along with 80/20 eyesight was unnerving. Titan had telescopic vision too. Another superpower to master.

Hugo focused on Brie and gasped. Even with distance and darkness, Brie’s radiance was profound. Hugo drank in her slender figure in a green bikini top, unzipped navy-blue hoodie plus a short white and gold flowery skirt. Her green eyes sparkled against the bonfire's blaze, caramel complexion perfectly sunkissed. God, Hugo had forgotten how sexy she looked with naturally wavy hair.

Brie’s crazy beautiful face grew impatient while waiting.

He crouched behind the pier’s railings to avoid detection. “Back.” Hugo resumed the call while peeking through the guardrail. “Sorry for the wait.”

“No worries, Bogie.” She looked as happy as she sounded.

“I’ll see you when I’m back, Brie. It’ll be excellent.” Hugo could already see her reaction when they reunited. She’d never feel embarrassed by him again.

“Okay.” Brie flicked her cigarette stub onto the sand and looked to the skies. “Where are you?” She exhaled wearily.

Hugo’s heart thudded so loud, he worried she’d hear it half a mile away. “I’m here, Briseis,” he whispered, dazed by how intensely her loved her. “Right here.”

Brie stopped to face the ocean, closing her eyes and inhaling. Is she picturing me?

Hugo watched Briseis, aching to kiss her. Hold her. Instead, Hugo could only admire the girl of his dreams from afar, listening to her breaths and heartbeat.

“Still there, beautiful?” A smile split Hugo's face.

“Always.” Brie sounded drunk, but not off alcohol.

They talked and flirted a while longer, Brie’s adorable snort-giggle making several appearances. Her heart raced crazily in Hugo’s ear. She was even twisting locks of hair around her finger like girls do when attracted to someone. Brie also teased Hugo for his deeper voice. He replied by speaking with a Barry White-low bass. A few days ago, Hugo had discovered he could go lower or higher on a whim.

Brie loved it, choking back a quivering gasp when he used a velvety cadence to say, “Good evening, Briseis Nefertiti El-Saden.”

“Ugh. You’re confusing me now,” Brie complained, shuffling her feet in the sand.

Hugo smiled from his crouched perch. He felt more connected to her now than ever. “I’m the same guy you’ve known since sixth grade.” His heart sang at the tension crackling between them. “The same guy who adores you.”

Brie swayed a bit, trying to compose herself. “Bogie, I…” She stopped and struggled with proper breathing.

“What are you thinking?” Hugo whispered.

“Briseis!” The yell startled both Hugo and Brie.

He shifted his gaze. The electricity died. So mesmerized by Brie, Hugo had missed Baz Martinez’s lanky silhouette approaching her.

He trudged through the sand in a tank top and swim trunks, his normally slicked hair disheveled. What does that motherfucker want? Hugo seethed.

Brie cupped a hand over her phone in panic. “Gotta go.”

“Wait—” Brie hung up and approached Baz, hugging herself.

He offered a hand, which she accepted.

Hugo gawked, brain not processing. They walked to the blazing bonfire ringed by loud teens writhing sloppily—holding hands.

Brie and Baz. Together? Hugo didn’t want to believe that. But their body language said otherwise. He felt sick…and guilty. Brie went to Baz because I wasn’t around.

Hugo itched to superspeed over and backhand Baz-tard into next week. Instead, another idea bloomed.

He sprinted to Hearst Beach’s parking lot.

With everyone at the bonfire, the lot had only cars. No cameras or guards.

Perfecto! Hugo zigzagged through the lot, searching.

In his mind’s eye, Hugo recalled the new black BMW Sedan Baz had gotten from his parents. Zooming to the lot’s center, he stopped and smiled. The vehicle was three cars to the right, gleaming under the lot lights. Hugo smirked, feeling extra petty.

Leaping several feet high, he landed on Baz’s BMW with all his weight. The deafening crunch of German steel beneath his feet sounded magical, setting off a cacophony of alarms. Windshields and passenger windows exploded into tiny glass shards, showering the surrounding vehicles.

Hugo jumped up and down repeatedly, faster each time like a human anvil.

Baz Martinez’s pretty little BMW soon became a pretty steel pancake. Ha!

Tempted as Hugo was to witness Baz’s horrified reaction, he raced away to avoid detection.


Chapter 15

Hugo raced along the Pacific Coast Highway like a space rocket, laughing uproariously.

“That was AWESOME!” Payback for Baz’s beatdown and stealing Brie. Didn’t feel as good as superspeeding around late-night traffic, but close.

Who knew what drivers thought the laughing blur was? Living in San Miguel, they’d shrug and keep driving. Hugo skimmed past bright veins of vehicles that looked frozen to him, never touching or harming any.

“I’m getting good at this!” Hugo didn’t feel tired. In fact, he could go faster. “Run, Hugo RUN!”

Hugo quickened his pace, blasting down the PCH. The Paso Robles exit came up faster than expected. He ignored it. He felt like cruising through the City of Wonder. “How can I protect a metropolis I’m not familiar with?” Mom didn’t need to know.

With that, Hugo veered left toward the first off-ramp to Downtown San Miguel. Stretches of illuminated skyscrapers and towers drew closer. Hugo’s mind catalogued several worst-case scenarios.

What if he encountered one of San Miguel’s many protectors? Face exposed with no costume.

Or he wasn’t running fast enough and got tagged by drones zooming around the downtown?

Or if trying to thwart a crime in progress exposed him to the San Miguel Police?

“Shoulda thought this through,” Hugo stressed, fueled by adrenaline, and anger at Brie dating Baz. Heading home was smarter.

Titan wouldn’t flinch, a voice challenged. You’re his successor, San Miguel’s future protector.

Hugo clenched his teeth and raced toward downtown with another burst of speed.

The City of Wonder spread before him, a kaleidoscope of overwhelming colors and sounds and smells. The streets swelled with citizens enjoying San Miguel’s nightlife and cars cruising the boulevards. All slowed to a crawl around Hugo. Glittering lights throbbing off each city block. Mannequins in a city-wide department store. Towering skyscrapers speared the night skies, displaying billboards for summer shows and blockbusters. Hugo raced by freeway overpasses and SMAT rails weaving through downtown like metallic snakes. Thankfully, Hugo had learned to dampen his hearing until he could master it. The visuals forced him to focus ahead and not plow into civilians. Or a building. My costume needs light-dampening goggles, he noted.

So far so good. By his watch’s speed tracker, Hugo blew past previous 300 mph speeds. He howled victoriously, hair streaming behind him. Hugo zigzagged around several blocks, glimpsing street signs and landmarks. As San Miguel's soon-to-be protector, he needed to familiarize himself with downtown.

Minutes later, his brain felt fried from relentless sensory overload. Time to go home. Then a building caught his eye. Boring construction. Not as tall as the others. No billboards covering its lengths. Perfect to practice a controlled leap. Despite the risks, Hugo knew he'd be making rescues in tall buildings. Better practice now. Hugo banked right, tearing down the street toward the building. It loomed ahead, dominating Hugo’s focus. Fears flooded him. Freezing before the jump, not jumping high enough, and overshooting the whole structure.

He reached the building a half-instant from barreling though the foundations.

NOW! Hugo slowed briefly and crouched, air rippling around him in a rapid funnel of intangible power. He threw his arms back and rocketed off the ground, startling nearby pedestrians.

Hugo shouted, rising higher. Building floors rushed past him. He felt untethered from gravity, essentially flying.

“YES!” Hugo soared higher…until he felt himself begin slowing.

“No…” Joy became panic. “NO!”

Hugo's upward momentum stopped altogether. In seconds, he'd plunge to the earth. Hugo flailed both arms and grabbed for the side of the building.

His fingers dug into the stone like wet clay. Now the Samoan dangled off the side of the building.

“Still can’t fly. FUCK!” Hugo assumed flying would come easier. Titan flew right after his powers manifested. Looking down, Hugo refused to guess how many stories the building had. Could falling from up here hurt me? It would leave a crater in the sidewalk…and expose him before he became an active superhero.

How heroic. Hugo tucked his legs in, planting both feet against the side of the building. Better keep climbing. Hugo looked at the building’s roof and pushed upward with less force than before.

He vaulted over the roof ledge and landed in a tumbling heap for several embarrassing feet. Climbing to a knee, he glanced around the rooftop with hypersensitive hearing and eyesight. Hugo was alone, thankfully. No one else witnessed his appalling superhero landing. “That jump needs work.” With flight still not working, Hugo had to rely on superspeed and controlled leaps.

He supersped to the roof's other side, peering over the edge. This high up, downtown’s blaring symphony sounded more muted. The stinks and fragrances of San Miguel still tickled Hugo’s nostrils.

An ocean of illuminated structures and crisscrossing traffic fanned out in all directions. San Miguel looked so vast up here, and Hugo wasn’t even on the highest building. The city was bursting with activity and noise, pregnant with possibilities and dangers. A living organism needing protection from itself.

“My city,” Hugo murmured. The city he’d protect one day, like Titan did. Had Titan ever looked down upon San Miguel, savoring its wonders? Hugo had to own that mantle with pride.

“My city,” he said louder, worried someone would hear him.

Man up, pansy. Hugo raised both arms and threw his head back, bellowing out, “MY CITY!”

The words bounced off the surrounding buildings, echoing into the night several seconds. Hugo gaped. “Much louder than planned—” Hugo’s voice died in his throat.

A moment ago, he’d been alone. Suddenly Hugo wasn’t. Someone appeared at corner of his left eye. Soft breaths, slow heartbeat. I’m blown.

Hugo’s heart dropped into his belly as he turned slowly to this arrival.

A lithe shadow occupied the corner of the roof, crouched and coiled to spring in a heartbeat. Despite having hypersensitive vision, Hugo could barely discern its features. He saw only glowing red eyes, the lean physique and a flowing cape.

Hugo looked again. Not a cape; a long trench coat.

Recognition slapped Hugo across the face. “Geist,” he breathed. “You’re real!”

The shadow remained mute and motionless, save those glowing red eyes narrowing.

Hugo and Simon constantly debated Geist's existence, or if his war on serial killers and sexual predators was justice. Two strikes and the Midnight Son put those kinds of scum six feet under.

Mainstream news wrote him off as an urban myth. San Miguel Police declined to comment. Every superhero denounced his extreme violence…if he existed. Only superhero-specific outlets believed Geist was real.

For some dumb reason, Hugo started approaching Geist like one would a rabid dog. Maybe to present himself as a friendly. “It’s an honor—WHOA!” He backpedaled.

Geist whipped out a pair of chrome pistols from his trench coat and opened fire.

Rapid-fire gunshots sliced through the night. Hugo instinctively shrank back, raising both hands.

A hailstorm of bullets pierced the teen’s tank top, white-hot spikes striking flesh.

Just as quick, the attack ceased.

Hugo lowered his hands to self-examine, breathing hard. The shirt was ruined, covered in bullet holes. His skin stung somewhat where the bullets struck, but it wasn’t punctured.

He looked up. Geist’s crouched shadow holstered the pistols. Those crimson red eyes remained fixed on him, narrowing.

Hugo smirked, recalling who the super was. Geist, as far as anyone knew, was just a man. “Bulletproof-ish. Good to know.” He approached with less hesitance. “Listen, I’m testing my powers. No need to go all murder-death-kill.”

Geist whipped a large, three-bladed shuriken out of his trench coat, tossing it at Hugo fluidly.

“Seriously?” Hugo scowled as the shuriken whistled toward him. At normal speeds, the razor-sharp projectile would’ve struck his face in under two seconds.

However, Hugo shifted to superspeed on instinct. The shuriken’s rotations slowed dramatically. Same with Geist, his arm still extended from throwing.

Hugo caught the shuriken with ease inches from his face.

He nodded, feeling smug. “Nice try—” He heard a subtle click before the projectile exploded in his face, blistering and deafening. Hugo howled in agony, but he only heard ringing. Blind, deaf and dizzy, he crumpled to his knees. A burnt stench flooded his nose, eyes squeezed shut as he rode out the worst of the pain.

“Son of a BITCH!” His bellow sounded far-off. Hugo struggled upright and forced his eyes open. Everything looked blurred and shaky, but was sharpening quickly.

Seething, Hugo sprinted toward the rooftop’s edge where Geist had been. No Geist. Just buildings and city lights below.

Hugo raced to all four rooftop corners, searching.

No sign of the Midnight Son rappelling nor swinging across the skyline with grappling shooters.

Locating Geist was useless with his superhearing recovering in small trickles. “Where’d he go?” Hugo poked at his ringing ears, annoyed.

He then realized that Geist was both real and his first superhero encounter as a superhuman.

Fanboy wonder swallowed his anger. “Simon’s gonna freak!” Hugo looked over the side of the building again, frowning. “After I figure out how to get down.”


Chapter 16

The community center visit was meant to be quick. Though Greyson wasn’t volunteering today, he wanted to hear how Cairo had done on his math test.

Instead, Greyson found himself and a few counselors pulling apart a vicious brawl. Skinny Lennox, who never harmed a fly, versus a brutish new Caucasian kid named Randall. And by the looks of it, Lennox had his larger foe in a nasty headlock.

“ENOUGH!” Coach Wendell barked once Greyson and others restrained the teens.

Randall lunged for Lennox again. But Wendell, a former lineman, slapped on a rear naked chokehold and hoisted Randall off the ground. “STOP.” Randall ceased struggling.

As Wendell admonished Randall across the gym, Greyson sat with Lennox. The fifteen-year-old quivered with anger. “Muthafucka called me racist shit!” he blurted out before Greyson could ask. “Told him to stop. He wouldn’t.” Lennox shook his head. “So, I shut him up.”

Greyson glanced over his shoulder at Randall, big and doughy with sullen green eyes. Greyson squelched his knee-jerk dislike. Many of these center kids didn’t know any better at first, coming from terrible neighborhoods.

“Next time, tell a counselor.” Greyson rebuked calmly. “He’s not worth getting injured or kicked out of here.” He gestured at Randall to emphasize his point.

Several minutes later, Greyson and Coach Wendell brought the boys together. Randall apologized for his words as if in a hostage video. Greyson definitely didn't like this one. Lennox looked ready to spit venom. Regardless, he voiced a sincere apology.

Being the bigger man and apologizing. The irony of giving Lennox this advice wasn’t lost on Greyson.

Things were solid with Mom, who kept begging for him to forgive Dad.

Before, Greyson would've caved again, desperate to please him.

Two days ago, he stood his ground. “Why am I always apologizing when that asshole never does?”

“Greyson!”

“Mom,” Greyson had interrupted. “I’m not asking you or Sara to take sides. But that man is no longer welcome in my life.” He hated upsetting Mom, but cutting Dad off had been liberating. Thanks to Dr. St. Pierre. Greyson had progressed so much this month. With prescribed daily exercises, his stamina to levitate objects had also increased.

Then why was Greyson so scared to attend therapy tonight?

“Sure you don’t need me today?” Greyson asked once both boys went their separate ways.

“We always need extra hands.” Wendell gave a deep laugh and slapped Greyson’s back, nearly caving his spine in. “But we’re good today.”

Greyson half-hoped for an excuse to skip tonight, regretting what he'd agreed to at Monday's session. “I’m trying a group session this Thursday with a few other patients,” Dr. St. Pierre had broached. “I’ve found communal settings helps everyone improve controlling their abilities. Interested?”

“How many people?” Greyson had been wary. Revealing himself to others didn’t seem appealing.

“Only four or five.” St. Pierre reclined in his seat with that knowing gleam in his eye when getting an idea to benefit Greyson. “If you don’t enjoy it, we return to private sessions.”

When Greyson had reluctantly acquiesced, his therapist smiled. “You won’t regret it. I’ll send over directions the day before.”

While driving to this random warehouse in East St. Louis, Greyson’s nerves were eating at his courage.

But he was ten minutes away in rush hour traffic. Turning around now would cause a longer drive home and a cancelled session fee.

“I’ll wait so we can eat dinner together,” Lauren offered when he phoned her.

Greyson smiled. His lady was too giving. “Thanks, but I know how you get when you’re hungry!”

Lauren giggled. “True. Good luck with this group thing.”

“It’s not movie night or anything.” Greyson switched lanes and exited the highway. “Dr. St. Pierre said it’ll improve my…situation faster.”

“Your abilities,” Lauren corrected.

Greyson’s cheeks warmed. “Yeah, those.” Openly acknowledging his own superpowers still flustered him.

“Be safe, Grey.” Concern colored Lauren’s words. “East St. Louis is a dumpster fire, even with Hurricane protecting it.”

Greyson was aware, keeping up with news of the city’s recent crimewave on his daily commutes. Recent reports detailed violent acts by a new gang of supers calling themselves “Excessive Menace." But their targets were far from Greyson’s destination. “I’ll stay alert, babe,” he reassured Lauren. “Call you when I’m heading home.”

The sun had sunk into the horizon by the time Greyson reached this series of derelict warehouses next to the Mississippi River. Across the waterway, Downtown St. Louis’s skyline and its renowned Arch lit up against darkening crimson skies. Greyson soon found the exact warehouse number and five cars.

One last chance to bail, a weak voice tempted him. Grey pushed that voice aside and stepped out of his car. “Let’s do this,” he murmured. Pulling his sports coat around him, Greyson headed for the slightly opened door outlined by light.

Upon entering, he found a vast space walled by rusted metal and well-lit. Dr. St. Pierre, in his typical button-down shirt, vest and tie combo was speaking with four strangers whom Greyson didn’t recognize.

His heart raced like the first day of class in high school. He adjusted his shirt again and forced his legs to move.

As Greyson advanced, the therapist spotted him and grinned. “Our gathering is complete!” All heads turned. Greyson stopped walking, mildly panicked.

St. Pierre reached him in three strides and shook his hand. “Glad you made it. Come meet the group.”

His four groupmates were from different walks of life.

“Tom,” said Tom Fitzpatrick. His camera-ready smile matched a bone-crushing handshake. Greyson took in this guy’s perfect mop of wavy black hair, chiseled features and strapping physique. He couldn’t imagine Tom having many problems.

“Constance,” a petite slip of a Japanese girl said meekly. “Call me Connie.” She wore a beanie atop her sleek black locks, army green cargo pants and a University of Missouri sweater two sizes too big. Greyson was taken by her shy smile and the fiery spark in her almond-shaped eyes.

“Kathleen,” said an older woman taller than Greyson. She was thick-waisted, her blonde hair styled in a shag peppered in white. Kathleen’s lined and pudgy face might’ve been attractive if not in a permanent scowl, like someone’s intimidating grandmother. Greyson knew not to piss this one off.

“Israel. How’re you doing, brutha?” Israel looked to be in his late forties, salt-and-pepper curls closely cropped with a hairline in full retreat. By the stocky build, the dark-skinned man looked formerly athletic. But his bulging abdomen spoke to a physically placid life.

“Hello.” Greyson introduced himself to the four with a tight smile and a firm handshake. One positive thing Dad had taught him was that offering someone a dead fish for a handshake showed weakness.

With everyone introduced, Dr. St. Pierre strode into the center of the warehouse. “You’re here tonight with me instead of your families because you want to master your gifts. And like I told you individually, mastery can be better achieved in a tribe of likeminded people.” He pointed at the walls on either side.

Greyson gawked. Several of what resembled workout machines and random paraphernalia lined both sides of the warehouse. He wasn’t alone in his bewilderment.

“What is all this CrossFit shit?” Israel mumbled, making Greyson chuckle.

St. Pierre gestured at the daunting setup. “This series of exercises will help you get to know each other better and gain more familiarity with the basics of your powers. But let’s start with sharing stories of your power manifestation.” He spread his hands disarmingly. “Doesn’t have to be particulars you’re not ready to share yet.”

“And you’re sure this will help us gain enough control?” Connie asked, her face awash with anxiety.

“And not endanger our loved ones?” Greyson added.

Dr. St. Pierre smiled with rock-solid confidence, folding both arms behind his back. “This won’t be easy. But if you’re willing to do the work and hold each other accountable, all your goals are possible.” That seemed to calm the group’s nerves. Greyson preserved his wait-and-see approach.

“Alright.” St. Pierre clapped. “Who wants to show off their gifts first?”

No one moved, eyeing each other in clear anxiety.

“I’ll go,” said Tom aka Captain Ken Doll. His face tensed as if ready to take a dump. There was a sudden explosive noise and Tom vanished, a black cloud in his wake. Several black clouds erupted across the span of the warehouse in seconds.

Greyson whirled about to follow this succession of clouds, as did everyone else. Dr. St. Pierre remained stock-still, a look of unyielding patience on his face.

Then Tom reappeared, doubled over and gasping. “Still can’t accurately stick where I teleport without jumping all around a room. On a positive note, I kept my clothes on.” His toothy smile was infectious.

Dr. St. Pierre attempted to stifle a laughter and pointed at Tom. “Shoes.”

Everyone looked to Tom’s shoeless feet, then back to the empty shoes remaining where he’d originally stood.

He blushed. “Correction, most of my clothes.”

Everyone belted out laughter, shattering the tension. Greyson held his aching sides, previous assumptions shattered. Guess Tom’s troubled like the rest of us.

He raised his hand like an eager student. “I’ll go next.”


Chapter 17

“Can you believe this?” Quinn was welded to her seat, nearly having a panic attack. But the good kind, thanks to her destination.

Colin Garner glanced at her from his adjacent plane seat, reading on his iPad. “You mean the boneheaded speedster who raced down a building last night? In mid-town San Miguel of all places?” The lankly videographer scoffed. "How fast was that idiot running for his feet to tear right through the concrete?”

Quinn smacked his arm. “No, Einsteiner!” She gestured at the spacious plane cabin, beige and ultramodern in design. “We’re going to interview the world’s greatest superhero team!” They were two of many SLOCO staff on a private jet racing to Northern California at supersonic speeds.

Two days ago, Quinn had filled out countless documents for government clearance. The assignment hadn’t sunk in.

Yesterday, Quinn had been studying Vanguard history, roster changes, rogues’ gallery. Her assignment still hadn’t sunk in.

Gazing out the window at the rural expanse north of Sacramento, Quinn finally felt the weight of her assignment. I’m interviewing the Vanguard!

“How fast are we flying?” Collin exclaimed, brushing back his floppy dark hair.

Quinn suppressed a shudder. “Around MACH 2.”

Colin shook his head and stashed the iPad. His soft grey eyes found Quinn. “Thanks for picking me.”

She shrugged off the compliment. “Of course, Colin.” She had chosen a few crew members. Colin, her frequent collaborator on many field assignments, was her first choice. “You deserve to be here as much as me.”

Colin blushed at her candor and looked away. Quinn, getting all flushed and smiley as well, turned back to the window. What was that?

Another muffled outburst interrupted their moment. For most of the hour-long flight, an argument had raged behind closed doors in the rear compartment.

Colin twisted around. “What’s that about?”

Quinn flinched. “Don’t ask.” She knew who was arguing and why. Helena picking Quinn over Jono for the assignment had caused serious turbulence in their relationship. Jono, feeling betrayed, now barely spoke to Quinn unless they had to have a conversation. Yet his understated hostility was palpable. Quinn honestly didn’t care, except for the discomfort of working so close with Jono.

Later, Helena emerged and slammed the door behind her. Quinn and Colin pretended not to notice.

After a calming breath, the Editor-in-Chief put on a smiling veneer like nothing had happened. This didn’t hide the dark circles around Helena’s eyes.

Colin straightened in his seat as she approached. Quinn occasionally forgot that many SLOCO Daily staff feared Helena Madden. She hadn’t expected The Editor-in-Chief’s presence on this assignment. But SLOCO Daily was in good hands back in San Miguel between Helena’s multi-tasking expertise and the Managing Editor holding down the fort.

Quinn eyed Helena curiously. But her warning stare said Not Your Concern.

“Look.” Helena pointed out the window. Quinn followed Helena’s finger, initially seeing only sprawling green forests.

Then she saw it. Quinn’s jaw dropped. “Holy mother of pearls!”

Golden sunlight bathed a handful of box-like blue warehouses on a stretch of land tucked away in untamed woodlands. The largest buildings had a familiar massive V emblem on their roofs, resembling a campus. Quinn spotted a jet shaped like a sleek, silvery V on a circular red launchpad. The famed V-Jet, which ferried the Vanguard from battle to battle. Vanguard headquarters, the real-life equal of Mount Olympus. While Vanguard had waystations around the country, this remained their primary headquarters.

Hidden in northernmost California with more security than Fort Knox, no civilians knew its exact location. All the security clearance and NDAs Quinn had completed now made sense.

Colin took several rapid-fire camera photos, then clutched Quinn’s shoulders excitedly. “We’re here!”

“I know!” she squealed like an eager kid. How was this real life?

Glancing at Helena revealed similar happiness. “You young’ns ready to get your minds blown?”

Quinn nodded. “Frakk, yeah!”

Soon after, their plane landed on a mini tarmac behind a lengthy grey hangar. The SLOCO Daily crew exited the jet through its rear door. Quinn and Helena came first. Colin, Jono, another videographer Shelley and three digital content producers fell in behind the two ladies.

At the hangar entrance, Quinn spotted two figures waiting. First was a thickset bull of an older man, bald with sunburnt skin and a white beard totally contradicting his black suit. Quinn guessed he was an ex-biker turned security guard. Annie would love him. Older bikers were a guilty pleasure of Quinn's BFF.

A younger woman stood beside the ex-biker. At first glance Quinn pegged her as generically American. Once they got closer, Quinn realized she was from somewhere in Latin America.

The woman stepped forward. Her lidded eyes were brown like bourbon, and curtains of wavy caramel blonde pulled in a loose up-down hairstyle. Her button-down white blouse and jeans boasted a tall, willowy physique. Everything about this girl's presence oozed confidence. Quinn recognized her even in casual attire.

“Which one of you is Quinn Bauer?” she asked in a light Argentine accent.

“Kinky-haired girl, here,” Quinn pointed at herself. Helena smiled.

The woman gestured toward the main double doors. “Perfect; this way please. The rest of you can go with Jax. He’ll get your luggage to your assigned rooms.”

Helena and the others followed Jax, the ex-biker type. He guided them toward an extra-long trolley parked beside the hangar. Jono shot a venomous look at Quinn before trudging after Helena. Both women traded eyerolls.

Colin was following their coworkers when Quinn called for him to wait. She turned to the Argentine woman. “Can we bring one videographer so we can start shooting?”

“Absolutely.” The woman smiled, emphasizing her attractiveness.

Colin shrugged and trailed them, beginning to record their tour guide.

“Alexis Refel.” She held out a hand. “I’ll show you around before your interviews start.”

Quinn accepted Alexis’s firm shake. “Morningstar, right? From Vanguard’s Reserve team?” She’d researched each current and reserve member.

“Formerly,” Alexis corrected, smiling. “Just made the main roster.”

Quinn winced. “Congrats.” How’d I miss that? “And sorry.”

Alexis waved off the faux pas. “The callup happened this week, so no official press release has gone out yet. Shall we?”

“Lead the way,” Quinn stated eagerly.

Alexis proved to be a knowledgeable, friendly host. Her enthusiasm did feel Stepford wife-ish. But Quinn wrote that off as Vanguard’s newest member aiming for a good impression. Alexis pointed out each building’s functions, where the team trained, slept and relaxed between missions.

They entered the main building with the huge V. Alexis indulged Quinn’s request to take her and Colin’s picture in front of the building. “For SLOCO Daily's Instagram feed,” Quinn assured her.

Once inside, her eyes popped. In the vast foyer's center stood towering bronze statues of Vanguard's first team from the early 1980s. Stately Dr. Stormfire, red, white and blue-clad Sergeant Victory, ballerina-like Skydancer and giant-sized Leviathan all struck heroic poses while gazing into the distance.

The hallways teemed with memorabilia from Vanguard’s over three-decade existence. Some rooms took Quinn and Colin through Vanguard’s greatest battles, hour by hour sometimes. Alexis showed Vanguard’s first confrontation with Lord Borealis in 1996. Discussing the supervillain soured Alexis’s mood, like fog passing over the sun. Quinn understood why.

The next room showcased wall-length pictures from every Vanguard era. Familiar and unexpected faces decorated each wall. Apparently, American Maiden had joined Vanguard briefly in 1990 before joining Stars & Stripes.

They reached a room dedicated to Vanguard’s famous 1996-2005 roster. “Recognize this?” Alexis gestured to a massive team photo.

Quinn nodded, smiling broadly. “The Sensational Seven.”

Titan, Lady Liberty and Sentinel stood beside then-teen speedster Whiz Kid, ice-sheathed cryokinetic hero December, and a French former spy named Severine known for her combat skills and skintight catsuits. Quinn’s eyes landed on Tsunami, the bikini-clad Mexican bombshell who could manipulate water. They all looked so young and powerful and eager to save the world.

According to Quinn’s research, only Titan and Sentinel remained by 2010.

Tsunami had gotten fired from The Vanguard late-2005 after posing nude in Playboy. Lady Liberty went on sabbatical in 2006 after an acrimonious split with Titan. She returned to action in 2010, but never full-time with The Vanguard. Whiz Kid went solo in 2009, then retired in 2015 after losing two races to Extreme Teens’ Blur. Severine was killed in action around 2007 on the same mission where December received career-ending injuries.

“I’ve watched their battles thousands of times.” Alexis gazed worshipfully at the image. “Once my powers manifested, my dream was to join The Vanguard.” Before, Alexis had been extra happy like that Pharrell song.

Now her eyes watered. “Titan was a great mentor to me and so many others…” She looked as wounded as Wyldcat after Titan’s death.

Quinn exchanged an uneasy look with Colin. He gestured for a follow up, jolting her into reporter mode. “You cared a lot for Titan.”

Alexis stared at her as if forgetting she wasn’t alone and wiped away her tears. “Everyone idolized Titan. To have someone he called friend kill him?” Her features darkened. “Titan deserved better.”

That took a turn. Quinn wanted to dig deeper.

“Alexis!” a boy’s voice called. “If that’s how you entertain guests, then I’d better take over.”

Alexis turned and immediately brightened. “Ray-Ray!”

Quinn and Colin turned as well, surprised to see a teenage African American boy in a wheelchair.

Alexis leaned down, hugging him fiercely. “This is Ramon Dempsey,” She beamed, approaching with the boy. “My best friend since joining The Vanguard.”

“Hi,” Quinn said as handshakes were exchanged.

Ramon studied her with large curious eyes. “You’re the SLOCO Daily reporter shadowing us?”

“I am,” Quinn said. “Are you an intern here?” Made sense since The Vanguard was both government and privately funded.

Ramon chuckled. Alexis laughed out loud. “Ray-Ray’s our resident genius. Works on our computer systems and tech. He created Dynamo's AI and armored body.”

Quinn gawked in disbelief. “You’re a fetus!” she blurted out.

Colin snorted. Ramon stiffened. “Fourteen to be exact.”

“Ray-Ray graduated from MIT at age ten,” Alexis explained, arm resting comfortably on Ramon’s shoulders. She seemed relaxed around the boy, less practiced. “Built Dynamo a year later. Vanguard wisely grabbed him.”

Ramon looked flustered by his litany of accolades. “Alexis…”

Quinn watched him with newfound awe. “No shiatsu.”

Alexis and Ramon gave her odd looks. Colin stifled a knowing laugh while filming.

“Sorry,” Quinn explained. “My mouth used to need a sensor. I use substitute words to curb my swearing.” Alexis and Ramon both looked amused. After more small talk, Ramon took his leave.

Once he wheeled away, Alexis touched Quinn’s shoulder, an intense look on her face. “We’re asking you not use any footage involving Ramon.” It wasn’t a request.

Quinn frowned in annoyance. SLOCO Daily didn’t consent to that. “We agreed to full access.”

“With Vanguard members, yes,” Alexis replied, inflexible. “We’re public figures. Our civilian support personnel aren’t. Any news appearances put them or their families at risk.” She leaned closer in concern. “Especially since Ramon's the genius behind Dynamo…”

Quinn needed no further explanation. “Understood. No Ramon.” She pulled out her phone, glancing at today's schedule to see whom she was interviewing first. “I’ve got Seraph in half an hour.”

Alexis nodded, her smile picture-perfect. “I’ll take you to her.”

Later, Vanguard personnel swarmed the headquarters’ small chapel as Quinn and her team prepared for Seraph. Benjamin Crane, Vanguard’s longtime publicist, had portfolios of do’s and don’ts. Like many Vanguard’s minders, the gaunt man protected Seraph’s image religiously. Saying that list killed many of Quinn’s questions was an understatement.

“Its fine, QB,” Helena stated when Quinn vented her concerns. “We knew Seraph would be difficult. Get soundbites about Titan’s death before moving on to Sentinel or Wyldcat.” Jono contributed nothing to their strategy, glaring at Quinn from afar. What an A-hole.

Once everything was ready, Seraph entered. A hush filled the chapel as she approached in her collared uniform of angelic white covered in silvery religious symbols. Long, wavy black hair spilled down her back, framing a round cherubic face. The former Catholic novitiate turned superhero truly looked angelic. Quinn stared, dumbstruck. She was about to interview Seraph of the freaking Vanguard. Her, a girl from small-town Massachusetts.

Colin clearing his throat jarred Quinn from her stupor. Adjusting her sports jacket and horn-rimmed glasses, she approached to shake Seraph’s outstretched hand.

Quinn made a fist to stop shaking so bad. Colin and Shelley had their cameras ready; one with a wide shot of the two ladies, another focused on Quinn, a third on Seraph.

“Do you prefer Seraph or Ms. Guerrero?” Quinn asked as they sat across from each other.

“Mikaela.” Seraph replied, her soft voice flavored with thick Cuban accents.

Quinn breathed in deep before reciting the interview parameters. “We’ll ask some pre-Vanguard questions, discuss your time on the team, relationship with Sentinel and Titan. Nothing too hahd.” She smiled, happy to have recalled all that. “Sound good?”

Seraph frowned. “You’re from Boston?”

How the… “Outside of Boston,” Quinn corrected in surprise. “How’d you guess?”

“You said ‘hahd’ instead of hard.”

Quinn grimaced. Of course, that would happen. “My hard Rs emerge when I’m excited or nervous. I’m from Scituate, Massachusetts,” she said, believing that would end it.

Seraph’s cherubic face brightened. “Seaside town with fantastic clam chowder?”

Quinn openly marveled. “Yeah. You’ve been?”

“Three years ago,” Seraph said, nodding. “When I first joined The Vanguard, we toured the country to introduce me, Robbie and Dynamo. It was my first time really seeing America.”

“I remember,” Quinn said. Every new Vanguard member got a press conference and tour over a few major US cities. “I figure life in a nunnery didn’t allow much travel.”

Seraph’s laughter was like melodious bells ringing. “Not much. When the tour ended, Titan, Wyldcat, Kurt and I wanted to visit New England. But Titan had to go stop a tsunami threatening Madagascar. So it was just three of us. I have to return someday.”

Quinn glanced at Colin behind his camera. His thumbs up meant they were already recording. She smiled and continued.

Quinn and Seraph then discussed several topics. Like their shared love of New England summers and obsession with the show The Visitor about a superhero lost in time.

“I’m not caught up, so no spoilers!” Seraph cried. “Trying to make it last as long as possible.” She was kind and humble yet self-possessed, her gaze rarely wavering from Quinn. Seraph spoke generously of her teammates, referring to them by codename, but she called her fiancée “Kurt”. Religion was discussed, but Quinn didn’t dwell. Seraph was wittier than expected and sometimes wiser than her twenty-three years. Then she'd seem so childlike and animated. The interview became a discussion between friends, with Quinn ad-libbing questions instead of using her list.

The jovial mood dimmed when Titan came up. “Not saving enough lives weighed on his soul, despite the millions he’s protected,” Seraph said with a sad smile.

“Was Titan religious?” Quinn asked.

The superhero shook her head. “Titan couldn’t bring himself to believe in a God that allowed such tragedies. I’d say he was a spiritual man.”

Quinn pulled one hard question from her list. “Do you feel Titan was wrong to believe Lord Borealis had reformed?”

“No.”

Quinn wasn’t surprised. “Even though it cost him his life?”

“Titan believed in humanity’s ability to change.” Seraph sighed. “Sometimes that faith was misplaced, but he wouldn’t have been Titan without his faith in the world. As for Lord Borealis…” Seraph looked directly at Colin’s camera, her face luminous with righteous anger. “God is love. He is also wrath. And you will face His judgment for your sins.”

Quinn gulped. That took a turn. She steered the discussion to Seraph’s relationship with Sentinel, reciting a summary of their courtship and Seraph’s chastity vow. Quinn dug into their two failed weddings. One got delayed by a world-threatening catastrophe, another interrupted by an attack from the Ministry of Synn.

Seraph laughed it off in good humor. “The Lord had other intentions for us. When the time is right, we’ll exchange vows with God’s full blessing.”

“How’s Sentinel been since Titan’s passing?”

“Kurt is Vanguard’s rock,” Seraph said. “The most decent, dedicated man I know. Kurt carries more responsibility than he should. And would give his life for those in need.” Seraph’s eyes fell. Sorrow gripped her. “A superhero's life can be…consuming. But the world is safer, thanks to his dedication.”

Seeing an opening, Quinn pounced. “Is making time for each other hard, given your demanding vocations?”

Seraph met Quinn’s gaze. “More than you know.” Heartache roughened her voice.

Quinn fought down surprised delight. “Care to elaborate?”

Instead of deflecting, Seraph leaned in. “Kurt’s attention is like sunlight on cloudless days. That was how I could best describe things when we first began dating.” She shook her head. “When you’re not the object of his attention, it’s…lonely. He casts a long shadow.”

Quinn’s eyes widened. She’s actually telling me this? This was a huge departure from Seraph’s interviews where she spoke glowingly about Sentinel. Quinn, knowing a deeper dive was a no-fly zone, gave Seraph an out. “How do you and Kurt keep the sparks flying when off-duty?”

Seraph laughed bitterly. “It’s been ages since Kurt Weston was off-duty. Titan never stopped being Titan. Kurt’s the same.” She leaned back, no longer smiling or pleasant. “He’s Sentinel when he wakes up and when he goes to bed. It’s what he loves the most.”

In seconds, Helena and Jono appeared behind Shelley, gesturing for Quinn to wrap things up. Their expressions looked worrying.

Afterward, Quinn, Jono and Helena stood in a small conference room getting screamed at by Benjamin Crane in his ugly green suit. “You were supposed to present The Vanguard in a positive light!”

Quinn eyed Helena, who signaled her to reply. “I get you want to protect The Vanguard’s image. But the point of these interviews is to humanize them. As was agreed upon.”

Crane bristled. “Not if you're making Seraph look like a hair-brained idiot unhappy in her relationship.”

She IS unhappy, moron! Quinn caught herself from saying this.

Jono began to speak. “Have you watched Seraph’s other interviews?” Quinn interrupted, knowing he wouldn’t help. “They’re interchangeable! Her faith, her romance, how being a superhero conflicts with her faith,” she said. “Learning what she enjoys about America, her hobbies besides praying, and her relationship issues? Audiences relate to that. If you want a subpar interview, call Rebecca Reyes.”

Crane gasped. Quinn froze, not believing her own words. I’m so getting fired.

Crane glared at Helena, who fought down laughter. Jono sulked uselessly.

“Your team agreed to an intimate and exclusive look at Vanguard,” the Editor-in-Chief stated indifferently. “If that’s no longer the case, we’ll leave. Your choice.”

To no one’s shock, Crane folded like a menu. “I want final approval over your next questions.” He stormed from the room, slamming the door behind him.

“Mind how you talk to guys like that,” Jono said quietly.

Quinn was too hot-blooded to care. “Sorry, not sorry. That was a great interview—”

Helena raised a hand, silencing her. "Some stuff, we'll need to edit out. The rest felt natural and conversational.” She smiled, giving Quinn’s shoulder a squeeze. “Good job, QB.” Even Jono looked grudgingly satisfied.

Quinn smiled, reveling in her superiors' adulation. Before she could bask further, a blaring alarm startled the trio.

“What happened?” Quinn covered her ears from the noise.

Colin burst in, a tangle of long limbs and floppy hair. “Vanguard’s heading to North Dakota!” the videographer announced, breathless. “Underlanders are attacking a national park, I think!”

Helena nodded at Colin and Quinn. “You better go. Shelley can arrange the video drones to record aerial footage.”

Quinn remained rooted to the floor, unsure if they could join Vanguard on a live mission. Then she realized… They said full-access.

Quinn lurched toward the door as if shoved. “Let’s go, Colin!”


Chapter 18

Greyson had his sleeves rolled up and hands outstretched, levitating two boxes off the floor. “Here they come.” With a thought, he reversed the gravity of the boxes—pushing them away from himself.

Greyson felt a stitch of worry in his chest. That didn't stop him.

The two boxes hurtled at the petite Connie Ishibashi several yards away.

The grad student stood her ground with fists clenched, wearing a tank top and sweatpants.

She shattered the first box to splinters with one punch.

Grey hurled another.

Connie folded her arms, unmoving. The box struck her, exploding apart.

Greyson shielded his eyes from the shrapnel. At the first session a few weeks back, Greyson had thought the graduate student possessed super-strength.

In truth, Connie could increase her body density to become rock-hard and immovable.

She stood unharmed and unimpressed. “I’m bored over here, Hirsch!” She spread both arms in challenge. “More!” Connie’s shyness had shed to reveal a competitive firecracker.

Greyson chuckled. “Gotta save some boxes for Kathy.” He gestured at Kathleen Lang. The older social worker leaned on a wall, waiting patiently beside fifteen more wooden boxes.

Connie shook her head, refusing to share. “Grandma can wait.”

Kathleen waved off the jab with a gloved hand. “I’m fine, Greyson,” she allowed. “Let the toddler have her playtime.”

Connie gave Kathleen a swift middle finger without looking away from Greyson. He snorted and hurtled three more boxes in rapid succession.

These ladies had surprised Greyson most, especially Kathleen. Before, the stern-faced older woman intimidated the hell out of him. But Kathleen was one of the sweetest, most graceful women he’d ever met. A mother of two and grandmother of three, Kathleen was born and raised in St. Louis. Kathy had manifested last year, her arms morphing into blades or bludgeoning objects. That level of control came from working with Dr. St. Pierre. Before, keeping her hands solid had taken Kathy's total concentration. Hence why she wore gloves everywhere.

Kathy and Connie had a playful rivalry, the elder an easygoing counter to the latter's youthful cockiness.

Across the room, several black clouds exploding across the warehouse marked Tom teleporting. He’d finally mastered keeping his clothes on. Now, Dr. St. Pierre had him teleporting inside the warehouse with a full camping backpack. It had taken a few tries to teleport with the backpack attached to his back. Like everything else, Tom attacked the task with unshakeable gusto.

Israel, or Big Izzy as he preferred, needed more help with his abilities. He worked alongside Dr. St. Pierre tonight like the last two sessions. The two black men faced a row of five squares, each with a different texture. Birchwood bark, rusted iron, orange plastic, a block of ice, apple juice. Big Izzy’s powers allowed him to take properties of organic or nonorganic matter by touch. That blew Greyson’s mind. Izzy could revert to human form from whatever properties he’d mimicked with no issue.

Now Izzy worked on switching to different properties without reverting to human form. By the constant swearing, he wasn’t having much luck. St. Pierre was at his side, wearing a button-down with a vest and no tie, calm and measured as his patient vented. The therapist never mollycoddled anyone but offered encouragement when needed.

Greyson turned back to Connie. “It’s Kathy’s turn, Connie.” He waved her aside.

She scowled but did as requested.

Greyson thoroughly enjoyed these group sessions. Now he could manipulate the gravity of heavier objects for longer. And Greyson discovered how to alter his own gravity field.

“Holy shit!” Lauren had exclaimed when Greyson revealed this new trick last week. “You're flying?”

“Yup.” He had gloated while floating a few feet off the ground.

Dr. St. Pierre had been correct, as usual, about the benefits of this group sessions. Greyson looked forward to therapy more than the community center.

One drawback to attending Dr. St. Pierre’s solo and group therapy had been the traffic surge, thanks to Excessive Menace's crimewave. They made the local news daily while national news remained Titan obsessed. Hurricane had fought most of them before, and they didn't bother hiding their faces. So, Greyson Googled these C-list rogues with ease.

The leader, ShocKing, aka Jordan Anthony, had electric powers and a shitty codename. Lean and handsome with a short afro, ShocKing had been a Hurricane rival for years. His partner in crime was The Illusionist, aka Wayne Peters, pudgy, pale and red-bearded. Peters could create hardlight illusions of anything he imagined. This usually included Voltron or Transformer-sized robots. Mr. Silk, aka Troy Scott, was a young man with heightened speed, agility, the ability to stick to any surface and shoot venomous webbing from his wrists. Silk, a sadistic little fucker, loved torturing and beating victims to death. Excessive Menace’s final member was its only female. Brickhouse, aka Marlowe Francis, six-feet, one-hundred-eighty pounds of sheer power. Greyson wasn’t sure whether to be scared or aroused by her. Vicious and superstrong, Brickhouse was Excessive Menace’s enforcer, sending cars flying with one punt. The quartet regularly posted YouTube videos bragging about their crimes like degenerate teenagers. Their rallying cry was simple:

“Who are we?” ShocKing asked at the end of each video.

“Excessive Menace!” Mr. Silk and The Illusionist shouted.

“What do we do?”

“Beat up and break your heroes!” Brickhouse sneered. Unsurprisingly, the Twitter hashtag they’d started, #BeatUpandBreakYourHeroes, had caught on.

Excessive Menace’ path of destruction these last few weeks had been disturbing. So far Hurricane had only checked their violence but not stopped them. Neither could St. Louis PD.

Greyson frowned, wondering how far Excessive Menace would take their anarchy. He idly shoved boxes in Kathleen’s direction as she sliced through them with blade arms.

The Hurricane was overwhelmed. But who would help before Excessive Menace’ body count rose too high?

“Alright!” Dr. St. Pierre’s bellow jolted Greyson from his musings. The therapist stood in the center of the warehouse gesturing everyone forward.

Greyson was approaching when Kathleen caught his arm. “Everything okay, young man?” she asked with concern. “You zoned out on me the last few minutes.”

Greyson smiled. “Nothing. Just saw some craziness on the news.”

“Everyone’s making great progress,” St. Pierre commended once everyone had gathered. “I’m proud of how hard you’re pushing yourselves.”

“Wish it showed more,” Big Izzy complained, hands on his hips.

St. Pierre studied him thoughtfully. “You’ll get there, Israel. Keep doing the work and being consistent.”

He turned to everyone else. “I do have a bone to pick with one of you.” He turned to Greyson, much to the latter’s surprise.

“What did I do?"

“Greyson,” the therapist folded his arms imperiously. “You’ve come so far with your gravity powers. But you're putting zero effort into your other abilities.” That indictment drew everyone's undivided attention.

Greyson reddened and played dumb. “What do you mean?”

Dr. St. Pierre scoffed. “Your glowing ability.”

That drew shocked gasps from Kathleen and Connie.

Goddammit. Dr. St. Pierre was all about holding patients’ feet to the fire whenever they slacked off.

“Hold up.” Big Izzy raised a hand as if stopping traffic. “You can glow in the dark?”

Greyson sighed, knowing he couldn’t escape this. “I’ve tried. Many times. It hasn’t worked. And I haven’t had an outburst in weeks—”

“Bullshit.” Dr. St. Pierre got in Greyson’s face. “You’re hiding. No wonder you can’t control that part of yourself. Why?”

Greyson tensed in budding anger. “I’m not hiding—”

“Prove it,” Dr. St. Pierre challenged, stepping backwards with arms spread. “Glow.”

Greyson bucked his teeth, hands clenching. He focused internally like he’d been doing for weeks on this power within.

“C’mon, Hirsch.” Connie clapped feverishly. Her bright smile underscored how pretty she was. “You can do it.”

“You got this, my man,” Big Izzy chimed in.

Tom could have been a professional cheerleader with his enthusiasm for others’ progress. “Get there, Greyson. GET THERE!” He fist-pumped like crazy.

The cheerleading made no difference. Greyson felt the raw force of his gravity powers swirling inside. He could tap into that with ease. But a glance at his body revealed not even a twinkle. He threw his head back and stopped. “I told you, I can’t,” he explained. “I can only hold the energy in when I feel it coming.”

“When do you feel it?” Dr. St. Pierre asked.

Greyson glanced at the others warily. He’d never spoken about his family issues in group therapy. “I’d rather not…go there,” he stammered.

Dr. St. Pierre looked unmoved. “Because you’re hiding. When do you start glowing?”

Greyson squeezed his eyes shut. He wasn’t getting out of this. “When…When I have a confrontation with my dad.”

The therapist’s face softened. After motioning the other patients to stand back, he advanced until he and Greyson stood nearly nose to nose. “Remember the last time you two spoke,” he whispered. “How small and worthless your father made you feel. How you longed for things to change.” Each statement carried a poisoned edge.

Greyson remembered. Dad’s face the day he started hating him. Constant insults about how disappointing he was. Greyson’s endless attempts to win Dad’s affection. Jealousy at seeing Dad dote on Sara, but never him. Greyson remembered every insult, every time his heart broke. Countless memories crawled from dark crevices in his mind. The pain swelled so much, it crushed against his chest. Soon, Greyson was shimmering.

The other patients marveled. “Dude !!” Connie exclaimed.

Panicked at their reactions, Greyson started dimming. He couldn’t erupt and hurt them…

“NO!” Dr. St. Pierre shook his head. “Don’t hide. Stay. Present.”

Greyson hesitated. Pull back. Run away, instinct demanded. Instead, he focused on St. Pierre’s voice and unclenched. Bright yellow radiance bathed his therapist and fellow patients. Greyson stood in the eye of these excruciating memories. He had to release soon…or else.

Dr. St. Pierre backpedaled. “Let the rage build. Every time he disregarded you. Every time he made you feel powerless.” He raised his hands. “Can you welcome those memories and emotions?”

Greyson dove into recollections of Dad’s hatred and neglect, into long-buried guilt held since childhood. It had been his fault Dad got sick. Everything is my fault. Tears leaked down his cheeks. Heat boiled in his gut. He felt his feet grow light, rising off the ground. Looking around showed debris from tonight’s workouts starting to float. No! Ignoring his fears, he didn’t withdraw, and he burned brighter.

“God!” he cried. “I feel…on fire.”

“You can hold back your gravity powers,” Dr. St. Pierre stated as the radiance brightened, standing tall and firm. “Don’t mind that. Focus on the pressure in your chest and the glow.”

Greyson was scared. The pressure inside demanded release. And if he surrendered… “I…don’t want to hurt…anyone,” he wept.

Dr. St. Pierre's smile warmed. His eyes looked shinier than usual. “You won’t. Trust me.”

Greyson trusted him, touching the bubbling gravity well within and choosing to draw back. He’d never known that choice before. At the same time, he let the radiance magnify. His feet touched the ground, as did any floating debris. “Feel that energy within?” St. Pierre continued, calm and hypnotic. “Crackling across your skin? Rushing through your veins? Igniting every nerve ending? Reach deeper and claim that power. It’s yours.”

Greyson’s flesh burned with increasing pain. He embraced the agony like a friend.

Energy sizzled up his legs like lightning. Greyson’s body blazed brighter. Everyone else in the warehouse had to shield their eyes.

Greyson lurched forward. “HOLY MENORAH!”

Power flooded him from head to heel. The kind of power that leveled buildings. A burning sensation tickled his spine. Intoxicating.

“That’s some neon flashlight shit!” Big Izzy exclaimed.

Dr. St. Pierre pointed to his left. “See that box there?”

Greyson followed the therapist’s gaze. Sitting yards away was a box he’d levitated for Kathleen and Connie bathed in Greyson’s glow.

“Point at it,” St. Pierre commanded. “All your hatred. All your fears. All your rage. All your power. Unleash everything on that target!”

Greyson aimed both hands at the lone wooden box. The energy within swelled, burned, begged for release. Greyson screamed as the burn overtook him and unleashed all that power. Thick, golden beams ripped from Greyson’s hands, scorching a track across the warehouse floor—blowing the box to ash. The force sent him skidding backward.

He lay on his back gasping for breath, baffled by what just happened. The burning sensation was subsiding. Greyson sat up and gawked at his handiwork, frightened…and exhilarated.

“Sweet tap-dancing Christ. That felt weird!” he blurted out.

“Jesus, Greyson!” Kathleen said from behind, her voice wavering with emotion. St. Pierre crouched beside him. Greyson turned away from the destroyed wooden box and saw his therapist also crying. The tears were joyful. “How else do you feel?” he asked.

Greyson turned back to the smoldering box shards and answered unthinkingly. “Relieved. So…relieved.”

St. Pierre offered his hand. When Greyson took it, the therapist pulled him upright. As soon he was standing, Connie rushed forward with a fierce hug around Greyson's waist.

Big Izzy approached next. Then Kathleen. Tom bearhugged everyone. Greyson half-laughed and half-cried as his fellow patients offered their compliments.

He locked eyes with Dr. St. Pierre looking proud and overjoyed in ways Dad never had. Greyson was okay with that. Nodding a silent Thank you, Greyson sank into his fellow patients’ affection.

“You’re really warm,” came Connie’s muffled comment within the group hug.

“No kidding,” Tom added, making everyone laugh. And Greyson held his friends closer.

Much later, he returned home. Lauren was fast asleep, beautifully swaddled in bedsheets and her favorite penguin-covered pajamas.

Greyson didn’t want to disturb her, but he couldn’t wait to share tonight’s breakthrough.

After a few gentle shakes, Lauren stirred and opened her eyes. “You’re back,” she murmured, scratching her disheveled head and sitting up. “Was wondering—”

Greyson kissed her mouth with feverish hunger. Lauren stiffened in surprise at first, but soon sank into him. When they broke apart for air, she was flustered and blinking. “What was that for?”

Greyson gazed at her in the dark, feeling so free. All thanks to her. “For everything and more,” Greyson gushed, not caring how cheesy he sounded. It was cheesy, from Lauren’s amused reaction. “I love you.”

His girlfriend melted. “I love you too, Grey,” Lauren replied, voice rough. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him again, drawing him down with her.

Soon, they were naked and entwined, writhing in passionate rhythm.

When Lauren cried out his name, Greyson’s heart soared higher.


Chapter 19

“The Underlanders were a minor threat in the UK. Then the Champions drove them out,” Robbie Rocket explained with a lazy smile. His Canadian accent was thick. “Now they’re stateside.”

Quinn smiled while sitting across from the superhero in the V-Jet’s rear passenger cabin. Other Vanguard members moved about with business as usual calm. But the undercurrent of urgency beneath everyone’s actions was palpable. Sentinel was in the next compartment discussing strategy with Vulcan, Seraph and Wyldcat. Dynamo stood in the cockpit with the pilot, tracking the Underlanders’ movements. Alexis Refel, aka Morningstar, paced nearby in her skintight gold and white uniform, visibly nervous. This was what Vanguard did. Though today, they were doing it with cameras and without Titan.

Most of the team were pleasant to Quinn and Colin. Wyldcat remained aloof and unhelpful.

Robbie Rocket had volunteered to speak with Quinn once the V-Jet lifted off. He cut a lean figure in his fire-red costume, manspreading on a seat while discussing his Vanguard tenure.

“The best perks about being a superhero?” Quinn went with softballs. Any deep Titan questions could wait after Vanguard handled the Underlanders.

Rocket’s ruddy face lit up. “The women. I mean, I don’t have to do much since joining the Vanguard,” he bragged with a toss of his shaggy ginger hair. “I know that’s not a PC answer, but who cares? We save the world repeatedly. Those perks make the world-ending danger worth it. The merch royalty checks are nice, too.”

Quinn had to laugh. Robbie Rocket was the kind of douche you’d want to get drunk with. Might be my post-mission strategy, she considered. Rocket might spill all kinds of gossip after several drinks.

Sentinel entered the cabin in full utilitarian-style soldier’s uniform. This included his trademark grey helmet with tactical face mask and four red vision lenses covering everything but the mouth.

“Gilford. Refel. We’re getting close,” Sentinel stated like a drill sergeant. He gave Quinn a terse nod. “Ms. Bauer.”

“Sentinel,” she greeted.

Robbie gave her a commiserating eye roll and rose. “Time to kick some ass.”

Alexis looked ashen, resembling a deer in headlights. “One second."

Once Rocket and Sentinel left, Quinn approached Alexis with Colin. She saw this rookie as one of the interview series’ main perspectives. It complemented Sentinel taking the leadership mantle and Wyldcat moving past her grief over Titan.

“How ya feeling?” Quinn asked over the droning jet engines.

Alexis turned. She looked quite different in the gorgeous costume shimmering like gold, teased-up hair cascading down her back. But Alexis’s wide-eyed terror truly humanized her. “I don't want to embarrass myself.”

Quinn’s heart ached for her. “Exactly how I felt stepping into your HQ,” she replied. “You’ll do fine.”

That made Alexis smile. “Thanks, Quinn.” The fear left her as she marched from the cabin.

Later, the V-Jet arrived over rolling green North Dakota plains stretching on forever. One tubular pipeline marred the perfect green landscape, next to a massive hole in the earth and what resembled a giant drilling device. Quinn sat beside Colin at the rear of the jet’s mobile Crisis Center. Sitting with the Vanguard on a live mission felt surreal. Quinn grinned, thinking how Annie Machado would act. Tears and fangirl hysterics, of course. Colin, also geeking out, stayed professional. He had to fly the drones hovering over the pipeline site. Quinn realized the Vanguard must have called ahead to evacuate any workers.

No wonder the entire pipeline looked vacant. Until it didn’t. Quinn popped up. “Are those people on the ground?”

She saw bodies around the hole in the ground. Not fully human bodies with hybrid mole teeth and claws. Several Underlanders wore chainmail armor over pinkish skin. All were motionless yet breathing.

“Whaaattt?” Robbie Rocket exclaimed, leaning closer to a massive screen.

Vulcan stroked his bushy beard and his warhammer. “Another warrior has smitten our foes?”

“Who could’ve done this?” Seraph asked.

Sentinel adjusted his helmet, nonplussed by this development. “We’re about to find out.”

The team left the crisis room for the V-Jet exit. Seraph winked at Quinn before departing.

Minutes later, Quinn watched on the Crisis Room viewscreens as the Vanguard outside circled the gaping hole . Watching the Vanguard fight from afar felt normal. Still, Quinn’s body couldn’t stop buzzing.

Wyldcat, in her barely there and tiger-themed uniform, popped her catlike claws. Angelic wings sprouted from Seraph’s back, spreading radiant warmth. She took to the skies, a glorious sight to behold.

Robbie Rocket exploded off the ground, his legs disappearing in a furnace blast giving off trailing smoke and muted roars. Morningstar glowed in sizzling solar energy.

Sentinel pulled out one of two massive iron boomerangs from his back while aiming a rapid-fire pistol. The supersoldier barked orders with military-like briskness. Quinn heard everything, thanks to body mikes the Vanguard agreed to wear. “Dynamo. Head inside that hole, scout what’s going on. Wyldcat, Vulcan and Morningstar. Flank me.”

As Dynamo hurtled down the hole, Sentinel looked to his airborne teammates. “Robbie, Seraph. Scan the plains, make sure the Underlanders aren't elsewhere—”

The V-Jet began tremoring. Colin and Quinn clung to their seats. A glance at the monitors showed the Vanguard looking equally alarmed. Abruptly, Dynamo rocketed out of the hole. “Team!” the android cried in digitized alarm. “The Underlanders are coming!”

No sooner than the android flew behind his team, a throng of Underlanders spewed from the hole.

At first, Quinn’s breath caught at the ugly near-humans with their long claws and mole-like teeth, flailing and shrieking. Then she saw the Vanguard bracing for impact. This was another day's work for them. Dynamo’s metallic arms twisted and morphed into futuristic looking cannons. Vulcan gripped his warhammer with both hands, ready to swing.

Once Quinn moved past her excitement, she noticed some oddness about the Underlanders’ charge. No formation, ranks completely scattered.

Colin noticed too. “Are the Underlanders running away?”

“Yeah.” Quinn's eyes narrowed, spying terror on each Underlander’s face. “Something attacked them.”

If the Vanguard had discerned the same thing, they made no show. “Dynamo, Seraph and Robbie, go high and hit hard. Wyldcat and Vulcan, just hit them,” Sentinel ordered, centering his stance like a football lineman. He readied his boomerang before bellowing Vanguard’s battle cry. “Vanguard, ADVANCE!”

“Hearing them say that was AMAZING!” Quinn gushed as the team barreled toward their frightened foes. Dynamo’s arm cannons glowed bright crimson. Seraph’s wingspan widened to unleash paralyzing flechettes.

Then a crack of thunder split across the Dakota plains.

Underlanders flew like bowling pins as a purple streak smashed through their ranks. Green energy beams erupted from the hole, cutting down more Underlanders around the Vanguard.

Quinn felt as confused as the superhero team looked.

A sunkissed blonde teen girl rocketed out of the hole on a surfboard of pure white energy. Another girl, slim and bald, crouched behind the surfer on the board and leaped off, brandishing nine-inch claws for fingers. She landed amid the Underlanders still standing, slashing through them viciously. Then another girl flew out with burning green hair, glowing eyes shooting energy beams. Following that was another kid, covered head to heel in a rocky exterior. A smaller boy sheathed in golden cybernetics clung to his back.

The purple blur halted in front of these teens, revealing a biracial boy with a shock of black hair and a cocky grin. Quinn instantly recognized them.

“You gotta be kidding me,” she murmured in shock. “The Extreme Teens?”

The teen superheroes made short work of the remaining Underlanders. And the Vanguard, who were to be highlighted in combat, stood there like chumps.

Osaq‘an’druu, aka Starchylde, floated with her emerald mane churning like a smoke cloud. The supple girl, blessed with flight, superstrength and energy powers, claimed to be an alien. Fans accepted the bizarre façade, knowing Starchylde was a human cosplaying as a fictional alien.

Bethany Sabins, aka Sunrider, rode on an energy forcefield shaped like a surfboard. With her long, loose blonde hair, sunkissed complexion and laid-back persona, Sunrider was a fan-favorite. She’d joined after winning a contest to replace Missy Magnificent on the team.

J.R. McAllister, the mountainous Roadblock, was covered in granite-like stone except for his intense brown eyes. He seemed more tolerable than most.

The short Filipino boy Joven Santos, aka Cyberpunk, wore a gold bodysuit covered in cybernetic cables and dark circuitry. He claimed to be the best hacker alive. Quinn doubted that.

Most Extreme Teens' civilian and superhero personas were open books. But Vendetta’s real name remained unknown, either by choice or OWE’s desire to bolster her femme fatale mystique. She wasn’t on social media, only appearing on teammates’ feeds. Her body was covered in a dark copper sheen that allowed her fingers to stretch into claws. Looking at her dark pupil-less eyes made Quinn shudder.

Font and center stood Luke Shinoda, aka Blur, the Teens’ leader. His spiky hair constantly looked perfectly windblown from running. His purple aerodynamic body suit was covered in endorsement logos. The wiry speedster, of Japanese and Caucasian descent, was the most popular Extreme Teen, thanks to his bad boy charm and K-Pop star girlfriend L.U.N.A.

Quinn grabbed one of Colin’s cameras. “I’m going out there.” She ran for the exit, despite Colin’s panicky protests. Once outside the V-Jet, Quinn zoomed her camera on the confrontation.

“Eesh,” Cyberpunk fretted. “Disabling that power drill came close. But I always deliver.”

Blur whistled. “Who knows what damage the Underlanders could’ve done if the Extreme Teens hadn’t arrived?” He winked at Sentinel. Even with his face mask on, Quinn sensed the supersoldier seething.

Wyldcat scowled at the teens. “We would’ve stopped them, you ill-mannered toddler.”

Safeguard scoffed and folded both arms over her chest. “Not from where I’m standing.”

“You beat us here.” Sentinel waved off their bragging. “Good for you. Are we sure this wasn’t the Underlanders' first wave of attack?”

Sentinel’s words caught in his throat at the sight of someone behind the Extreme Teens. Quinn followed his gaze and gasped. A tall, skinny man with wild dark hair and an impeccable Armani suit emerged beside Blur. Unlike the teen superheroes, he looked Quinn’s age or older. He watched Sentinel with hateful intensity.

“That who I think it is?” Colin asked on the walkie-talkie.

“Yup.” Quinn nodded, flabbergasted. “Johnny Truelove, Extreme Teens’ babysitter.”

“How did I not know this?”

Quinn didn’t bother answering, too focused on the tense summit. The reporter’s research had informed her of Johnny Truelove, another cautionary tale in the superhero community. Once named Kid Patriot, Sentinel’s former sidekick burned bright and fast. Three rehab stints and three relapses later, Sentinel had stripped Truelove of the Kid Patriot title. With no job or prospects, the media conglomerate OWE got him cleaned up and installed as the Extreme Teens’ mentor two years ago. By the way Truelove and Sentinel snarled at each other, time had healed no wounds between them.

Starchylde hovered forward, arms spread. “We mean you no harm, earthlings,” she stated in an ethereal and heavily modulated voice. “We are here to deliver Earth’s citizens from evil.”

“Wow!” Quinn exclaimed quietly. “She said that with a straight face.”

Vulcan seemed as affronted as Quinn was amused. “False alien.” He jabbed at Starchylde with his warhammer. “The Vanguard will not abide by your deceptive guise.”

“Says the loser who thinks he’s the son of Zeus,” scoffed Cyberpunk. “Go back to playing with your sledgehammer, bruh.”

Blur focused his insolence on Sentinel. “How’s life, Dick? Sorry, Kurt.”

Sentinel visibly bristled. The supersoldier made no secret his hatred of corporate-sponsored teams or 9-to-5ers like the Extreme Teens. “That’s Sentinel to you, son,” he replied with cold anger.

The speedster rolled his eyes. “I’m not your son, dude.”

The posturing between superhero teams continued growing nastier. Established veterans versus young upstarts, both eager to prove themselves in a post-Titan world. Sentinel and Blur traded barbs. Roadblock and Vulcan were arguing. Wyldcat and Vendetta literally hissed at each other.

“Can you believe this?” Colin marveled over the walkie-talkie.

Quinn was bouncing on her heels at this footage. “It’s high school with superpowers!”

Now Blur was hitting on Seraph, just to trigger Sentinel. “What’s poppin’, Angel?” The speedster gave her a leering once over. He wiped his goggles to emphasize how hot he found her. Gross. “Why does your heavenly face make me feel so devilish in my pants?”

Seraph recoiled in disgust. Sentinel advanced, seething. “Don’t even look at her.” He turned to Johnny Truelove, who watched the confrontation with silent relish. “Get your boy under control.”

Truelove’s gaunt face twisted. “He’s not my boy,” he spat. “And I don’t take orders from you anymore.”

Blur cackled. “That’s right, Sentinel.” He beat his own chest. “Johnny knows I’m my own man. If you want proof, I can show your fiancée firsthand—”

“Ewww.” Quinn couldn’t believe her ears. This kid was beyond crude. “Isn’t he dating the hottest pop star on the planet?”

“That’s how Blur is with a lot of female celebrities,” Colin replied. “Most find his lewdness charming.”

Sentinel clearly didn’t, charging toward Blur to teach him some manners. “You little—” The speedster was within arm’s reach.

An instant later, Blur sped several feet away, laughing fiendishly.

Seraph finally stepped in Sentinel’s path. “He’s not worth it, Kurt.” She shot Blur a reproachful look. “Please.”

That reached Sentinel. He relaxed and backed away.

Roadblock held out his thick arms as if in truce. “Just say thanks and we’ll call it a day.”

“We’re leaving.” Wyldcat turned with a defiant toss of her hair and walked to the V-Jet. The rest of the Vanguard followed.

“Walking away again when emotions get involved, Kurt?” Truelove called out, sounding so bitter. “I truly pity your fiancée.”

Sentinel froze. There was momentary silence. Robbie Rocket gave the Extreme Teens an angry look and hovered behind his leader. Vulcan hefted his warhammer, eager to swat these children down.

Truelove set his jaw defiantly, daring Sentinel to respond. Blur looked stunned. He gestured to his team to converge around Truelove, expecting retaliation.

Quinn watched and waited, goosebumps on her skin.

Sentinel turned with a worn but resolute look. “You want the glory. Fine,” he said in harsh tones. “You clean the mess up, and make sure whatever the Underlanders tried here won’t happen again.” With that, the supersoldier marched back to the V-Jet with the rest of the Vanguard. Quinn quickly boarded with them.

Once inside the V-Jet, Sentinel ripped off his helmet and chucked it at a wall. Quinn and Colin scurried over, both their cameras recording.

“9-to-5ers like the goddamn Extreme Teens give superheroes a bad name!” Sentinel roared. “They’re violent, narcissistic and leave too much collateral damage. All they care about are their Instagram likes or how many endorsements they can collect. Or dating K-Pop singers.” Sentinel’s generic good looks were brick-red, veins bulging. It was the most attractive Quinn had ever found him. “9-to-5ers don’t give two shits about what really matters. Protecting lives, stopping criminals and terrorists.” The supersoldier gestured angrily at his teammates, who stood silently. “That is why the Vanguard puts on these costumes.”

Quinn, shaken by the rant, saw an opening about the Sentinel/Truelove rivalry. “You feel Johnny Truelove no longer understands that?”

Sentinel glared at Quinn. For a second, she thought he’d snap at her too. Instead, Sentinel let his shoulders slump. “I did whatever I could to save Johnny from himself.” His voice rose again in anger. “You have to want to get better. Johnny instead sells his soul for what? Managing some overpowered prostitots?”

Wyldcat pointed at the supersoldier with a clawed finger. “What he said.”

“That was some serious Kurt-splaining,” Robbie Rocket murmured to Quinn. The reporter was getting a sense that Rocket didn’t like Sentinel.

Seraph fluttered to her fiancée’s side, holding his broad shoulders like a mother calming a distraught child. “Honey, let’s relax.”

Sentinel shrugged her off with undue force and stormed off toward the cockpit. “Jax, take us home.”

“Guess my big debut will have to wait.” Alexis Refel sighed when she passed Quinn.

“Pretty sure there’ll be a next time,” the reporter said, making the superhero laugh.

Takeoff was delayed due to shrapnel from the Underlander fight. That enraged Sentinel more.

While they waited, Quinn checked in with Colin to make sure the drone footage was useable. The videographer had already began uploading footage to SLOCO Daily’s cloud servers. “You’re the best, Colin,” Quinn gushed. The reporter wandered around the V-Jet, looking for Dynamo. The android was to provide Quinn a detailed breakdown on the Underlander engagement and his thoughts on Titan.

The search took Quinn to a private bedroom near the passenger cabins. The open door revealed Seraph perched beside a window in costume, wings furled inside her back. Something outside the V-Jet held her unwavering attention. She didn’t notice Quinn at the door.

The reporter turned to the window beside her to see what Seraph was watching.

Blur stood alone outside the V-Jet, even though his team had boarded their own jet. He smirked and blew a kiss in Seraph’s direction.

Quinn scoffed at his insolence. She turned to see Seraph bashfully catch the kiss and place that hand over her heart with a sigh.

Quinn blinked rapidly, dumbstruck. Sweet merciful CRAP.

Seraph finally noticed the reporter. Her eyes went saucer-wide. A slack-jawed Quinn stared back, unsure what to do.

“Quinn.”

The robotic voice from behind made Quinn whirled around. “Oh hi!”

Dynamo towered over Quinn, a statuesque mountain of cobalt blue and white armor. "You wanted a detailed analysis of our mission?” he asked, yellow eyes burning on that flat cobalt face.

Quinn turned back to Seraph. She was gone, exiting the bedroom through its door on the other side. The reporter shook her head to gather her thoughts. “Yeah...yes,” she stammered. “Let’s do it.”


Chapter 20

"Flashpoint?” AJ offered, forking another bacon slice. He sat at the dining table, his strapping frame filling out a tank top and boardshorts.

Hugo chewed on the codename while pulling on a grey t-shirt. He and AJ had returned from another grueling workout at the junkyard. “Nice. But sounds kinda villain-ish.” The brothers had been debating potential codenames since returning home. With Simon in Seoul for three weeks visiting family, AJ subbed as Hugo’s trainer/confidante.

“Atlas?”

Hugo frowned, uninterested. “I can name like three heroes who've used that.” He placed a diamond stud in each ear, which he hadn’t worn in ages. These powers were helping him return to his old self one day at a time.

“Powerhouse?” AJ tried, chewing his bacon.

Hugo snorted. “Hell, no.”

“Samoan Superman?”

Hugo side-eyed AJ, unsure if he was serious. “That'll get me sued. We’ll choose a name when Simon gets back.” Hugo loved his little brother, and superhero training had brought them closer. But Simon was irreplaceable. “Anyway, I’ll be home in an hour.”

AJ stiffened in his seat. “You’re supposed to stay home except to train.”

Hugo waved off the warning. “Relax, Angelo. I’ve gotten good at sneaking around metro areas.” He ran his fingers through his long hair, falling past his shoulders now. “Besides, my errand is part of my superhero journey.” Hugo headed out the back door, scanning about. Seeing no eyewitnesses, he supersped to downtown Paso Robles. San Miguel during daytime had too much exposure risk.

During the trek, suburbia flew by in vibrant streaks. Hugo couldn’t believe seven weeks had passed since gaining Titan’s powers. With under two weeks until school started, Hugo could lift a Suburban for ten whole minutes without getting tired. His mile was down to 4.5 seconds, and he could hit 485 mph easy. Hugo’s goal was 775 mph, like Titan. Irritatingly, he still couldn’t fly. Leaping tall buildings in one bound was an okay consolation. Hugo figured another week of training before he was ready to don his near-complete costume and fight crime.

And not a moment too soon. Hugo slowed in a vacant alleyway in mid-town Paso. Maybe it was the newscasts still pouring over Titan’s death, but in his secret trips around town, Hugo noticed overall melancholy. Suicides, drug use, and crime were rising not just in San Miguel. Across America and the world, people had lost hope. "If Titan could die, what's the point" had become a common consensus.

Hugo had grown obsessed with these kinds of stats. Besides, a superhero had to know about the world they faced.

Superheroes and law enforcement were doing their best. Lady Liberty was more active in San Miguel, and Justice Jones had stuck around after Titan’s funeral to help. The Extreme Teens had been more tolerable, their recent superhero missions less for show. Simon still hated them with the fury of a thousand suns. Especially since the Extreme Teens kept posting superhero selfies on social media with obnoxious hashtags like #RemembertheTitan and #WhatWouldTitanDo.

The Vanguard were on a worldwide tour stopping bad guys and kissing babies. This upcoming documentary about their post-Titan direction was coming at the perfect time. But was that enough?

“Who do you think could be the next Titan?” Brie had asked during their two-hour phone talk last night.

“There’ll never be another Titan,” Hugo had declared emphatically.

“Right,” Brie had snort-laughed adorably. “I should never debate Titan lore with you, Bogie.”

Hugo had enjoyed the compliment, especially since he was right. Titan was a once in a lifetime superhero. Like Paragon from the late 1970s. Someone can carry on his mantle of truth and justice, the Samoan thought with a hopeful smile. He’d show Brie and the world soon enough. Hugo would honor the gifts he’d received from the greatest superhero of all time.

Walking outside bathed in delicious warm sunlight reminded Hugo how secluded his summer had been. He drank in the San Miguel suburb’s sights, sounds and smells, learning its ebbs and flows. A superhero should know their patron city intimately. Despite Paso Robles’s recent growth, Hugo appreciated the small-town vibe from Old Town's pocket of small businesses. It was reminiscent of pre-earthquake San Luis Obispo. The colors around here popped in ways he could’ve never imagined before gaining Titan’s powers.

After a few minutes, he found his destination, like Simon had said. Lyon’s Mane’s exterior walls sported a cornucopia of dark pinks and baby blues, colors begging for new paint. Hugo nearly gagged on the hairspray and product fumes flooding his nostrils. But what he needed was inside, so the Samoan suffered the stench and entered.

Lyon’s Mane looked larger inside, with barely any clients this early. Two hairstylists worked on clients, a remix of some Adele song crooning in the background.

One hairstylist was being shadowed while working on his customer. That shadow was Hugo’s age, Japanese and pretty with a pear-shaped dancer’s figure. One side of her hair was intricately braided, the rest spilling over her left shoulder in glossy violet swaths. Her sleeveless green and black plaid dress sported a low collar. She also wore white feather earrings and a nose ring.

It had been months since they’d spoken, and Hugo never replied to her text after Titan died. He steeled away his fears over her reaction upon recognizing him and approached. “Grace Misawa?”

The Japanese girl turned, no taller than Hugo’s chest. “The one and only.” She pursed her black lips, studying Hugo with curious eyes. “Can I help—?” Grace cocked her head sideways, squinted, then backpedaled as if electrocuted. “Jumping Jay-hovah! Hugo?”

Hugo recoiled at her swift recognition. “The one and only.” He tensed for an explosion of anger.

“Excuse me while I scrape my jaw off the ground!” Grace lunged forward and hugged him.

Hugo sighed in relief, returning her embrace. “You grew out your hair.”

“You grew out your whole body!” Grace craned her neck back to inspect him. “Who did this to you?” she demanded as they drew apart.

Hugo laughed. “Gym membership plus second puberty perhaps.”

Grace raised her brow, hands on hips. “Puberty isn’t like breakfasts are for hobbits, friend. You get one and you’re done.”

Hugo guffawed, drawing stares. Conversing with Grace Misawa frequently involved fun wordplay, which Hugo loved. She always had a million plates spinning; street dancing, designing her own clothes, and more. Hugo understood Simon’s huge crush on her. Grace had personality for weeks, the coolest girl you’ll ever meet. Someone he regretted pushing away last year.

“Simon said you’re interning here for your hairstyling certification?” Hugo remarked. “New side gig?”

Grace nodded. “Speaking of Simon. When he gets back from Seoul, you, me, him and Wale need to celebrate being sophomores. Hit some clubs as a foursome.” She caught Hugo’s sophomoric smirk at the word foursome. “Not sexually,” the girl added, killing any potential euphemisms.

“Why not?” Hugo protested, arms spread in mock displeasure. “I thought you were cool, Grace!”

Grace snatched a nearby Starbucks cup. “This cup’s full of hot tea,” she stated with barbed sweetness. “Wanna wear it?”

Hugo laughed off the playful threat. “Hard pass.” Hearing former friend Wale’s name soured his mood. “Not sure about Wale. He’s not the forgiving type.”

Grace sipped her tea and frowned. “He’d come around if you hadn’t ghosted everyone.” She prodded Hugo’s chest. “Including me.”

Hugo’s gaze fell. He’d dreaded this conversation, and the gut punch of emotions. Desperate to bury his grief, Hugo had taken on too much six weeks after Dad’s death. Specifically, he’d let down his former dance crew. Confronting some asshole from a rival crew at a competition for tripping him, decking the douche ignited a brawl. Starting fights was a dance battle no-no and had gotten his crew disqualified. Seeing his friends’ anger as rejection, Hugo had avoided them the rest of ninth grade. Now that selfish choice caused a painful wave of regret.

“I…” Hugo met Grace’s stare. “Thought you wouldn’t talk to me again.”

Grace scoffed. “Over the dance competition fight? I don’t live and die by that shit like Wale.” She sighed, and her shoulders slumped. “Yeah, I was mad we got DQ’d. But I moved on. You’d lost your dad. Everyone wanted to be there for you. Until you went AWOL.”

Grace didn’t hold grudges. But she deserved an apology. “I’m sorry,” Hugo said. “Won’t happen again. Bygones?”

Grace grinned. “Bygones.” She held her arms out. “Gimme some Samoan sugar.”

Hugo returned her hug, shaking with laughs. “Samoan sugar sounded dirty,” he said as they untangled.

Grace snorted. “Unplanned but it sticks.”

“OHHH.” Hugo guffawed at the continued double entendre. “Sure about that?”

“Aaaand scene,” Grace concluded with a hand chop. “So, what brings you here, besides your favorite hairdresser in training?”

“Well…” Hugo never expected to say these words. “I need a haircut.”

“Huh.” Grace ran affectionate fingers through his long wavy mane. “And harm these luscious locks?”

“New haircut for a new me.” And more practical for a costume. But Grace didn’t need to know that. “Can you help ya boy out?”

Grace’s expression soured. “I know you’re a hardcore Titan-iac. But if you request the Titan cut with the bleached color, I’ll fight you!”

Hugo recoiled from her wrath. That explained the bizarre Titan cosplayers he’d seen around town. “Nope. Just shorter and not goofy.”

Grace relaxed and guided him to a client chair. “G-Mama knows exactly what you need.”

Half an hour later, Hugo walked out of Lyon’s Mane with a short spiky coif, bedhead tousled with minimal product. Grace did great work obviously. At first, Hugo had felt awkward staring into Grace’s mirror. He’d had long hair since fifth grade.

“It takes some adjusting,” she'd assured. “But you’ll love it.”

“Already do,” Hugo had gushed after a few more minutes of looking. Glad as he was for the haircut and reconnecting with Grace, Hugo was happy to leave that salon. The fumes made him nauseous.

Strolling down the streets, he got lingering glances from some women. Grown women.

"Huh." Hugo smirked and began strutting, feeling himself, approaching the nearby Beach Bum Burger for lunch. He smelled the mouthwatering aroma from three blocks away. A server stood outside, a slim Chinese girl in a red 3B shirt and baseball hat, on a cigarette break.

Then familiar voices across the street turned Hugo around. Several athletic girls in Paso High softball gear scurried to an intersection, clucking like an excited bird flock. Hugo recognized one of them instantly.

Jordana Buchanan, Briseis’s BFF. Hugo stopped and stared, as if never seeing her before.

Compared to Brie, Jordana was modestly attractive. Then again, Brie was a goddess.

Away from Brie was another story. On a scale of 1 to Rihanna, Jordana looked next level sexy. Well…once Hugo’s gaze moved past her pendulous cleavage. Today the half-Dominican/half-black teen looked jaw-dropping; her mocha brown complexion, long wavy locks styled in a half up-down hairdo, her JLo-like hips sashaying with her fierce gait. Too bad Jordana gets all sour-faced whenever she sees me, Hugo sulked.

Jordana’s hatred for him surprisingly wasn’t Brie-related. Back in eighth grade, Jordana had been that girl who developed earlier and more bountifully than other girls. Fourteen-year-old boys had reacted as maturely as expected when confronted with large boobs. And her nickname “Jody Big Cans” had been born. That same year Hugo had been pointing a friend toward a counselor’s office. “Make a left around that corner behind Jody Big Cans,” he’d said carelessly, right as Jordana turned in his direction. Many bystanders had heard and howled, embarrassing her. The nickname stuck throughout eighth grade and part of ninth. Jordana had loathed Hugo ever since, despite numerous apologies.

As long as Brie likes me. He shrugged and headed for Beach Bum Burger as the softball girls reached the nearest crosswalk.

“LOOK OUT!” The scream rang clearly as if directly in Hugo’s ear. He whipped around.

Several softball girls at the curb watched in horror at Jordana stepped onto the crosswalk. Hugo was confused...until he saw the ginormous Escalade blowing a red light toward her.

Hugo’s heart stopped. In a flash, he pictured the grief of Jordana’s family losing a loved one. And Brie…losing her best friend. His body clenched in familiar anguish.

Not her! Not bothering with a safety check, Hugo hurtled forward. He moved faster than ever, fueled by panic. The world around Hugo became blurry streaks except for Jordana, frozen and half-turned toward the car about to mow her down. She didn’t see him, neither did her dumbstruck friends.

Hugo zoomed between Jordana and the Escalade first, throwing a shoulder into the SUV’s grill to stop it. For a fraction of a second, he nearly grabbed Jordana and stopped to shield her. Which made sense if I was in costume. Not in civilian clothes. Hugo glanced at Jordana’s unmoving friends, understanding what to do. Swiftly looping around the softball posse, he gently nudged through them from behind. Hugo reached out, grabbed Jordana by the waist and decelerated.

Everything accelerated again. Hugo threw himself backward, cradling a shrieking Jordana who weighed nothing. Hugo held her tight enough as she flailed about, all too aware of Jordana’s very breakable body. Suddenly, several things happened at once. The Escalade smacked into a seemingly invisible pole, screeching to a stop. Smoke poured from its crumpled grill and wheels. The steering wheel airbag deployed, knocking the idiot driver out.

Jordana’s friends squealed and staggered around after Hugo had shoved them aside rougher than planned. Several bystanders shouted in dismay.

Hugo ignored them and rose, holding a terrified Jordana. “You’re okay,” he whispered. “I got you.”

Jordana shoved him away as soon as he released her, rightly freaked out. “OMIGOD! I almost died for real!” Her wild eyes bounced from Hugo to her anxious friends to the crashed car in the intersection. The more she freaked out, the more her Bronx accent emerged. “I nearly…oh my GAWD.” She gawked at the Escalade, stumbling backward. “That car…dios MIOS.”

Hugo spun Jordana around. God, she felt so little and juicy in his hands.

“Hey.” He brushed disheveled curls from her face, searching for injuries. Jordana appeared unharmed. And so damn pretty. Heartbeat and breathing sounded steady. “Are you hurt?”

That cut through Jordana’s fear. She gazed up at Hugo as if seeing an angel. “I’m fine. I…oh my GOD.” She shook her head in bafflement. “Where’d you come from?”

He froze. Jordana and her softball teammates were eyeing him. On the positive side, she didn’t recognize Hugo nor see his superspeed. Still, he had to answer her or risk exposure. Hugo glanced at the growing group of bystanders and did some quick thinking. “I was behind you girls when that car blew the red light.” He stroked Jordana’s cheek tenderly. “Glad this gorgeous face wasn’t hurt.”

That made her smile. And blush. “Me too,” Jordana murmured.

Hugo felt buoyant with pride. My first superhero save. As Jordana’s friends fussed over her, Hugo glanced skyward. No sign of watcher drones in the area. Scanning the intersection revealed most bystanders focused on the kids at the curb. Others helped the limp driver from his car. No eyewitnesses, heartening Hugo more.

One bystander across the street caught his eye.

The Chinese girl near Beach Bum Burger—gaping at Hugo slack-jawed.

He stopped smiling and hoped she’d look away. The Chinese girl’s gaze beneath her cap remained on Hugo, a gaze that clearly saw the impossible.

Hugo’s heart stuttered and skipped. She saw me run. He backpedaled, nearly bowling over the growing crowd around them. “Always look both ways.” Hugo pointed at Jordana, barely keeping the dread out of his voice. “Get her examined by a doctor.” He spun and powerwalked away as fast as possible at normal speed.

“Wait!” Jordana called after him. “Who are you?!”

Hugo didn’t look back, still feeling that Chinese girl’s eyes on his back.


Chapter 21

“Congratulations on a successful mission!” Vulcan’s booming voice met roaring applause from Morningstar’s teammates.

Vanguard was returning from Philadelphia on the V-Jet, fresh off defeating Infernal the Living Flame. This long-time Vanguard foe, a sentient force of thermonuclear energy, was Morningstar’s first mission.

Quinn knew by the Vanguard’s reactions that Alexis's performance had been exceptional. She'd watched Dynamo fly Morningstar around Infernal's eighty-foot form to douse him in modified light rays. This countered Infernal's intense heat enough to be contained by the authorities. Quinn marveled watching them and her. Morningstar was made for this. Afterwards, Vanguard stayed for hours assisting cleanup, professionals to the end.

Morningstar in her golden uniform was humbled to tears by her teammates’ approval. Sentinel and Dynamo shook her hand. Robbie Rocket kissed either cheek. “French-Canadian greeting,” he assured her. Both Seraph and Wyldcat embraced her. Vulcan bearhugged Morningstar with such enthusiasm, Quinn heard the woman’s ribs creak.

Afterward, Quinn approached as Colin recorded. “Morningstar,” she said, “you shone on your first mission, pun intended. How are you feeling?”

Alexis clapped a hand over her delighted mouth, tears streaming. “Like a billion dollars.” She shook her head, as if not believing where she was. “After today.” She wiped away her tears daintily. “I know this is what I'm meant for.”

Her infectious passion made Quinn smile. “Keep up the great work.” She shook the rookie’s hand.

The mission capped off another week of Quinn's interview series. Watching Vanguard's daily lives, training, public appearances and charity events. Some of Quinn’s favorite moments came in their Crisis Room meetings. The Vanguard sat around the legendary V table, reviewing potential threats as giant monitors scrolled news and maps. With that, they decided which threats needed their attention or could be handled by that region’s local heroes. Quinn sometimes had to slap herself, realizing she was covering the motherfreaking Vanguard!!

With government permission, she posted daily photos on SLOCO Daily’s social media to build interest for the interview series. The fan response, growing more rabid and intense each day, truly staggered Quinn.

She also realized how wrong she’d been about Robbie Rocket.

At first, he came off douchey but entertaining. Four interviews later, Quinn wondered how Rocket’s face hadn’t become a fist magnet.

The Canadian hero used one interview as a grievance session over Sentinel or, as Rocket called him, Captain Kurt, riding him about fitness. “Because I’m not a gym rat, Sentinel thinks I have a beer belly.” Robbie pointed to his torso in a tight shirt, strapping but leaning on the doughy side. “This, sweetie, ain’t no beer belly. It’s a fuel tank for a Canadian kickass machine.”

“Of course!” Quinn had snarked, holding back laughter.

During another interview, Quinn used the Vanguard’s Facebook page for a video Q&A with fans. Rocket sat beside her, manspreading in his red costume of course. Initially, he answered questions with smirking humor, like using the restroom while in costume or his toughest foe. Harmless douchiness.

One fan asked which teammate Rocket considered the hottest.

“I’ll tell you which teammate I’ve screwed,” Rocket offered eagerly.

Quinn’s eyes bulged. “We shouldn’t—”

“Wyldcat,” Rocket announced before she could stop him. He whistled in amazement. “All her name implies and more. When she’s lonely and I’m horny, Danielle comes to my room and we make magic.”

Despite her disgust, Quinn wasn’t surprised. This explained the vitriol Wyldcat and Robbie hurled at each other during her stay. Toxic foreplay. Now Rocket confirmed her suspicions.

On one vein, Quinn found Robbie Rocket douche-tastic. On another, he was great for gossip. But dragging the Vanguard into tabloid-level fodder wasn’t this series’ intent. After taking a few more Titan-related questions, Quinn ended the Q&A early.

“I’m so sorry,” she immediately told Helena and Benjamin Crane. “I tried steering him away.”

Crane was surprisingly understanding. “We’ve had issues with Robbie’s mouth before,” the government official stated archly. “Just don’t use his crudeness about Wyldcat.”

“Done,” both Quinn and Helena answered.

Vulcan was the opposite of Rocket, respectful and detached from modern culture. That evoked cute responses to Quinn’s questions. But the hulking warrior was just weird. Always holding that intricately crafted warhammer, like a child would a favorite toy. And certain answers, which started off normal, made Quinn’s head spin.

“I was a builder before joining the Vanguard,” he stated while giving Quinn a tour of his metal workshop. This vast space within one of the compound’s hangars included weapons from too many cultures to count. Vulcan smiled, pointing to some of his favorites. “You’ll see my work in the V-Jet’s weaponry and shielding. Even in Dynamo’s armament.”

“What from your past sparked your interest in this?” Quinn asked, hoping to peel back Vulcan’s layers.

The large man looked down at Quinn with thoughtful eyes, dwarfing her by over a foot. “My father. He taught me to play at my strengths.”

“Your father?”

Vulcan nodded, running a hand through his curly black locks. “Zeus,” he stated matter-of-factly. “Skyfather and King of the gods.”

Quinn stared. Good lord. She had prepared for Vulcan deeming himself the living reincarnation of Hephaestus. There had been rumors when Vulcan joined the Vanguard in 2012, after a mysterious incident turned the sky blood red. Many had claimed this to be a thwarted invasion by Vulcan’s brother Ares, the God of War. Yeah, right. No records of that war existed aside from conspiracy sites and Greek mythology cults. Quinn decided to play along. “Would you say that Lord Zeus is proud of your accomplishments?”

Vulcan’s features darkened. “My father and I have strained relations.”

Quinn sensed him walling up and took another avenue. “Is your wife, Venus, proud?”

Vulcan bristled. “I care little what that brazen trollop thinks.”

“Right,” Quinn answered snidely.

An hour later, Quinn left the workshop with a migraine. “Brain hurts,” she groaned to an equally flummoxed Colin. “That'll do for today.”

Wyldcat had been uninterested and uncooperative with being interviewed. But someone must’ve reprimanded her because she finally sought Quinn out. The half-Indian, half-English hero wore civilian clothes, dark hair flowing silkily down her shoulders. And Wyldcat wore the daylights out of her clothes. Quinn needed her off-the-shoulder top in all the colors. And the reporter was desperate for her strappy wedge heels and those retro bellbottom pants, despite lacking the height to pull the look off. “Let’s do this so Crane stops nagging me,” she snapped in a posh London accent. “Don’t expect waterworks.”

Wyldcat spoke highly of each teammate, declaring Vanguard the best superhero team. She called the Extreme Teens “overpowered, undereducated prostitots”. Wyldcat labeled the Champions the Not-So-Royals Family, and was confused by Texas-based Southern Justice. “Why is Southern Justice?” she asked dismissively.

Wyldcat even casually trashed the UN-sponsored G7, deeming them “bootleg Vanguard wannabes”. The refreshing candor made the hero more magnetic. Quinn couldn’t take her eyes off Wyldcat. She didn’t want to.

Wyldcat softened when speaking about Titan. “A wonderful man with a huge capacity for empathy…and selflessness. But we could never make it work, despite how many times we tried.” Wyldcat nearly broke down during the segment. “Loving Titan was like loving the sun. You have to share him with the world, which ultimately doesn't work.” She frosted over, refusing to let her grief win. Quinn respected that level of self-control.

“I hear Robbie Rocket says we shagged on occasion?” Wyldcat inquired unprompted.

Quinn nearly choked. “Robbie claimed many things,” she deflected, secretly longing for a scathing detraction.

Wyldcat shrugged, looking bored. “I’ve indulged him sometimes whenever single and sloshed. He’s passable in the sack.”

That got low class real quick, Quinn mused, wide-eyed.

“Know what that wanker belts out when he climaxes?” Wyldcat mimicked a bitter beer face. “ICONIC!” Quinn and Colin both burst out laughing, as did anyone in earshot. That was even better than Wyldcat denying Robbie Rocket’s claims.

“I think we can keep in Robbie’s earlier assertion,” Benjamin Crane stated later. Clearly, he had no love for the Canadian.

Seraph had remained pleasant toward Quinn since the Extreme Teens encounter two weeks ago. She acted like the reporter hadn’t seen her crushing on teen superhero Blur, who was six years her junior. Quinn had no interest in revisiting the issue. But Seraph made certain to never be alone around her, accompanied now by Vanguard personnel or another teammate.

So, Quinn wasn’t surprised by Sentinel’s “surprise” appearance during Seraph’s second interview. They were in costume, literally and figuratively, playing the perfect power couple. Sentinel sans mask did most of the talking, a sculpture of physical perfection. Seraph sat next to her fiancée and got to speak sometimes. She'd finished some of Sentinel’s sentences, filled in blanks on their first dates when his answers left Quinn wanting. Seraph even offered encouraging smiles to reassure him when discussing Titan.

“He was younger than me by a few years but taught me so much,” Sentinel said with a heavy heart during one part of the interview. “As much from the charity he did away from the camera as when he was saving lives.”

Sentinel also addressed certain strains in their relationship. “I’ll admit. Being a hero is who I am. And at times…” He looked to Seraph, momentarily lost in her adoring gaze. “I’ve fumbled the ball because I’m running across the field full speed. But here’s what I learned from Titan. Don’t squander time if you found the one.” Quinn got the message loud and clear. Seraph and Sentinel, despite their struggles, were a team. No wonder the Bible Belt loved them.

Afterward, Sentinel pulled Quinn aside. He was tall but not building-sized like Vulcan or Dynamo. Regardless, Kurt Weston with his square-jawed can-do confidence dominated any interaction.

“Gotta admit, Bauer,” Sentinel said with military-style bluntness. “I wasn’t a fan of some reporter shadowing us. It felt so…low-class reality TV.”

Quinn blinked and frowned. “Okay.”

“But…” Sentinel smiled. “You proved me wrong. The team’s enjoying this. And Kaylie likes you.”

“Kaylie?” Quinn stared back in confusion. “Mikaela—Seraph. Right!” Hearing that saddened her, given how she’d bonded with Seraph earlier on. But this was an assignment. Quinn felt foolish expecting to befriend any Vanguard members. “Kaylie’s so sweet and passionate.”

“And unhappy.” Sentinel stopped smiling. “I watched her first interview.”

Quinn’s stomach twisted into pretzel knots. “I tried keeping things positive.”

Sentinel waved off the explanation. “I’m glad she was honest. I’m so busy as team quarterback, screening for the next blitz, I forgot to pass the ball to my closest teammate!” Sentinel’s smile returned. “Thanks for helping me see that, Bauer.”

Being a Patriots fan, Quinn understood football lingo. “Anytime, Sentinel,” she replied brightly. A glance over Sentinel’s shoulder, Quinn saw Seraph hovering nearby in evident panic. “You look great together.”

“Kurt, please,” Sentinel insisted, shaking her hand so firmly the reporter thought her fingers were sprained afterward.

Later that night Quinn received an anonymous email tip on Titan’s death. This source knew things that validated their credibility. Having seen Quinn on her Facebook Q&A, they would only speak in person. Which meant returning to San Miguel.

“Go. You’ve got tons of interview footage already,” Helena told her. She was muted on a conference call with SLOCO Daily Editorial leads while drafting her weekly website Op-ed. Helena’s multi-tasking continuously amazed Quinn. “Plus, the Vanguard is visiting some Las Vegas children’s hospital tomorrow, then handing out meals at a San Francisco homeless shelter. Hardly boner-inducing coverage.” The Editor-In-Chief rolled her eyes. “Take two days and start working with the editors on footage voiceover. Jono can cover while you’re away.”

Quinn disliked Jono being anywhere near her assignment. Besides criticisms, he did little save sulk at Quinn like she’d stomped on his kitten. It also bothered her how chummy Jono and Robbie Rocket had become during this assignment. “Is he cool with that?” Quinn inquired.

Helena gave her a look. “I’ll make him cool with it.” That was the only assurance Quinn needed.

She scheduled a late morning coffee with her source, who insisted on meeting in the suburb Atascadero. Odd, but Quinn agreed.

Next morning, Quinn returned to San Miguel via private jet. She could get used to that. After landing, Quinn grabbed a too-short breakfast at Annie Machado’s condo in Old Town San Miguel. Other than constant texting and three phone calls, Quinn had gone too long without seeing her “person.”

The giggle/love fest commenced as soon as she arrived, with Annie unloading rapid-fire questions about the Vanguard. When Quinn discussed meeting Sentinel, her friend made a stinkface. “I mean, Sentinel’s not unattractive. His face doesn’t look like a nipple.” Annie gave a meh shrug. “But he’s too one-note fuck-yeah America for my tastes.”

“Sentinel does have a framed copy of the Constitution in his living room,” Quinn admitted, swallowing another spoonful of oatmeal.

Annie grinned. “Robbie Rocket, however…”

Quinn nearly choked on her food. And her disgust. “I’m eating!”

“Rocket’s on my freebie list,” Annie confessed shamelessly. “If I saw him at the club, my body would go ‘Danger, Will Robinson.’” Her gaze turned hungry. “Then ‘Come hither, Will Robinson!’”

 “Until he starts talking and your brain gets angry,” Quinn snarked. Regrettably, she had to leave for her meeting after an hour, which was never enough time with Annie.

“Miss you, Quinnie! Let's play soon!” her beautiful friend demanded as they hugged farewell. “I want more dirt before you become famous.”

Later, Quinn drove to the out-of-the-way cafe No Borders. The source said they’d be outside wearing a blue scarf. Quinn looked around, seeing a few folks milling outside. No blue scarves.

“Ms. Bauer?”

A voice from behind nearly startled Quinn out of her skin. She turned, adjusting her glasses to see a woman in her late forties exiting the café with shoots of white in her curly brown hair. Her attire was frumpy, her gaunt face lined and freckled. A face Quinn recognized from the news.

Veronica Carson, Lord Borealis's wife. “Are you frigging kidding?” Quinn murmured. Immediately, she turned around and marched away.

“Ms. Bauer!” Veronica called after her. “Please, help me!”

Quinn quickened her pace. “Don’t contact me again,” she ordered over her shoulder. Quinn felt sick to her stomach falling for this ambush.

Veronica kept pace. “I wasn’t lying about having new information about Titan’s murder!”

“It’s not my job to glamourize your husband’s crime, Ms. Carson.” Quinn kept walking.

“I can’t afford a good lawyer. The mediocre ones won’t take my case,” Veronica pleaded. “I can prove my husband’s innocence!”

That stopped Quinn, along with the attention this crazy woman was drawing. She turned, staring into Veronica’s desperate eyes. “I’m very sorry for what happened to you. But the history between Lord Borealis and Titan—”

“They'd been friends five years.” Desperation aside, Veronica had the common sense to approach and lower her voice around bystanders. “Titan vouched for Carmine’s rehabilitation when nobody else would. They had met for lunch the day before…Titan’s murder.” She stated those last words with great sorrow, as if mourning a loved one. “Carmine was in good spirits afterward. Does that sound like someone who’d murder their friend?”

Quinn shrugged, unmoved. “Like when Lord Borealis magnetically wrapped a girder from the Golden Gate Bridge around Titan and tried drowning him in 1995? Or when he swapped minds with Titan and attacked other superheroes to damage his reputation in 2001? The list goes on and on.” Her Vanguard research was paying off. When Veronica had no rebuttal, Quinn shook her head. “Five years of friendship can’t erase two decades of hatred, Ms. Carson. When someone shows you who they really are, believe them the first time.” Quinn went to leave again.

“Speak to Carmine yourself,” Veronica hissed. “He’ll tell you what happened the night Titan died.”

Quinn couldn’t believe her ears. “He’s in a supermax prison. How—”

“I’m his wife,” Veronica replied curtly. “You can visit tomorrow. My husband is guilty of many monstrous crimes. Not killing Titan.” She gripped Quinn’s shoulders, a drowning woman desperate for a life raft. Quinn immediately felt unsettled…and awful.

“If you still think he’s guilty,” Veronica said, “then at least you’ve heard Carmine’s story.”


Chapter 22

“You proved me wrong, Bogota.”

Hugo sat in the front passenger seat of Mom’s Forerunner, not believing her words. “I’m sorry.” He poked at his ears. “But did you actually admit fault?”

AJ guffawed in the seats behind Hugo.

Mom scowled. “You were right,” she repeated, which Hugo enjoyed. “Your powers are under control. You haven’t broken anything at home in over two weeks. You’ve earned this beach day.”

Hugo smiled, looking out the open car window. Cool, crisp sea breezes tickled his skin. He tasted ocean brine even with the beach a few miles away. “We’ve earned it.”

The golden mid-morning sun cascaded down as the Malaulos cruised the PCH to Morro Bay. The skies were a cloudless, vivid blue even through Hugo’s sunglasses. He went shirtless for today’s trip, wearing boardshorts and flip-flops. AJ wore swim trunks and a “Remember the Titan” shirt featuring the superhero taking flight. Mom wore a tank top and summer skirt, her thick hair wild and disheveled by the wind. For the first time in months, Hugo felt his family moving forward despite Dad’s absence. Thanks to his daily training, he’d gained enough control over his powers to use them effectively and not endanger his family. Simon had returned from Seoul last week, and they finalized a superhero costume with items purchased at five different clothing outlets.

Plus, school started in two days. I’ll see Brie again. “Thanks for today, Mom,” Hugo stated. “It’s nice to not be a hermit anymore.”

Mom squeezed his hand and smiled. “Of course, Bogota.”

One negative lingering in Hugo’s mind was the girl who’d seen him save Jordana. He hadn’t even told Simon and didn't plan to. Fear of exposure had haunted Hugo days afterward. But San Miguel PD nor OSA hadn’t busted open their door. Meaning either Cardinal hat girl said nothing or nobody she’d told believed her. To be safe, Hugo stayed the hell away from Old Town Paso.

Brie had mentioned Jordana’s incident a few days ago, clueless of his involvement. They talked on the phone several times a week and frequently texted. Hugo liked all Brie’s Snapchat and Instagram posts, typically kissy-faced selfies with her squad while out around town, Los Angeles or San Francisco.

Regrettably, Brie’s eagerness to see him cooled as the new school year grew closer. She expected short, skinny-fat Hugo.

Wait till she sees the new me. Hugo admired himself in the rearview mirror. He looked chiseled and rock-solid like Titan, but leaner. His new haircut had grown out a little but remained spiky and tousled even without product. One look at him and Brie would drop Baz like a hot mic.

Hugo turned to Mom as she weaved through traffic. “My powers aren’t where they need to be,” he admitted.

Her expression was uncomprehending. “What do you mean?”

Hugo shrugged. “I’m getting stronger and faster every day, but still way below Titan’s levels. I can leap high but can't fly or float. And I don’t know how to shoot heat blasts from my fingers.”

Mom absorbed his concerns, frowning. “I understand wanting to fly. But why are you trying to shoot lasers from your fingers?” She blinked in bewilderment. “Can’t believe I asked my son that.”

Hugo stiffened. He’d forgotten to make an excuse that covered his intent to be a superhero.

AJ chimed in. “Better that you learn how to use them so they don’t manifest randomly.”

Hugo turned to his brother. “Manifest. Nice word.” He then mouthed “Thanks” and turned back to Mom. “Yeah, getting a case of laser fingers during biology next year might raise questions.”

Mom seemed to accept this. “With enough practice, your powers will mature before you know it.”

“There’s also my hearing,” Hugo continued. “I can lower and raise the volume. But when it’s too loud, I can’t pinpoint different sounds.” This bothered him more than flight or laser fingers.

Mom stared ahead a long moment before answering. “Let’s try something.” She gestured at the car’s radio. “Listen for my voice while the radio's on full blast.”

Hugo cringed at the thought of music pounding his eardrums. “Not sure that will work.”

“Try before rejecting it.”

Hugo scowled but saw no other choices. “Fine.”

“AJ, cover your ears.” Mom turned to Hugo. “Look at me when you hear my voice. Ready?”

He nodded. Anxiety curdled in his stomach as he dialed his hearing to hypersensitive levels. Immediately, Hugo heard the car’s tires rolling against asphalt, other cars speeding, Mom and AJ's thrumming heartbeats.

Mom typed a few buttons to select the station and twisted the volume to maximum.

Ear-bursting death metal quaked Hugo’s very bones in their intensity. In the rearview, AJ winced with his ears covered. For the first time in months Hugo envied his little brother. Fighting the overwhelming urge to cover both ears, he clenched his jaw and searched for Mom’s voice. But walls of deafening death metal drowned out the ability to even think.

Hugo shook his throbbing head as thunderous music crashed into him. Not...working, he decided…until finally catching a blip in the musical tsunami.

Mom’s voice, so faint Hugo couldn’t make out the words. He focused on her voice, straining through hammering noise. “Bogota,” she whispered. “It’s Mom. Can you hear me?”

Hugo straightened in his seat. Suddenly, the booming music faded. He turned to see Mom’s lips repeating her message. “Bogota. It’s Mom. Can you hear me?”

Hugo smiled victoriously. I hear you. He tapped her shoulder. Smiling, she turned off the music.

“Thank God!” AJ exclaimed, lowering his hands.

Mom ignored him. “You heard me?”

Hugo nodded. “Everything else faded except you.” This new level of hearing control would help a lot with superheroing. He blinked in surprise. “Thanks, Mom.”

Mom rubbed his arm lovingly. “Keep practicing until it’s like a reflex. See what happens when you listen to me, Bogota?” She beamed at her own wisecrack. “Get it? Listen to me?”

Hugo groaned. “Really wish I didn’t, Mom.” In the rearview mirror, AJ’s disgust made him laugh.

Once they arrived and parked at Morro Bay, Hugo detected hushed and familiar voices nearby. He turned and grinned.

Their neighbor Ms. Ortiz approached with daughter Zelda. Both looked stunned seeing the Malaulos. The eleven-year-old wore a black one-piece and a towel around her waist, curly hair damp with ocean water. Ms. Ortiz wore massive blue-tinted sunglasses, her thick blonde swathes tied in a long braid under a wide-brim straw hat. Until today, Hugo had never noticed Ms. Ortiz’s heartbreaking long legs under her shapeless, hippy-dippy beach dresses. Hypersensitivity again revealed its perks. She'd stood taller than him before. Now Hugo looked down on Ms. Ortiz.

“Betty!” Hugo’s mother ran over to their neighbor. “How are you?”

Ms. Ortiz returned Mom’s hug. “Lina. AJ. Hello!” She studied Hugo with suspicious eyes.

“Hi, Zelda,” AJ greeted warmly.

“Hey…” Zelda replied absentmindedly, also fixated on Hugo.

After exchanging quick pleasantries, Ms. Ortiz faced Hugo directly. “Is this why we’ve rarely seen you this summer?” she mused in lively airy-fairy tines. “A new boyfriend?”

Mom gagged. AJ guffawed like an asshole.

Hugo’s stomach lurched, but he managed to smile. “Ms. Ortiz. It’s Hugo.”

Ms. Ortiz did an overdramatic triple-take, eyes bulging behind her ridiculous sunglasses. “What the…Hugo? Oh…my…god! Get OUT!” She hugged him, smelling of ocean and jasmine. “Hugo…Oh my God, no waaaaay! How the…OW my GAWD! Stop IT!” Ms. Ortiz jerked back, hands over her stunned mouth. Her brain seemed to have short-circuited. “When the…OhmiGAWD shut UP! Bogota?”

Hugo nearly lost it, while Mom and AJ were dying. “Yep.” He smiled. “Had a major growth spurt.”

Mom intervened after finally regaining composure. “We’re lunching at Beach Bum Burger. Join us?”

Ms. Ortiz clutched the top of her straw hat and nodded. “You better spill whatever magical beans you’re feeding this mountain of a boy.”

Zelda squeezed her eyes shut in embarrassment. “Oh Jesus, Mom—”

“Settle that tea kettle, missy,” Ms. Ortiz snapped.

After lunch Hugo and the kids splashed around in the water, snapping goofy pictures of each other. Zelda was surprisingly enjoyable once she dropped the sullen act. And Hugo noticed AJ’s nascent crush on her growing. Meanwhile, Mom and Ms. Ortiz sat on towels several yards away watching. Whatever they discussed, Hugo didn’t feel comfortable eavesdropping. Still, he hoped today never would end.

Hugo barely slept the night before the first day of sophomore year, needing to go for a run around downtown San Miguel to burn off the nerves. Brie hadn’t responded to his texts about meeting before class to talk about his “Hawaiian summer”. But Hugo wasn’t bummed.

Tomorrow was a new chapter at Paso Robles High. Hugo planned on making it count.

The next morning, Hugo styled up his usual slacker clothes. Dark blue jeans. Off-white long-sleeve Henley snug enough to show off his chiseled torso. New black and red friction-resistant running sneakers. Add some product to the hair and Hugo looked photoshoot fresh. He devoured a quick breakfast and said bye to AJ and Mom before zooming off. His anxiety remained sky-high, but his excitement was higher.

The trip, roughly three miles away, took under a minute. Hugo was cruising at 235 mph. He slid to a stop behind the small shopping center across from campus. Hugo entered a bathroom inside, adjusted anything out of place, then exited.

The sun peeked through the clouds, spilling over Paso High’s sprawling campus. How fitting, since Hugo no longer considered this place purgatory. Simon was waiting at the front of the shopping center. The Korean boy wore his Bose headphones, grooving to Japanese underground rap. He also wore a Geist t-shirt, having bought more since Hugo’s meeting with the vigilante.

Simon nearly jumped out of his skin when Hugo appeared behind him.

“Ready?” the Samoan asked, one fist held out.

Simon recovered and fist-bumped with both hands. “We’re gonna own tenth grade.” He added some swagger in his step as they approached school.

“My mom was extra nagging last night.” Hugo rolled his eyes at the memory. “She was like ‘Be careful, Bogota. Don’t get too excited when you touch or hug someone.’” He recoiled, hearing his mother’s voice leaving his lips. Turning to an equally dumbfounded Simon, Hugo spoke normally. “Did I…speak exactly like Mom?”

“Bro, that was your mom’s voice.” Simon slapped Hugo’s bicep and winced on impact. “Holy shit, you can mimic people??” he whisper-shouted, conscious of other students around them.

“Apparently,” Hugo replied. Another power discovered. The revelation was dizzying.

If Simon was a puppy, he’d be wagging his tail. “Do me, do me.” he whispered.

Hugo smirked, glanced around and mimicked Simon. “How you doing, sweetie?”

The pair chuckled like toddlers getting candy. “We’re so testing this after school,” Hugo gushed.

Simon nodded eagerly. “Of course!” They passed through Paso High’s main gates and metal detectors.

Hugo scanned the throng of students and inhaled, focused on one goal; introducing Briseis El-Saden to the new Hugo. “See you in 2nd period.” He turned to leave.

“Bogie!” Simon called out, making him pause. His best friend smiled encouragingly. “Good luck.”

Hugo hadn’t expected that, since Simon hated Brie. His reassurance meant a lot. “Thanks.” He turned with a spring in his step.

Campus felt foreign through Hugo’s enhanced senses, like he’d been sleepwalking the past two years and was awakening to Paso High’s true potency. Jubilation of students reuniting with friends they hadn’t seen all summer, tales of family trips or near run-ins with the law aplenty. Colors popped from posters promoting sports tryouts, and club registrations were all across campus. Paper flyers promoting this month’s school job fair were ubiquitous, with several megacorporations like Olympian Worldwide and Paxton-Brandt scheduled to attend. Rectangular buildings bordered the quad, four to five stories of red brick, steel and glass, teeming with boisterous warm bodies. It was a lot to process. As students swarmed past, Hugo worried about accidently hurting someone. But by remaining calm, staying present in his body, and listening around him, he encountered no issues.

Both Simon and Hugo had 2nd period with Brie. He’d rather blow her mind beforehand. Stretching his hearing across the cacophony of voices, Hugo listened for Brie’s voice. After a minute he found her beyond the quad near the auditorium with the rest of the Sensational Six. Baz and his idiots were also there, along with some upperclassmen Hugo didn’t know. He headed in that direction, shouldering gently through other students milling about.

As he drew closer, Hugo heard some upperclassman ballplayer named Harlan Mills teasing Brie. “…friends with that Titan-obsessed kid?”

“He’s a nobody,” Brie dismissed. Hugo could taste her irritation. A couple snickers from her squad followed the comment. Hugo stopped several yards away, still excited. He peeked from behind a pillar, zooming in on small figures gathered around a bench. Hugo saw her and gasped.

Briseis looked breathtaking as ever leaning on a bench, hair blown out in stick-straight auburn sheets. Her body was long, lean and lovely in a strappy white minidress covered in black polka dots. Brie’s squad—Jordana, J-Tom, Natalie, Lia and Spencer—flanked her like religious disciples. Baz Martinez sat beside Brie, hair slicked back with too much product, wearing an orange and green San Miguel Titans baseball jersey. Hugo bristled seeing Baz’s arm draped greedily around Brie’s shoulders. Cody, TJ and DeDamien flocked nearby of course. Brent wasn’t there, but Hugo might’ve missed the bland blond in the crowd. Other popular kids among them included jocks like Lionel Wagner and his girlfriend McKenna Phillips.

Hugo frowned. I'll talk to Brie in 2nd period. He turned to leave.

“Seriously,” the bald, brown-skinned Harlan pressed, snapping his fingers. “What’s his name?”

“Hugo Malalou,” Natalie replied with a toss of her honey-brown waves. A chorus of derision ensued.

Hugo scuttled back to his hiding spot. Why am I being discussed?

“Right!” Harlan cried. “Hugo was always drooling on you last year.”

“Like a puppy over a bone,” Baz mocked. Loud laughter boomed from the crowd.

“That creepy crawler wants to be all up, gross and personal with Breezy,” Spencer added, a sneer in her voice.

“Stop it, Spence,” J-Tom warned quietly, scanning the gathering with an unsettled look.

Hugo sucked in steadying breaths. They mean the old Hugo. Not him now. He waited for Brie to downplay their relationship, as usual.

 “Where is your puppy?” McKenna jeered with laughing hazel eyes.

“Worshipping the new Titan monument downtown,” DeDamien snarked. That drew laughs, especially from Brie’s friends. Not Jordana. She looked great from Hugo’s perspective, her long hair styled in thick braids. For some reason, Jordana looked annoyed and uncomfortable.

Brie pushed Baz off, exasperated. “Hugo and I aren’t friends.” Her green eyes glittered like ice. “I tolerated Hugo because I felt sorry for him after his dad died. Now he’s a Stage 10 clinger.”

Brie didn’t mean that, Hugo told himself. She was stopping them from teasing her, and a little too convincingly.

Brie continued, holding court in that cadence where every sentence sounded like a question. “And I had to hear about his dreams of him and Titan being BFFs…God! Dreams aren’t real, dude!” More thunderous amusement.

Icy disbelief surged down Hugo’s body. He’d revealed those Titan dreams to her in confidence. How could Briseis reveal that so heartlessly?

“Wait,” Lionel Wagner commented between laughs, his handsome face oozing douchbaggery. “If Hugo’s such a loser, tell him to fuck off.”

Brie rolled her eyes as if the answer was obvious. “Hugo’s in love with me. Meaning, he’s totally my bitch and will do whatever I say.” Laughter erupted from everyone except Jordana and J-Tom, both exchanging uncomfortable looks.

For Hugo, each insult was a white-hot knife to the chest.

“Make him streak across campus,” someone challenged, drawing disgusted ewwwws.

Brie glared at whoever spoke. “God, no. Everyone would go blind.” More mocking laughs. Baz clapped with fiendish delight. Another searing knife to Hugo’s chest. Yet he kept listening.

“When he gets all weepy about life being so unbearable,” Brie continued for her captive audience, “I’m like do everyone a solid and end yourself already.” Except Jordana and J-Tom, the gathering exploded. Brie, taken aback by the reaction, wore an uneasy grin.

Hugo stumbled back. His chest was on fire, eyes burning. He didn’t know what to say or think. It felt like this summer never happened. Hugo was still short, skinny-fat and unbearably insecure. A quick check confirmed his new physical appearance. Didn’t matter. I thought she cared. Part of him wanted to believe she was lying to protect their friendship. But the Brie he’d seen with her popular friends wasn’t performing.

“I disgust her,” he murmured, voice quivering. The epiphany punched through Hugo’s spine. His eyes blurred with tears. He couldn’t be here. Not after that. Hugo spun in the other direction, staggering like a drunk for Paso Robles High’s exit. Surprised cries from students he almost collided with forced him to focus on his trajectory and slow down. And Brie’s cruel words replayed in Hugo’s head, over and over.

Once safely behind the shopping center across from campus, he zoomed away at top speed from Paso High and Briseis El-Saden.


Chapter 23

Greyson remained glued to his seat and the unfolding carnage. His co-worker Jinn gripped their table like a life raft. The Korean man’s eyes looked ready to pop.

They weren’t alone. Every patron and server at Ally’s Bakery had similar reactions while watching the massive TV above the bar.

Not surprising. Since superheroes and supervillains went public, people watched their fights at bars & bistros like sports or MMA.

A four on one fight raged during the lunch hour; The Hurricane versus Excessive Menace.

And the Hurricane was getting his ass kicked.

The fight had started ten minutes ago, right as Greyson and Jinn finished lunch.

Breaking news reported Excessive Menace attacking Soulard Farmer's Market in downtown St. Louis. The carnage stunned Greyson. ShocKing ripped vendor booths to flaming shreds with forks of electricity. Brickhouse pitched customers into the air like javelins. Mr. Silk dashed about like a bouncy ball beating up anyone in reach with rapid-fire blows. And the Illusionist conjured glowing green holograms of seven-foot wolves to chase customers. Whenever the wolf illusions caught a victim, they bit chunks out of their flesh.

“Good lord!” a server cried, dropping her food tray with a noisy clang. No one flinched, glued to the TV. The whole time, Excessive Menace laughed hysterically at the chaos they’d unleashed. The quartet battered civilians for sport, because they could.

Greyson felt sickened, helpless. That familiar pressure of anger and powerlessness started building in his chest, begging for release.

This time, Greyson calmed himself. The tools Dr. St. Pierre had provided were like breathing now. He focused on the churn, choosing to relax. And the pressure disappeared.

Thankfully, The Hurricane flew onto the scene, a vortex covering his body from the waist down.

The local superhero struck first with a patented whirlwind punch, barreling his foes aside. Brickhouse took the brunt, knocked through a parked Escalade, shredding it in half. Hurricane’s strategy was smart, incapacitating her first.

Mr. Silk shouted profanities and lunged, eating a cyclone blast to the chest, flattening him against another parked car. ShocKing tried fighting back.

Hurricane swept him away with a contemptuous backhanded gale of wind.

The Illusionist remained kneeling, punch-drunk from the initial assault.

Greyson, Jinn and the rest of Ally’s Bakery cheered.

It appeared Hurricane would win. Yet he hadn’t seen Brickhouse rise, slowly advancing.

But the newscaster and everybody in Ally’s Bakery saw.

“Nonono!” Greyson shouted even though the superhero couldn’t hear. “Turn around!” Several restaurant patrons echoed him.

The superhero turned a second too late. And Brickhouse’s brawny shoulder struck Hurricane’s chestplate like a thunderclap. Ally’s Bakery collectively cringed.

And Hurricane went airborne, limp and loose. He somersaulted for several feet in unsettling positions before landing hard.

Hurricane stirred very slowly, body armor aside; clearly Brickhouse’s tackle hurt him.

“Get up,” Greyson hissed as the Amazonian super stalked her downed foe. “Get the hell up.”

Finally, Hurricane rose to all fours.

Brickhouse broke into a sprint. Before Hurricane could dodge, she kicked his stomach with a savage growl.

Another collective “OHHHH!” and some aggrieved screams filled Ally’s Bakery. Hurricane tumbled down the street like a ragdoll, smacking into a wall. This time he didn’t rise.

Greyson glanced away. But hope forced him to look again and root for Hurricane.

“Hurricane’s getting wrecked,” a young African-American patron complained.

No kidding, Greyson seethed.

Unfortunately, ShocKing had recovered. And he looked furious. “I’m barbequing this ass clown.” Cracking his neck, he raised both hands. Arcs of blue lighting exploded from his fingertips, drilling Hurricane full-on. He convulsed violently, lightning engulfing his body.

Ally’s Bakery went silent. No one was enjoying this fight anymore.

After what seemed like an eternity, ShocKing stopped. Surprisingly, Hurricane lay gasping— and alive. His left ankle looked bent in an ugly attitude.

Greyson felt momentary relief…until ShocKing declared his reasons for mercy. “Not until everyone get their licks in.” He gestured to Mr. Silk and The Illusionist. “Pummel him, fam!”

Mr. Silk cracked his knuckles, a sadistic gleam in his eyes. “Gladly,” he cooed like a kid on Christmas.

Greyson recoiled, blood draining from his face. “Hurricane’s dead!” he gasped.

Excessive Menace were picking The Hurricane up when he lurched to one knee. The battered superhero swung both arms out, walloping his foes with a wall of gale-force winds. The blustery shockwave knocked the quartet aside like bowling pins. With them down, Hurricane struggled to stand. But he looked in no shape to take on the quartet.

The Hurricane rocketed into the heavens and vanished as Excessive Menace were getting back up. His retreat drew mixed reactions from Ally’s Bakery customers.

“Thank god.” Greyson sagged in his seat, exhausted by the fight.

“He’s running away?” one patron asked, disappointed.

“A strategic retreat,” Jinn corrected. “To better plan next time.”

“It’s all good,” the African American boy from earlier shrugged off everyone’s worries with the unshakeable confidence of youth. “Hurricane will kick their asses next time.”

Greyson didn’t share that confidence. Hurricane looked in rough shape. Especially that ankle. Then Greyson watched the TV as ShocKing spoke.

“Hurricane thwarted our ambush this time,” he declared. “Not again.” Excessive Menace fled before St. Louis police arrived at a farmer’s market resembling a tornado disaster area.

Greyson gaped. Excessive Menace meant to draw Hurricane out and kill him. Those fuckers are evil.

Greyson and Jinn were still unpacking the fight as they walked back to their investment firm. “I hope Hurricane’s okay,” Greyson fretted, shouldering his messenger bag. “His ankle definitely looked broken. Someone needs to stop Excessive Menace before they do more damage.” He agreed with Father on one thing. Supers like Excessive Menace should be put down like rabid dogs.

Jinn looked upset. “That fight wasn’t far from the community center.”

Greyson shuddered hearing that. “Yeah, I caught that.”

“By the way.” Jinn placed a hand on his shoulder and looked him over. “You doing yoga?”

Greyson frowned and shook his head. “Just playing basketball a few times a week with you and the community center kids. Why?”

“I don’t know.” Jinn’s suspicious look lingered. “You seem different. More centered.” He smiled approvingly. “Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it.”

Greyson barked out a laugh. “Thanks.” Jinn wasn’t the only one to notice. Mom and Sara had commented before he’d mentioned doing therapy. And Lauren couldn’t get enough of his new outlook. Having folks recognize the work he’d been putting in was flattering.

As they entered the office lobby, cute and perky receptionist Paloma waved Greyson over. “You have a visitor in your office.”

“Hmm.” He bumped fists with Jinn, who headed back to his desk. “Is my 2 PM meeting early?”

“No,” Paloma replied, hand on her collar bone. “Some old guy. Says he’s your father.”

Surprise and anger churned within Greyson. And by Paloma’s reaction, it showed on his face. Dad, at his job, after never bothering to visit? Trying to provoke me in public? This had to be handled quickly. Greyson forced a smile. “Thanks, Paloma.” His mind was awash with dread as he hiked through rows of cubicles to his office. Drawing closer, Greyson saw Aaron Hirsch sitting in his office, stiff and uncomfortable in his seat across from the desk.

With considerable effort, Greyson forced his unwilling legs forward and opened his office door.

Dad jumped in his seat at the abrupt entrance, then relaxed. No hostility lived in Dad’s eyes. He watched his son with strange supplication. Weird.

“Afternoon, Greyson,” the elder Hirsch greeted with actual kindness. It sounded unnatural.

Greyson glared at his father while getting settled. He recalled fearing this man’s wrath, striving to win his approval. Now, Greyson saw a withered asshole across from his office desk, a stranger despite their genetics. “Why are you here?” he snapped, flat and venomous.

Dad recoiled, as if expecting a warm reception. “I…I wanted to talk.” He offered an ingratiating smile. “It’s been two months since I saw you.”

Since I kicked your ass. Greyson stayed upright, fists clenched. “You’re not throwing a block party?”

Dad glanced away, stung. “I deserved that.” Surprisingly, he hadn’t insulted him…yet.

Greyson turned to his monitor, entering his password to open the locked screen. “Say whatever you came to say,” he stated curtly. “I'm busy.” The sooner this ended, the better.

“Our argument.” Dad sounded frailer than usual. “Things went too far…Greyson, look at me.”

Greyson regretted only his last words, not slamming Dad on a coffee table. Or punching him. He afforded his father a scornful look. “I’m not sorry for what I did.” Greyson turned back to his computer screen and skimmed through unopened emails.

“I am.” Dad was beginning to sound frustrated. “I’m sorry. Not just for that day. For the past several years. For disrespecting Lauren. For whatever I’ve done to make you feel unloved.”

That caught Greyson’s ear. He turned to his father, who had rarely apologized for any bitter word hurled at his son. Greyson watched his father’s pleading look, instantly suspicious. This wasn't unprompted. “Did Mom made you apologize? Sara? Or did they both force you?”

Dad’s sickly pale skin reddened. “Your mother mentioned kicking me out,” he admitted.

Greyson laughed harshly. “I knew it.” He pointed to the door, done with this discussion. “Out.”

“Greyson. Give me a chance.”

“Why—” Greyson stopped himself from yelling. Drawing in slow breaths, he spoke in quieter tones. “Why should I?”

Dad raised a pacifying hand. “Yes, there were conversations with Sara and your mother.” His beseeching eyes felt so unnatural. “But I came here on my own.”

Greyson remained unmoved. “You want a fucking medal of valor?”

Dad’s face darkened. “Watch your mouth boy—”

Greyson raised his brow. “Excuse you?” His fists clenched painfully tight. Give me a reason—

Dad deflated, rubbing his forehead. “Sorry.” This sounded genuine. “Sara and I had a long conversation days ago. She raked me over the coals.” He met Greyson’s gaze. “I was so consumed by what I’d lost, I never realized what a horrible father I'd been. Your mother’s been trying to tell me this for years. I want to fix things.”

That knifed through Greyson’s heart. For the first time in over twenty-five years, he saw a sliver of the father who once loved him. Maintaining his steely veneer became challenging. “To quote Yoda,” he said, “’There is no try, only do or do not.’”

Dad rubbed at his eyes. Was he crying? “I know this won’t erase how you were treated. How I treated you. But let’s start a clean slate.” Dad sounded croaky with sorrow. His eyes were red-rimmed. “Dinner at the house. Friday.”

Outside, Greyson remained unyielding. Inside, his mind was aflame. “I’ll consider it.” He barely kept his voice steady. “I have work to do.”

Dad’s disappointment was palpable. He clearly expected obedience but nodded in understanding. “Okay.” He stood slowly. Greyson noticed how old he looked despite only being in his late fifties. “Thanks for your time.”

After Dad departed, Greyson sat down heavily and stared into space for several minutes. Whatever he decided, Greyson refused to let Dad back into his life for Mom or Sara’s sake. Most importantly, Greyson realized during Dad’s ambush he felt no pressure crushing his chest.

“Because I no longer feel guilty,” he murmured, clenching and unclenching his fists. Thanks to therapy. Still, the encounter had unmoored Greyson. He texted Dr. St. Pierre.

Me: Doc, can I use the warehouse tonight?

St. Pierre had offered this to his patients even on session-free days. He just needed a heads up.

Greyson felt in control, despite his emotional turmoil. But blowing off steam for safety felt wise. As his work day continued, he heard nothing from St. Pierre. Greyson was getting antsy by this unusual silence. And fear of a possible outburst gnawed at his focus during meetings and the usual paperwork tedium.

The therapist finally replied half an hour before work ended.

St. Pierre: Come on over.

Greyson’s relief was boundless. He called Lauren on the drive to East St Louis.

“Ugh,” she grumbled sympathetically. “What are you going to do?”

“Not sure,” Greyson stated after parking and locking his car. He’d arrived at the warehouse just after six PM, the skies cloudy and dark purple. He stalked across the gloomy empty lot. “I figure a warehouse workout should clear my head.”

“Am I eating solo tonight?”

“I’ll be home by seven-thirty,” Greyson pulled out his ID card, swiping the warehouse entrance. Pushing open the door, he strode inside. “Then we'll get some Hunan House takouAAAAH!”

The slippery flooring made Greyson’s feet fly out from under him. He landed hard on wet concrete, pain knifing into his back and shoulders.

“Grey? What’s wrong?” Lauren’s concern sprang from the cellphone knocked out of Greyson’s grasp. He sat up, wincing, and reached for his phone to calm his girlfriend. Then Greyson glanced in surprise, surrounded by many small pools.

Pools of dark blood.

“The hell?” he mumbled.

“Hey.”

Greyson twisted toward the strained voice. His jaw dropped.

The Hurricane sat draped in shadows, slumped besides the warehouse entrance. The superhero was cradling his midsection, armored costume leaking blood from several wounds.

The Hurricane in person, gasping and bleeding to death.

Greyson froze and stared at the injured superhero. Lauren’s panicked squawks on the cellphone became background noise. He couldn’t stop staring at the Hurricane’s unmasked face. And his brain liquefied.

“Greyson,” Richard St. Pierre wheezed. His smile revealed wet red teeth. “What’s up?”

Greyson watched his therapist slump over and faint.


Chapter 24

Astonishment dominated Simon’s moon-shaped face. “Seriously?”

Hugo nodded. "Yep." He sat cross-legged across from his friend in Simon’s bedroom, fist pressed on his temples to prop his head up.

They should've been picking a codename and finalizing Hugo’s costume tonight. Instead, he’d told Simon about this morning. Hours later, Hugo remained shell-shocked. Yet some part of him tried excusing Brie’s awfulness. Maybe those jocks were teasing her because of Hugo’s past clinginess, so she had to renounce him. Then he remembered Briseis’s insults, that smug sneer as her friends laughed. Misery and anger roiled inside him. “I wanna vomit thinking about it.”

Simon leaned back on his hands, eyes narrowed. “No wonder you ditched 2nd period. She was looking for you.”

Hugo flinched. To play the friend for her audience? He let his head loll, feeling more nauseous. Faint wafts of worn shoes, sweat and body odor permeated Simon’s room. His parents watched the reality show Hero House downstairs. “I ditched today,” Hugo said. “Had Mom call in saying I felt sick.” That was true. “Didn’t have the heart to tell her what happened. She loves Brie.”

Hugo recalled Brie and Baz together, and cold dread entered his brain. Did Brie send Baz to Liberty Park to kick my ass last summer? Hugo tried brushing off the crazy notion. But how else did Baz and his crew find him? When it came to Brie, Hugo didn’t know what to believe anymore.

Cellphone vibrations disrupted his morbid thoughts. The Samoan reached for his cell, glimpsing a new text. Hugo's anger deepened, drowning out the misery. “Can you believe this? She’s texting me like nothing happened.” He shoved his phone in Simon’s face.

Brie: Missed you at school today. Where were you?

“That girl’s a sociopath,” Simon decided, grimacing when Hugo began typing. “Please don't answer!”

The Samoan shook his head, tempted to type Fuck off. “Nope. Deleting.” In fact, Hugo erased his whole thread of Brie texts. It stung. Like ripping off a Band-aid. But he couldn’t look at those friendly exchanges anymore.

Simon was visibly relieved. “Heard about Abby Dunleavy?”

Hugo eyed his friend knowingly. “Who hasn’t?” Tall and curvy blonde bombshell with legs for weeks, a pin-up poster made flesh. Abby, a junior, also had a reputation as Paso High’s village bicycle. “Easy Abby, Easy A, Easy Dunleavy, Easy D, Easy Does It Plenty. I know the nicknames.” Those were just the clean ones.

Simon nodded. “Know how she got the nicknames and reputation?”

Hugo already knew. “The person’s name sounds like a cheese?” Brie’s hatred for Abby was no secret.

Simon nodded again. “In eighth grade, Abby slept with DeDamien Harris, who was dating Jordana Buchanan, one of Abby’s close friends. Jordana finds out, is heartbroken, ends both relationships, and tells Briseis. Then Brie epically slut-shamed Abby on social media, using memes and posts with private details about guys she’d screwed.” Simon gestured spiritedly whenever he told stories. “Queen Brie enlisted the rest of the Sinister Six to do the dirty work lowkey using fake social media accounts so it never blew back on them. Abby got branded with a scarlet letter at Paso High.” Simon took a deep breath upon finishing.

Hugo was awestruck by Simon’s gossip capacity…and horrified by Brie’s actions. “So, half the varsity football team passing around Abby like a bucket of chicken isn’t true?”

“That’s mostly true,” Simon countered.

“How do you know all this?”

Simon smirked. “I know people who know things.” His smile faded. “Plus, when Abby nearly changed schools after the cyberbullying got bad, I overheard Brie bragging lowkey to some friends.”

Hugo’s breath caught in his throat. He knew what happened when someone crossed Brie. “You two stopped being friends around then.” Brie and Simon were friends until late eighth grade. After that, they despised each other.

“Yep,” Simon confirmed. “I saw her true self. A nightmare wrapped up in a daydream.”

Hugo snorted in amusement. “You're quoting Taylor Swift?”

Simon shrugged. “My musical tastes are diverse.”

“Ha!” Hugo clapped the shoulder of his ride-or-die. A sad smile graced his lips. “I should’ve listened to you, man.”

Simon scoffed. “No worries. You were in love and had to see on your own.”

Hugo was tired of talking or thinking about Brie, pushing her from his thoughts. “Alright,” Hugo popped upright with forced enthusiasm. “Let’s go over the costume again.”

Simon was about to reply when a pinging alert from his phone interrupted. He grabbed it, scrolled and gawked. “WHAT?” Hugo peeked over Simon’s shoulder at the headline on the Superhero Daily App.

The real Titan Exposed? Leaked SLOCCO Daily Footage confirms. The headline was probably clickbait bullshit, but Hugo needed a good laugh.

Him and Simon knew all things Titan. Origin, archenemies, start date on the Vanguard, storied romance with Lady Liberty. No matter how world famous he became, Titan remained humble, well-mannered and friends with every civilian he met. A true superhero.

Yet Hugo sometimes felt Titan came off rather unknowable, his square-jawed determination hiding a lot. “Let’s watch.”

Simon clicked the link, revealing shaky zoomed-in footage from what looked like inside Vanguard HQ. The video already had 45 million views.

Must be good, Hugo mused. Two people appeared in hushed discussion, some spiky-haired white guy Hugo didn’t recognize and Robbie Rocket.

“Titan was the greatest," Robbie admitted. “A legend. But this talk about him being this epitome of virtue is bull crap.” He huffed in irritation and tossed back his shaggy mane. “Titan was no Boy Scout.”

“Whatcha mean he wasn’t a Boy Scout?” the other man asked with a thick Irish accent. By the questioning tone, he was clearly a reporter.

Hugo exchanged an anxious glance with Simon and kept watching.

Rocket paused, considering his next words. “Whatever, he’s dead anyway.” He cleared his throat. “The Titan I knew was a major-league hemorrhoided asshole. And tired of the superhero act.”

Hugo recoiled. “WHOA.” His first instinct was to not believe this. Rocket was some jealous, D-list hero who’d been fifth fiddle to the greatest superhero ever. But the texture of Rocket’s tone, like with Brie earlier, sounded too genuine to dismiss.

The reporter seemed taken aback. “Titan showed no signs of wanting to retire,” he responded. “Or any unkindness to his fans.”

Rocket laughed heartily, leaning against a wall in the corridor. “Titan’s a good actor. I mean, can you blame him? No secret identity like other superheroes. Being Titan 24/7. Hearing people worldwide crying for his help. That would drive any sane man crazy. Never having a break from himself. Signing unending autographs, taking photo after photo at fan events. Answering the same dumbass questions in interviews.” Robbie shook his head. “And that’s not including all the lives he had to save on patrols, day after day, week after week, year after year. By the last year, Titan was empty. He wanted out.”

Hugo couldn’t believe his ears. Titan wanted out? Those words landed with startling force.

The Irish reporter looked hungry for more. “Titan worked nonstop?”

Rocket nodded, scratching his stubbled chin. “Titan had no real vices…except cape chasers.”

The reporter’s beady eyes bulged larger than Hugo’s and Simon’s. “Superhero groupies? Titan?”

“I know!” Rocket laughed. “One thing he and I had in common. The girls. I mean, I think I do well.” He whistled in slow admiration. “But Titan was the Wilt Chamberlain of superheroes. He didn’t need to do shit except float three feet off the ground, and women threw themselves at him like dogs in heat. Don’t even get me started on the crazier ones who put themselves in danger so he’d rescue and screw. Flybys, he called ‘em.”

The world around Hugo fell away, except this video of Robbie Rocket indicting the world’s greatest superhero.

Simon jolted forward, clutching his head. “No way,” he and the Irish reporter said in sync.

“Way,” Rocket replied, insufferably smug. “Titan had cape chasers in every major city. Made his flights around the globe more bearable.” The superhero’s smug demeanor sobered as he continued. “It’s why he and Wyldcat never worked. Or he and Lady Liberty. Titan couldn’t keep that Central Coast Serpent in his pants.”

Then Rocket grasped the magnitude of his revelations. “I’m gonna get in HUGE trouble if this ever gets out.” He winked at the slack-jawed reporter.

Now the Irish reporter was the smug one. “Depends on what SLOCO Daily gets in return.”

“Specifics on my Wyldcat fling.”

The reporter looked pleased. “Deal!”

Hugo pressed the close button on Simon’s cellphone screen. “I can’t listen to this.” First Brie was a fraud. Now Titan? This whole day had become a massive prank. Hugo paced back and forth, shaking his head. He couldn’t unsee that horrid video.

“Fucking Robbie Rocket!” Simon glowered. “Dude is dripping in douche oil.” He eyes his friend. “You okay?”

Hugo stopped and looked at him. “No.” His gaze fell on the bootstrapped costume they’d constructed, piled on the floor in a colorful and lumpy heap. And Hugo saw his escape from today’s shitstorm. “Gotta go.”

The world slowed as he grabbed his costume and zoomed toward Simon’s open window.

“Bogie!” his friend exclaimed. “Relax—” By the time he’d finished speaking, Hugo was two-and-half blocks away and counting.


Chapter 25

Greyson had sat for hours in this East St. Louis hospital's waiting room, hunched forward and still covered in Dr. St. Pierre’s blood. His worry revolved around his therapist’s well-being. Oh, and Dr. St. Pierre secretly being the Hurricane.

The one truth keeping Greyson together sat beside him, her workout tights and hoodie also splattered in his therapist’s blood. “Thanks again. For everything…”

Lauren rubbed his back dotingly. “Always, baby.” Something beyond him perked her interest.

Greyson followed her gaze. A tall, thin surgeon approached, wearily pulling off her surgical mask. Greyson rose alongside Lauren, heart in his throat. “How is he?”

“His injuries were severe and he’s lost so much blood.” The surgeon sighed. “You got him here in time. The orthopedic surgeon is currently working on his ankle.”

A huge worry lifted from Greyson’s chest. “Thank God.” He held hands with Lauren. Recalling St. Pierre’s injuries still rattled Greyson. Broken left ankle, four cracked ribs, severe concussion, several deep lacerations, and first degree burns along his back.

The surgeon shook her head. “But how badly he was beaten…why?”

Greyson and Lauren exchanged uneasy looks. “No idea. But this is East St. Louis.”

The surgeon nodded bitterly. “I’ll update you in another hour.”

Once the surgeon left, Greyson and Lauren sagged. He wasn’t a great liar, but Hurricane’s identity had to be safeguarded.

After Lauren Ubered over to the warehouse, their priority had been getting St. Pierre out of his costume and hiding it in Greyson's car. All while keeping him from bleeding to death, of course.

Lauren had justifiably freaked out over Greyson’s therapist being a superhero. Then they’d devised a cover story before reaching the hospital. Dr. St. Pierre had been jumped, robbed and stripped by local thugs. Greyson, in East St. Louis for a session, had found his therapist near the warehouse—all being true.

The doctors and cops had doubts about the story. But Lauren sold it like a pro, especially her distress.

“Does he have anyone?” Lauren glanced around the waiting room, speaking quietly. “He’s doing this…alone?”

Greyson shook his head. “We knew nothing about St. Pierre’s personal life. But if he was doing this alone…” That’s so sad.

Two figures marched into the waiting room; a chicly-dressed young black woman with braids and an older white man with fluffy red hair. When they asked for Richard St. Pierre, Greyson scurried over. “I brought him in.”

The ginger-haired man gaped at Greyson like water in a desert. “Thank you so much.”

The young woman studied him warily. “Where did you find him?”

“His warehouse.” Greyson lowered his voice. “He needed a clothing change.”

Their mood instantly shifted. The older man grabbed Greyson’s arm, marching him from the waiting room with the young lady trailing them. He wasn’t alarmed. When a concerned Lauren moved to follow, Greyson waved her off.

The ginger-haired man went from panicky to stone-faced as they stood in a corridor away from the hospital mayhem. “You know about Richie?”

Greyson swallowed a laugh hearing the nickname. “Accidentally.”

“Rod, Richard’s partner.” The ginger-haired man held out his hand, which a stunned Greyson shook.

The black woman mirrored him. “Letty, personal assistant. Who else knows?”

Greyson understood. “Me and my girlfriend.”

“Keep it that way,” Rod pleaded. “With Excessive Menace running around—”

“I understand.” Greyson recalled Excessive Menace's vicious beatdown of the Hurricane. He shuddered. “His secret’s safe.”

Letty looked him over warily. “How'd you find him?” Greyson repeated the real story. He also relayed what the police had been told to avoid any inconsistencies.

“Thank you,” Rod gushed. “We three have been a team for years and…Richie hasn’t gotten injured this bad in a while.” He trembled, holding back tears. Greyson’s heart ached for him. Rod steadied himself against a wall, hiding his grief. He looked at Greyson’s bloodied clothes and blanched. “Go home…” He fished a business card out of his wallet. “We’ll keep you updated.”

“You sure?” Greyson asked. Tired as he was, being there was no burden.

“We’re fine,” Letty stated curtly. Seeing Greyson’s flinch, she softened. “We’ve been doing this awhile.”

With that, the pair returned to the waiting room. Lauren passed them and frowned. “And that was?”

“Richard’s partner,” Greyson replied. “And his personal Q.”

Lauren eyed the pair in disbelief. “Really does take a village to make a hero. If that had been you, I’d have lost my mind.”

“Me, a superhero?” Greyson snorted. “Wearing spandex and a cape?”

“No capes!” Lauren whispered, giving them both a much-needed laugh.

“Besides,” Greyson continued. “Someone will take down Excessive Menace. Maybe the Vanguard or local heroes from Chicago or Jefferson City.” For now, Greyson and Lauren, who could barely keep her eyes open, had a shower calling their names. They headed for the hospital exit holding hands.

On their way, Greyson spotted the flashing police lights outside. The car logos coupled with the officers' familiar uniforms made him pale.

“Hey.” He tapped a hospital security guard. “Why is OSA outside?”

“In case Excessive Menace appears,” the pudgy man replied. “They attacked two hospitals in St. Louis looking for Hurricane.”

Chills crawled up Greyson’s skin. Lauren’s face went bone-white. These degenerates were a pack of heartless psychopaths. Greyson didn’t want to know how much damage had been done to those hospitals.

“Smart call,” Lauren murmured after they reached his car, “keeping him in East. St. Louis.”

“Just a hunch.” Greyson got inside the driver seat. But his certainty about someone else handling Excessive Menace started feeling less firm.


Chapter 26

He’d raced around San Miguel for over two hours, passing 300 mph. Today’s anguish pushed him faster, further. He’d donned his new costume after a quick home stop to change.

Hugo couldn’t focus on Titan, his hero, being a phony manslut. Or Brie, his dream girl, loathing him. He focused on how his costume felt while zooming down city streets.

Big opaque goggles fused to a gas mask covered Hugo's mouth and nose, muting his hypersensitivity a tad but not hampering it. Black long-sleeved waterproof shirt and friction-resistant grey track pants covered his body, steel-toed running boots on his feet. Not cheap. So far, everything moved well. All Hugo wanted was to lose himself in the speed, being a superhero.

I’ll listen for trouble, Hugo decided. With Lady Liberty and Justice Jones keeping the peace, San Miguel remained safe. Regardless, Hugo expanded his senses to track what they might've missed. He heard several police cars zipping down the PCH toward some incident in Atascadero. By the back and forth radio chatter, it seemed serious.

Hugo rocketed through the affluent neighborhoods of El Marquez and Atascadero to observe and help if needed.

Then a woman begging for her husband’s life caught Hugo's ear. Her son cried out for his father, whose response came in winded grunts.

Hugo frowned, hanging a hard right in that direction. He found a secluded mansion in the hills, two stories of metal and sharp edges, a mile of grass in all directions. The houselights were dim. Closer up, Hugo heard the sounds of someone getting pummeled while the family wailed.

“You knew the consequences of not repaying your loan!” a voice growled like some distorted demon.

Hugo sped closer, staring into the living room where a family of three was captive. The patriarch was kneeling and swaying, his face a bloodied mess. His wife and small son clung to each other. Hugo gawked at what resembled a man with glowing blue eyes, lean-muscled in a black full body costume. Whatever that was quivered at alarming speeds, like a hazy shadow.

“Now, your family pays for your sins.” The blurry figure strode toward the son as his parents screamed.

Without thinking, Hugo burst through the front door. He ducked low, ramming his shoulder into the vibrating shadow. Hugo consciously pulled the blow to not shatter his foe's ribcage. The man went flying into the wall beside the kitchen, sliding to the ground.

A rough but effective entrance. Hugo whirled to face the terrified family. “Everyone okay?” the teen masked his voice behind a booming iron cadence. When they nodded, Hugo smiled under his mask and crouched beside them. Finally, a win. “Let’s get you out of here.”

“No one goes anywhere.” The growl brought Hugo back to his feet.

No longer lying near the kitchen, the shadow stood on the other side of the room.

Why didn’t I hear him move? Hugo questioned, curling his fists.

White electric currents crackled across the shadow’s lithe frame. A bright gold muzzle covered his mouth, also vibrating. Probably explained the distorted growl. Those blue pupil-less eyes glittered as he continued. “You, in that poor costume, have no idea whose business you’re interrupting.” The criminal lunged for the hostages, an electric blur of movement.

The family screamed.

Crap! Hugo panicked. A speedster. He dashed ahead, blocking the criminal’s path. “Enlighten me,” Hugo snarled. His training had paid off.

The shadow stopped ten feet away. “Another speedster,” he growled with fiendish delight.

“Something like that,” Hugo retorted. Stopping this villain might be trickier, especially if he was faster. Hugo focused his senses on the speedster for heartrate, sudden movements and buildup of the electricity wreathing him. “Surrender,” Hugo demanded, pointing at his foe. “Or else.”

“Never,” the speedster hissed, wagging his finger in reproach. “You’ll regret messing with…The Accelerator!”

“Whoa…” Hugo waited for the punchline. None followed that mustache-twirling intro. “You call yourself ‘The Accelerator?’ On purpose?” He looked at him sideways, laughing. “What kind of lame as fuck codename is that?”

“Is he joking?” The son of the battered hostage turned to the Accelerator, giggling. “You're joking, yes?”

“QUIET!” The vibrating speedster roared. His blue eyes burned in outrage. “My nom de guerre isn’t lame!” the Accelerator protested. “I doubt yours is better!”

Hugo scoffed. “It…” He paused, recalling that he and Simon hadn’t confirmed a codename, which should’ve happened tonight. And a crappy temporary codename announced on the fly might stick permanently. “It’ll be better than yours,” Hugo blurted out.

“What the shit?” The Accelerator’s eyes widened in disbelief. “You don’t have a codename??”

Hugo’s cheeks flushed beneath his mask. “It’s a work in progress!” he retorted, growing angrier.

“Meaning the name you've chosen sucks,” the Accelerator parried. By how his vibrating body shook, he was laughing at Hugo. Just like Brie and her friends earlier.

Hugo wanted to rip this guy in two. “Says the jackass who calls himself the Accelerator!”

“HEY!” one of the hostages barked, the wife of the man the Accelerator had tortured. The redheaded woman gestured furiously to her family cowering behind the arguing supers. “Are you two idiots serious?”

Hugo flinched. He’d taken his eyes off the task. Saving lives. “Sorry.” Trading barbs with some C-List speedster? Not a good look. He centered his stance. “Back to where I stomp on the Accelerator and BRAKE him.”

“That’s just rude!” The speedster cracked his neck, blurry frame sizzling with white voltage. “Catch me if you can, whoever you are.”

Hugo bristled. “Oh, it’s on!” He moved, everything around the speedster stretching into shadowy streaks.

The Accelerator sprinted along the living room walls. Forks of crackling white lightning trailed his fleet-footed wake. Hugo hurtled after him, footfalls tearing chunks of paint and plaster off the walls. The two supers raced round and round the room. Hugo pushed himself faster, exhilarated and brimming with power. The hostages crouched in the room’s center, their terrified postures frozen as Hugo and his foe moved at speeds beyond their comprehension.

Crappy alias aside, the Accelerator was faster than Hugo expected. Really fast. Whenever the speedster was within reach, he’d pull ahead or zigzag away at the last fraction of a second. Fucker…

I’m not fast enough, Hugo realized several minutes into racing around the room’s shredded, burnt walls. But he refused to lose again today. Or let this family die.

Unless… Hugo glanced across the room and grinned. An idea blossomed.

The Accelerator pulled ahead again. So, Hugo made a hard right past the unmoving hostages. As he predicted, the Accelerator’s electric streaks kept circling the walls. “Like I thought,” the speedster crowed, unaware of Hugo’s course change. “Not fast enough, nobody—AHHH!”

The Samoan tackled him mid-dash, driving his air out in a whoosh.

Both supers exploded through the living room wall, Hugo hearing the house’s foundations buckle. Hugo tried to restrain the speedster as they tumbled through the house like high-speed wrecking balls. But the Accelerator recovered annoyingly quick, fighting back with rapid-fire punches that broke the sound barrier.

Each blow stung like blazes, especially one smacking Hugo’s left ear. That pissed him off.

“Enough of this!” He grabbed the Accelerator’s scrawny neck, planted both feet on the floor and chucked him javelin-style. The speedster yelped and flailed, plowing through the kitchen wall. Hugo raced past him into a darkened backyard, slapping slow-moving debris aside.

Stopping several yards away, Hugo waited for the flailing Accelerator to reach him. He discus-spun and drove a fist into the speedster’s abdomen, again pulling his punch. Still, several ribs crackling filled Hugo’s ears. As did the Accelerator’s agonized groan. The impact flung the speedster back toward the house as if struck head-on by an eighteen-wheeler. He rolled several yards, skidding to a halt. The Accelerator was down and out.

“Too slow, ASS-elerator,” Hugo bragged. His first supervillain, beaten!

He looked to the house and recoiled.

The mansion was ruined, several walls blown out, flames shooting out from the collapsing roof.

“The house is on fire?” Hugo had totally missed that, consumed with defeating the Accelerator. The family screamed from inside, surrounded by roaring columns of angry flames. Hugo zoomed without hesitation through the inferno where the family lay trapped. Guilt knifed into him. The wife lay limp, knocked out by debris. Hugo barely noticed the heat churning around him.

“I’m getting you out of here!” he declared in his masked timbre, reaching for all three.

The man shoved him off. “Them first!” He gestured to his son and wife.

Hugo didn’t argue, grabbing those two. He ducked, holding them close, and barreled forward. Abruptly, Hugo was outside and dropping the wife and son on grassy earth. They were coughing and covered in soot but unharmed. Thank god. Hugo then noticed a roiling heat much closer than the burning house, on his shoulders and back.

Hungry flames devoured the top of his costume.

“SHIT!!” Hugo ripped the shirt off and stomped the fire out. He was now uncovered, except his mask, pants and boots.

“DAD!” the son cried, crouching beside his mother. Hugo turned. The house was awash in flames. The father’s screams rang out as if right beside Hugo. He hesitated, debating how to reach the man without burning to death. Now wasn’t the time to try untested speed tricks.

“SAVE HIM!” the boy yelled at Hugo.

Run, Hugo, run! The Samoan grimaced, about to charge in.

A whooshing, violent gale slashed in front of Hugo from above, stopping him cold. The windstorm whipped faster around the burning house into a tornado. Hugo watched, terrified yet fascinated. A quick glance revealed the Accelerator still motionless.

The whirlwind surrounding the house sucked the angry red flames away.

Another hero, Hugo realized. Or the speedster’s accomplice. He warily advanced toward the father…

…and got punched in the mouth at high speed. Hugo’s world became dancing spots and blinding pain. Suddenly, he was skidding across the grassy backyard, slamming against a maple tree.

Hugo barely felt the tree, which splintered on impact. He worried that his jaw was broken.

“OWWWW!” Hugo cradled his throbbing, exposed mouth. He groped at his face. SHIITE. Whoever had punched him knocked his mask off.

Hugo scrambled onto all fours to face this newest threat. And fell on his behind.

Moonlight gleamed off the twin spikes crowning Lady Liberty’s silver coronet. She floated barely five feet away from Hugo, arms folded.

Some flying supers never learned how to pose while hovering. But Lady Liberty had perfected various mid-hover poses.

The “Glorious Glamazon” floated with feet hip distance apart, as if standing on invisible flooring.

“Oh my GODDESS.” Hugo had never seen her this close, a marvelous and imposing sight. Lady Liberty’s crimson costume looked like she’d been poured into it. And those long legs…Sweet Jesus.

Thank goodness she’d extinguished the fire with that whirlwind maneuver. Glancing around Lady Liberty’s six-foot frame revealed she’d rescued the father, dropping him besides his grateful family.

What triggered Hugo’s alarms was the superhero’s imperious glare and his throbbing jaw.

Now he was furious. Superheroes keep attacking me! Hugo moved to stand.

Lady Liberty’s eyes abruptly glowed bright red, a reservoir of solar fire primed to erupt. “I’d stay down if I were you.” The blunt, forceful warning stopped Hugo cold. Though bulletproof and flame-resistant, he had no interest finding out if his skin could withstand heat vision.

“Why did you attack me?” Hugo’s demand sounded trembling, whiny and normal. Mask your voice! He resumed his deep, booming cadence. “I stopped the villain! I’m the hero!”

Lady Liberty’s brow furrowed in displeasure. “Behold the damage you caused, hero!” She gestured at the devastation behind her. A three-story mansion in smoldering ruins, flipped over cars; a soot-covered family wheezing from smoke inhalation. And the Accelerator lying in a senseless heap nearby.

Seeing the consequences of his recklessness, Hugo’s boldness withered. How stupid had he been? Titan would’ve been more careful. Titan would’ve stopped the criminals and rescued the innocents with minimal property damage.

Then again, the Titan that Hugo thought he knew was a fraud. What does that make me? For the second time today, Hugo felt beyond worthless. His gaze fell to the charred earth. A real superhero saved the day. Hugo nearly killed a family. “What are you gonna do with me?” he asked, hollowed out. Hugo pictured a supermax prison, orange jumpsuits, Simon interrogated as an accomplice, Mom’s heartbreak. I’m going to jail…

“Let you walk away, teeth intact.”

Hugo looked up in shock. Lady Liberty’s face was a disdainful mask, but her eyes no longer burned. He was baffled, but chose not to question this gift.

“Thank you.” He pushed himself upright and turned to leave.

“One more thing.” Lady Liberty’s voice stopped Hugo again. He turned slowly toward her.

“Remember this mercy.” Cold menace laced her words. “And that I’ve seen your face.” She floated to the ground and walked closer so they stood face to face. Hugo had at least three inches on Lady Liberty, but this goddess-like hero’s presence made her seem ten feet tall. Hugo backed away, seized with more terror than he’d ever known.

“Because if I learn that you’ve gotten the itch to play the hero again, I will hunt you down and deliver you to OSA myself.” The terse promise sent Hugo’s heart leaping into his throat. And by her merciless expression, he knew Lady Liberty meant it.

“Run along.” She dismissed him with a shooing gesture.

Hugo zoomed away, a trail of soot billowing in his terrified wake.


Chapter 27

“Thanks for coming,” Quinn told her companion. They followed a security guard through a narrow grey corridor past a fifth security checkpoint. “I wanna make sure I’m not crazy for doing this.”

Creed Samuels gave her a nonchalant shrug. “Oh, you’re cuckoo for cocoa puffs.” He smiled and ran fingers through his long dreads. “That’s why I luv ya.”

Quinn made an amused face. “How sweet.” The amusement was short-lived. She and Creed had driven over two hours into Kern County’s San Tomas Supermax Prison for Superhumans. In the next few minutes, Quinn would meet the most hated man on the planet. She adjusted her glasses, nervous tremoring through her. “If there’s a slight chance he’s innocent—”

“I get it, Ms. Bleeding Heart.” Creed didn’t need an explanation, hence why she’d asked him to come.

At the end of the corridor, they spotted Veronica Carson. She was pale with fear, pacing about in her unfortunate homely sweater and mom jeans combo. She lit up spotting Quinn. “Thank God.” She gestured at the sealed door beside her. “This way.”

Quinn still couldn’t fathom that they were about to meet Lord Borealis. All because his desperate wife had guilted her into giving the reformed villain a chance. Too late for regrets, Quinn realized. The guard entered an eye scan and thumbprint before the impenetrable door zoomed open before them.

He sat behind a glass enclosure dressed in white prison garb, wrists and ankles shackled by power dampening restraints. Two burly guards carrying nonmetal rifles stood on Quinn’s side at either end of the transparent wall. Without his blue armor, helmet and the billowing cape, he looked like a normal man in his mid-fifties, lean but fit. Silver streaked his curly slicked-back mane. Hard to believe that this was the electromagnetic maniac that had terrorized America for so long. But those hawkish features, the withering glare and his regal carriage confirmed Lord Borealis’s identity.

Quinn froze, forgetting momentarily to breathe. Creed elbowing her ribs jolted the reporter forward. Why am I here? The two reporters took their seats as Lord Borealis’s wife made the introductions. “Carmine. Here are the reporters I told you about.” She pointed at Quinn and Creed.

His dark eyes studied and dismissed Quinn coldly. She shivered.

“Reporters?” Borealis scoffed. “I see toddlers.”

Creed frowned. “I know black don’t crack, but we’re not toddlers!” Quinn's scowl silenced him.

“Carmine, please,” Veronica pleaded, sitting between Creed and Quinn. “They can help.”

“How?” Borealis lifted his shackled arms, then let them drop on his lap. “Can they liberate me?”

“They can tell your story,” his wife said.

Borealis glowered, unconvinced. “Bullshit!”

The rudeness killed Quinn’s fear of this obnoxious man. “We can leave. Because I have zero reasons to believe you’re innocent.”

“I am innocent, you pretentious cow!” Borealis snarled.

Quinn recoiled.

Borealis’s wife gasped. “Carmine!”

Creed stood up. “Watch it,” he barked, drawing attention from the guards beside the clear wall.

Quinn grabbed Creed’s arm and yanked him back into his seat. “I got this,” she ordered. His white knight act would only make things worse. When Creed nodded silently, she turned back to Borealis. They couldn’t bring recording or mobile devices due to security issues with Borealis. So, Quinn pulled out pen and paper. “You say you didn’t kill Titan?”

“I didn’t,” Borealis replied adamantly. “Someone framed me. I would’ve said that sooner if Lady Liberty hadn’t broken my jaw.” He seemed quite salty over that attack.

Quinn remembered and savored Lady Liberty’s fist colliding with Borealis’s jaw. “How do we know this wasn’t a twisted long game? Posing as Titan’s friend to finally kill him?”

Borealis scowled as if she’d asked a stupid question. “I would’ve told the world, little girl.”

His painstaking cadence as if Quinn was stupid was the final insult. “And the times you tried killing Titan before?” she snapped. “Taking over Manhattan in 2000? Marching on DC with your superhuman army in 2006 to conquer America…again! Trying to control America's nuclear weapons so you could plunge the world into chaos, then take over. The blood on your hands from the collateral damage whenever you fought the Vanguard.” Quinn heard her fury rising as she listed Borealis’s litany of crimes. All that Vanguard research had come in handy. “Let’s not forget you attempting time travel to kill Titan before the nuke struck Alaska. Should I continue, murderer? Because there’s plenty!” Once Quinn finished, Borealis was leaning away in his seat, cowed by his own transgressions. Good.

Veronica stared at the floor in shame. She knew this about the man, yet loved him regardless. That was commitment. Creed stared at Quinn as if never meeting her before. “Damn, QB,” he murmured. “Time travel?”

Quinn winced. The time travel incident wasn’t for public consumption.

Borealis leaned forward, no longer imperious or supervillain-y. Carmine was another crushed prisoner. “I see how my denial looks.”

“Exactly.” Quinn crossed her legs. His sudden humility did little to convince her. “Two years in prison and five years’ probation doesn’t erase your crimes. So again, why should we believe you?”

“Why indeed. I can tell you what happened.” Lord Borealis let out a world-weary sigh. “The last time I was imprisoned, they had a new way to restrain my powers. My usual associates were either dead or in supermax prisons faraway. This time I knew it was the end.” His gaze was downcast as a smile pulled at his lips. “But Titan, for whatever reason, testified on my behalf at my trial. Even after our two-decade war, he felt I could be reformed under the right conditions. Got me a deal where I served as an informant and helped OSA catch other superhuman criminals. That earned me a commuted sentence after two years.”

Borealis’s sad, tired eyes found Quinn’s. “Then I was free. Under surveillance of course. I met this wonderful woman who didn’t care about my past.” Borealis exchanged a warm gaze with his wife. “And my hated archenemy became a friend, checking in to make sure I was adjusting to my new life. Titan was a better man than I’ll ever be.”

No kidding, Quinn fumed but stayed silent.

“That night,” Borealis said. “I went to Paragon’s as usual, feeling nostalgic for the glory days.”

“As an international terrorist?” Creed added. Quinn swallowed a smile.

Borealis stiffened. “Yes. I got very drunk, did magnetic party tricks for the patrons who kept buying me drinks.” He shook his head as if to jar loose memories just out of reach. “Next morning, I’m on my front lawn, covered in someone else’s blood with no idea how I got home. So, I showered, burned the shirt and acted like nothing had happened. I figured a good Samaritan dropped me off.”

“Then what?” Quinn pressed, captivated despite her misgivings.

“OSA, Justice Jones and Lady Liberty arrived to arrest me,” Borealis replied impatiently. “I didn’t know why. I hadn’t broken any rules visiting that bar, so I defended myself. Then Lady Liberty screamed that I killed Titan, which was how I found out.” Borealis’s eyes watered. “I was gutted.”

Quinn rolled her eyes. “Save the theatrics for the courtroom.” But she couldn’t ignore the growing uncertainty gnawing at her.

“I’m not acting,” Borealis pleaded with wavering desperation. That was unlike the commanding supervillain she’d seen for years on the news. “I was framed.”

“By?”

Borealis shrugged. “The government? Someone I double-crossed in the past?”

Quinn steeled herself and the gnawing sensation faded. This felt like a farce. Her anger reignited. “And they replicated your magnetic powers?”

“Explain how there was no footage of me killing Titan,” Borealis snapped. “Non-metal drones follow me everywhere, recording my movements. And part of my probation includes a tracker, which severely hampers my abilities. Yet over four hours of footage was missing after I get carried out of Paragon’s.” He was angry now, clenching his fists. His wife sat silent, hunched over as tears spilled down her pale face. Borealis glanced at her and softened. “If I’d given Titan a stroke on a planetary scale, dozens of alarms would have been triggered. None did!”

“And the government won't reveal that to the public!” Borealis’s wife added.

Quinn and Creed exchanged a long look. Was there truth behind the drone story? Quinn’s certainty in Borealis’s guilt no longer felt certain. “Were you drugged?”

Borealis reclined in his seat and shrugged. “Only alcohol was in my system. Once OSA found those magnetized items around Titan, I was their only suspect.” Borealis’s eyes flitted between Quinn and Creed, steady yet supplicating. “I’ve done many horrible things. But I didn’t kill Titan. I swear on my life.”

The drive back to San Miguel was mostly silent, filled by some obscure podcast Creed enjoyed.

Quinn mulled over Lord Borealis’s arrest. His reaction to Lady Liberty’s accusation had been bald-faced surprise, pride or malice. Either that was good acting or genuine shock. “Thoughts?” she asked once they entered San Luis Obispo County.

He shrugged, switching lanes. “Not sure anymore. You?”

Quinn didn’t know. That interview left so much to unpack, her brain needed an ice soak. “Could be lying. The drone footage and alarms are weird though.”

Creed nodded. “Maybe ask your Vanguard BFFs about that.”

Quinn jabbed his arm, smiling. “Maybe I will.” That smile faded over her concerns about Creed's mouth. While awesome, he was a bigger gazette than their news employer. “Please keep quiet about today.”

Creed waved off her concerns. “Yeah, sure.”

Quinn clutched his shoulder. “Promise me, Creed.” If Borealis wasn’t Titan’s killer, the ramifications could be earthshattering. “Until I figure out my next move.”

Creed sighed in consent. “I promise. I’m a lockbox.”

The sun had set after Creed dropped Quinn off at her apartment. She approached the entrance and reached for her keys, moving around a shapely woman in a hoodie and Dodgers cap. Probably a guest waiting to be let in.

The woman turned and grabbed her arm. “Quinn Bauer.”

Quinn jerked back. She relaxed, squinting at the face under the baseball hat. “Sera—Mikaela?” Seeing Seraph here was jarring. “How do you know where I live?”

Stripped of her superhero finery, Seraph resembled a normal twenty-three-year-old on an evening walk. “Our events ended earlier,” Seraph stated hastily. “And Vanguard’s satellites tracked you. Can we talk?” She glanced around the street warily.

Quinn wanted to send her packing. This was a violation. But the desperation in Seraph’s eyes cooled her fury. She opened her building entrance. “Come in.”

Several inhabitants bustled through the hallways, many whom Quinn knew. She exchanged quick pleasantries, promising to catch up soon. Luckily, no one looked too closely as Quinn hustled Seraph into an elevator.

“I need to clarify what happened a few weeks ago,” Seraph stated once Quinn locked her apartment door behind them. “On the V-Jet.”

The reporter grasped her meaning. Being from New England, Quinn knew all about Catholic guilt. “I saw many things on that V-Jet.”

Seraph removed her hat. Dark, messy hair tumbled past her shoulders. “Quinn. You know what I mean,” she said, her youthful face taut.

Quinn realized Seraph must think her Blur crush would appear in the interview series. But the reporter wasn’t interested in salacious hearsay without footage. “An innocent crush on a teen heartthrob isn’t taboo. Women twice my age get hormonal about Justin Bieber—”

“Blur and I are having sex!” Seraph hollered.

Quinn immediately covered her ears. “OHH!” She did not see that coming. “Why would you admit that?”

Seraph leaned heavily on a wall, clearly horrified by her own confession. “I can’t keep lying.”

Quinn lowered her hands, swaying. Between this and Lord Borealis, her brain was about to implode. She then asked a logical follow-up. “So…you’re not a virgin?”

Seraph guiltily shook her head. “Blur took my virginity.”

“Ugh.” Quinn gagged. It took considerable willpower not to vomit out her stomach. Seraph’s chastity pledge was a lie? “When? How?” she asked, ignoring her rising nausea.

“Eight months ago,” Seraph began. “After Vanguard fought Shadowmarch in San Diego. The Extreme Teens were there. An argument happened, like you saw in North Dakota. Sentinel being Sentinel barely noticed me. Things had been strained, making me question our relationship. But there’s so much invested in being with him…my first relationship outside of God.” Seraph sat on the floor and winced. “We had an argument, and I went to cool off. Blur happened to be there. We walked and talked for hours, ended up at a crappy motel and…things just happened.” The admission stunned her anew. “Blur—sorry, Luke—listened to me, appreciated me.”

Quinn leaned on the wall opposite Seraph and sank into a seat, processing this. “Blur’s seventeen!”

“He turned eighteen three months ago…”

Quinn recalled the Extreme Teens and Vanguard face-off in North Dakota, plus Blur’s over-the-top behavior. “His obnoxiousness toward you was an act?”

Seraph’s tormented gaze tugged at Quinn’s heart. “Not at first. Since we’ve been together, we had to act like nothing changed.

“Whenever I’m at Vanguard headquarters I use the cover of attending Mass…three times a week instead of two. Blur super-speeds to the out-of-the-way church in Sacramento.”

She met Quinn’s gaze, pure horror filling that pretty face. “We were together the night Titan died. After that, it’s weighed on my soul.” She looked away, eyes shrink-wrapped with tears.

Quinn’s brain felt ready to liquefy again. “He’s with L.U.N.A!” she blurted out.

“A showmance,” Seraph dismissed acidly. “The Extreme Teens’ parent company paired them because Blur needed a new girlfriend and to help L.U.N.A break into the US music market.”

“Who else knows?”

Seraph bit her lip. “Two people. L.U.N.A knows Blur is with someone but not who. The other one’s dead.”

Quinn frowned as the comprehension landed. “Titan knew?” Lord have mercy. “How?”

“He smelled Blur on me.” Seeing Quinn’s baffled look, Seraph tapped her own nose. “Enhanced smell.”

“Oh!” Then Quinn really understood. “EWW!”

“He badgered me until I caved and confessed.” Seraph looked ready to cry.

Quinn went into den mother mode as she had with other girlfriends in crisis. She crossed her foyer and sat beside Seraph. “Titan said nothing?”

Seraph shook her head. “He advised against it, but said if I continued, I should lie better.”

That surprised Quinn. “Titan told you this? The Central Coast Saint?”

Seraph gave her an oddly reproachful look. “Titan had plenty of demons.”

Quinn was lost. “What?”

Seraph turned away as if she’d misspoken. “Nothing. It’s nothing,” she whispered.

Quinn suddenly realized Seraph never asked for this to be off-the-record. She could expose the affair. Maybe Seraph wanted that outcome to escape the guilt. It’s what Helena would’ve done. But watching how defeated Seraph looked, Quinn couldn’t knife this poor woman.

The reporter moved and crouched before her friend. “Mikaela. I’ll say nothing. But if you love Sentinel—”

“I do love him,” Seraph protested weakly, as if forced to say that.

“Regardless,” Quinn continued. “You need to end this affair with Blur like yesterday. If someone else finds out, Blur is the stud who deflowered Seraph before Sentinel. The consequences for you, as a woman and a Catholic Church ambassador, will be much worse. And don’t forget the age difference.”

Seraph grew teary-eyed as she nodded. Quinn stood and helped her up. Between Seraph’s casual dress and overshare, Quinn felt like she was addressing a close friend and not a world-famous superhero. And the reporter forgot her manners. “You want some water?”

“I’d like that,” Seraph said.

Quinn then remembered her phone had remained off since entering the supermax. Not fifteen seconds of powering it back on, the device buzzed angrily. Helena.

She didn’t even get a hello in before the Editor-In-Chief screamed, “Where the FUCK ARE YOU?”

Quinn jerked away from her phone. Seraph watched her questioningly.

“Home?” the reporter replied warily. Helena yelled like that when something went wrong. “Just following up on a lead. What happened?”

“Jesus, what didn’t happen?” Helena exclaimed. “All hell’s breaking loose at Vanguard HQ.

"A video leaked of Robbie Rocket promising Jono dirt on Titan’s past indiscretions.”

Quinn’s jaw dropped. “Yeahbuthuh?”

Helena sighed. Wherever she was, yelling boomed in the background. “Apparently, Titan’s been a huge manwhore for years.”

Quinn clutched her afro of large curls in shock. What had she done to piss today off? “Who leaked this?”

“No idea,” Helena replied over the screams. “But it came from one of our cameras.”

“I…wow!” Quinn leaned against a wall again. “Should we be worried?”

“Don’t know,” Helena answered wearily. “Sentinel and Wyldcat are screaming at Robbie Rocket. Benjamin Crane wants to kill our interviews.

“Jono’s no longer EP effective immediately. Not sure I can protect him this time from the powers that be. Don’t worry, you’re safe,” Helena stated before Quinn could ask.

Her relief was short-lived. There goes my big break. The best Quinn could do was be helpful. “What can I do?”

“Stay in San Miguel until I fix this,” Helena stressed. “Get some footage ready to show the benefit to salvaging our series. Jesus Christ—”

“First thing tomorrow,” Quinn promised.

After hanging up, Seraph approached her with a concerned look. “What happened?”

Quinn scrolled through her phone. Four voicemails and ten texts from Helena before their call. “You should check your cell. Robbie Rocket screwed up. Badly.”

Seraph’s eyes widened. “Can I help?”

“Go back to your HQ.” Quinn did a double take while scanning phone notifications. She spotted a headline about Lady Liberty rescuing a family from their burning house.

“Actually…” Quinn smiled, an idea blossoming. “You can help.”


Chapter 28

The morning of his third sick day, Hugo headed to the rock quarry outside town. Wearing only shorts and running shoes, he swung a fist at the massive grey rock, not holding back. The boulder exploded into dust and chunks. That felt good. The quarry was vacant this early. Better than reading online about this new flood of cape chasers claiming to have bedded Titan. Jesus.

Hugo planned on skipping school the rest of the week. Maybe transferring. Easier than facing the humiliation of how Brie really felt and failing as a superhero. And knowing Titan wasn’t the role model he’d idolized since childhood.

Hugo kept punching boulders for a solid hour before Mom arrived. She exited her Forerunner in maroon nurse scrubs, meaning she’d driven straight from her all-night OR shift.

Guilt stabbed through Hugo's gut. “AJ tattled?” he asked, striking another rock. It crumbled on impact.

“Yup.” Mom stood at the edge of the depression he was in. “You’re going to school today, Bogota,” she declared.

Hugo’s shoulders sagged. “Mom—”

“Car. Now.” Mom’s monosyllabic demands left zero room for argument. Superpowers notwithstanding, Hugo never crossed Mom on education. With a petulant sigh, he trudged out of the depression and into Mom’s Forerunner.

“One question,” she asked on the drive back to Paso Robles. “Were you recognized the other night?”

Hugo turned and stared. “How did you—?”

Mom made a rude noise. “Think I missed the huge bruise on your face before it healed? Or the dirty boot prints from your room to the bathroom?”

Hugo flinched at his sloppiness. His jaw had been bruised and aching most of yesterday before finally healing. Lady Liberty packed one hell of a punch.

Mom studied her eldest son, serious as a heart attack. “Were. You. Recognized?”

Hugo hesitated. Lady Liberty had seen his face, threatening to jail him if he kept superheroing. That would cause a Defcon Level 1 freak out. But nobody he knew saw his face, so… “My identity’s safe.”

Mom exhaled in relief. Her mouth remained a hard, stern line. “Are you over this hero nonsense?”

“Yes,” Hugo said instantly. Despite encountering Lady Liberty, he wasn't sure if that was true.

After a shower and breakfast, Hugo threw on a tight black V-neck t-shirt and dark blue jeans with black boots. “You got this,” he repeated twice before speeding to school ten minutes before 1st period.

Upon arriving on campus, he spotted a friendly face in Grace Misawa. She sashayed through the halls, flanked by two Korean girls from the Cool Asians clique. Grace rocked an amazing peacock-colored head wrap, green flowery top with low shoulders…and a badass Scottish kilt. Of course, she did. Hugo loved her zany style. Grace complimented her look with black lipstick, red tinted glasses and gold tassel earrings. While engaging her friends, she pointed at Hugo and raised her hand. He gladly high-fived Grace when she passed.

Her friends immediately pestered her. “Ummm, who’s that?”

“My buddy, Hugo,” Grace replied casually.

“WHAT?” both girls exclaimed.

They weren’t alone. Hugo was grabbing gazes everywhere. Freshmen, sophomores, juniors and senior girls were eyeing him with palpable interest. Was his hair more tousled today or his t-shirt extra clingy? Or did I have Brie blinders on? Regardless, this gave Hugo a welcome ego boost heading into 1st period French.

“It’s you!” a voice exclaimed behind him.

Hugo turned to see Jordana Buchanan approaching, long braids flowing down her back. She wore an off-the-shoulder blue Mets T-shirt, light blue jeans barely containing her juicy hips.

Hugo gulped, feeling unmoored. With all the craziness happening, he’d forgotten Jordana. “It’s me,” he replied with a friendly smile. “You look lovely…and alive.”

Jordana blushed. “Thanks to you.” Students bustled past them for their 1st periods. “You teach here?”

He chuckled and glanced at the ground. Her smile with those luscious lips was gorgeous. Everything about Jordana Buchanan was gorgeous. Because she doesn’t recognize you. “We’re both sophomores, Jordana.”

Jordana’s lust-glazed eyes tightened. “You know my name?”

Hugo sighed, dreading where this conversation was headed. “We’ve known each other for years. And you hate me.”

“Why do I…?” Jordana’s smile vanished as barefaced horror flooded her face. “Hugo Malalou?”

Her reaction was a hard slap. Hugo powerwalked away before she could say more, hardening his heart like his skin. Neither Jordana or Briseis would hurt him again.

1st period French was tolerable. The teacher, Mrs. Walters, was like a century old but pleasant. No one in class knew Hugo and vice versa, which meant no repeats of Jordana’s reaction thankfully.

After 1st period, Hugo remembered who was in his 2nd period. Anger and nausea roiled through him again. Mr. Allocco, his 2nd period US History teacher, looked genuinely pleased when Hugo arrived. He was a tad slubby and of average height with kind features and trimmed fluffy black hair. “Glad you beat that nasty cold, Bogota. And thanks for submitting your Defining What Freedom Means essay through the Google classroom.”

“It’s Hugo,” Hugo corrected. “Glad to be here.” He wasn’t glad, but felt it was the polite answer.

Mr. Allocco gestured around his room. “Sit anywhere that isn’t taken. Seating isn’t locked until next week.” Hugo found a desk in the back and pulled out his school laptop. The room was halfway full when Simon arrived. He and Hugo exchanged nods. Simon liked sitting in front. Hugo stayed put, dread crawling up his spine as he stretched his hearing, hoping like crazy that Brie had transferred from this class.

Within the sea of hallway chatter, she gossiped about who said what to someone trash-talking a friend from another social circle. Or something. Her voice once brightened Hugo’s world. Now it nauseated him.

Minutes later, Briseis El-Saden entered the classroom with her runway model walk, a willowy and beautiful teenage dream. She wore a white designer tank top with “Baywood Park 1924” scrawled across the chest in Blackletter font, faded grey True Religion jeans, white suede Louboutin ankle boots and J-Lo-hoop earrings. Even casual clothing looked high-end on Brie. The wardrobe contrasted perfectly with her sunkissed caramel skin, sleek auburn hair pulled back in a high ponytail. Then Hugo remembered the nightmare beneath the daydream. Brie’s sparkle instantly faded. “I get why you’re crushing on him,” she gabbed. “He’s hot AF. But a name like Maynard sounds like he’s eighty and disgusting!”

Her leggy blonde friend nibbling on a muffin was Kendall Caruso, also on varsity tennis and a satellite member of Brie’s squad. “True,” Kendall agreed. “But he’s so yummy!” They sat three rows ahead of Hugo, one row left. Brie scanned the classroom, overlooking him, and focused on her friend, whose back faced Hugo.

“See Easy Abby's whoredrobe today?” Kendall asked.

Brie rolled her pale green eyes. “Wasn’t much to see besides skin. And big, phony funbags.” The duo cackled as the classroom continued filling. “That bargain basement slut keeps proving me right.”

They went in on Brie’s squad. “Lia’s parroting your Armani mini dress,” Kendall added, finishing off her pastry. “From two days ago?”

“Lia’s adorable,” Brie cooed with a contemptuous look. “So are puppies.” The girls snickered again. “She so wants to be me its low-key kinda crazy.”

Kendall made a face like this wasn’t surprising. “Who wouldn’t wanna be you?”

“Right?” Brie agreed without irony. “At lunch, I’ll give her a fake fashion label where I bought this top. I bet her thirsty ass will search for a week!” They giggled fiendishly. Brie then griped about Jordana’s obsession with her rescuer from this summer. “It’s like she’s never met a hot guy before.”

“She dated DeDamien?” Kendall asked. “He’s hot.”

“Not even!” Brie snapped. “DeDamien’s a cheating, wannabe thug.”

The more Hugo listened to Brie, the sicker he got. She is awful.

During her badmouthing, Hugo noted how Brie stayed aware of who entered the classroom and any open seats. Like she was expecting somebody. Or avoiding me.

When the bell rang to signal 2nd period’s start, Mr. Allocco shut the door.

And Brie looked so…dejected. Her sadness vanished when she eyed Kendall’s extra muffin. “Fine. I’ll eat your devil food. I’ll need to do like 80 extra backhands in tennis practice to work it off…” In mid-bite, Brie’s eyes found Hugo. The muffin slid from her dropped jaw onto her desk. Hugo tensed with bizarre anticipation.

Instead, Brie looked away and cleared her throat. Kendall watched her in confusion. “What?”

Brie subtly nodded at Hugo.

“OH. Tall, dark and Asian in the back? Chiseled AF?” Kendall purred. “I low-key eye-fucked him when we came in.” Hugo gulped, having missed said eye-fucking.

Brie gave him that brief but thorough up-and-down assessment of hers whenever spotting a cute guy. “Yum. That body’s doing him all kinds of favors.” She whistled. “Maybe he’s an undercover cop like that Channing Tatum film?”

She doesn’t recognize me, Hugo realized. Of course not. Brie hadn’t seen him all summer. In her mind Hugo was still a short, long-haired loser. He clenched a trembling fist, fuming once again.

Kendall glanced over her shoulder. “Or some bad boy transfer from the mean streets of San Diego.”

Hugo chuckled despite his stewing anger.

Brie snorted, shaking her head. “Your fifty shades of grey is showing, Kenny.”

Mr. Allocco stood before class, signaling for quiet. After a quick headcount, he looked to Hugo and beamed. “Finally, our class is complete,” he boomed. “Welcome, Bogota!”

From the corner of Hugo’s eye, Brie’s head turned so fast she probably got whiplash. He forced a smile, wagging his finger. “Hey, now!”

Mr. Allocco winced. “Hugo, sorry,” he revised. “I’ll get it right next time. Glad you’re here.” He went about discussing today’s US History topics.

Shuffling movement and shocked gasps ensued. Hugo fought the urge to sink into his seat as the entire class turned for a better look. Only Simon’s outburst of laughter made this bearable.

Mr. Allocco frowned at him. “Something funny, Mr. Han?”

Simon nodded. “Very.”

“Care to share with the class?”

“Not really.”

After composing himself, Hugo dared another look in Brie’s direction. She and Kendall openly gaped. Brie’s slack-jawed surprise became a WTF glare as she threw her hands up in outrage.

Hugo turned away like he didn’t know her. Because honestly, I don’t.

As Mr. Allocco continued discussing more current events, Hugo heard staggered whispers about his appearance. The speculation would only worsen once word spread beyond this classroom.

“That’s Hugo?” Kendall murmured in disbelief. “When did he get hot?”

“During summer, obvs,” Brie replied distractedly. “I don’t know where to look because he’s got so many muscles. Making my brain hurt.” By the rapid-fire drumming of her fingers, Brie was clearly texting.

Shockingly, Hugo received a text. He pulled out his phone.

Brie: FUCK. OFF. WHEN?! HOW??!!

Three days ago, Hugo would've jumped through hoops to placate her. No more. Seething, he deleted the text and stuffed the cellphone in his pocket. Brie gasped in outrage, drawing Mr. Allocco’s attention.

“An Algebra 2 assignment slipped my mind,” she lied.

“Worry about that after US History, Ms. El-Saden,” Mr. Allocco replied, drawing laughs.

Simon’s well-timed “Haw-HAW” was perfect. Brie glared at him with pure loathing.

Hugo focused on Mr. Allocco the rest of class, ignoring Brie’s subtler tries for his attention and her all-caps, pay-attention-dummy texts. Thankfully, Mr. Allocco’s class was interesting.

As soon as 2nd period ended, Brie made a beeline for his desk. But Hugo was already out the back door before she left her seat.

During the fifteen-minute snack break after 2nd period, word boomeranged across the sundrenched quad. Hugo heard disbelief, amusement and mockery from fellow sophomores like buzzing beehives. Baz and his assholes already concocted two nicknames; “Roid Freak” and “Golden Boy”. Brie and her squad clucked amongst themselves while teasing Jordana, who remained in a state of embarrassment. Others pushed conspiracy theories over whether it was actually Hugo…or if he had superpowers.

That paled before the schoolwide gossip over Titan’s manwhoring.

Hugo tuned everything out and went near the track field with Simon. Far from the quad and any eavesdroppers, he discussed the Accelerator and Lady Liberty encounters.

“One,” Simon stated afterward. “Holy crap!”

“Right?” Hugo agreed, finishing his Doritos. Remembering the damage he’d caused had made sleep a challenge for two nights.

“Two.” Simon’s face creased as if smelling bad milk. “The Accelerator? What a shit codename!”

Hugo laughed. Another reason him and Simon were best friends. “Exactly what I said before kicking his ass.” His smile faded recalling the speedster’s insults. “But having no codename? Equally bad.”

“We’ll choose one tonight,” Simon reassured him, patting Hugo’s shoulder. “Three, how hot is Lady Liberty up close?”

Hugo gave Simon an angry look. “Dude. I was too busy getting punched in the face.”

Simon winced. “Right. What now?”

“Lay low until Lady Liberty stops patrolling San Miguel so much.” Hugo stood up. “She’s seen my face.” Lady Liberty might’ve logged him into OSA’s system. The idea made his blood run cold.

Simon went wide-eyed. “Got it,” he agreed, also standing. “Then what?”

Hugo wondered that himself. Between Lady Liberty’s threat, telling Mom he was done superheroing, and Titan’s image being a lie, there was lots to unpack first. Or if I should even be a superhero… “We’ll see when we see,” Hugo finally said. Five minutes before snack period ended, they headed back to Paso High’s main nexus of buildings.

Then Hugo spotted him several yards away near the baseball stadium. He looked just like Hugo remembered two months ago. Strapping and above average height, buzzed blond hair, disbelief etched into his generic good looks. He looked unsure whether to approach or retreat.

Hugo stiffened. Simon didn’t know what had happened at Liberty Park. Nor would he.

“I got an errand before 3rd period,” Hugo lied. “See you at lunch?”

“Sure.” After exchanging fist bumps, Simon headed for the main buildings.

Hugo walked in the opposite direction. The blond teen followed. Hugo heard the boy’s heartbeat racing several feet away. Understandable.

Soon, they were face to face. Hugo stood a couple inches taller. “Brent,” he greeted stiffly.

Brent Longwell gawked as if Hugo had three eyes. The Samoan was over that reaction.

“Hugo,” Brent replied breathlessly, keeping his distance. “Hey.”

Hugo watched him, feeling only gratitude. The way  he’d learned of Brent's integrity had sucked. Hugo took off his sunglasses, hanging it on his collar and extending a hand. “Thank you. And the check-ins afterward were appreciated.” He’d seen Brent’s Escalade parked across from his house a few times the first two weeks after Liberty Park.

“I wanted to see how you were,” Brent explained with a firm handshake. He looked haunted, sad. “I didn’t know what to say. I’m a coward.”

Hugo shook his head and smiled. “You’re no coward.” He was the only one of Baz’s asshole friends with a soul. Speaking of which… Hugo remembered Brent’s absence when Brie publicly flayed him in front of her friends. He pushed the ugly memory away. “Flying solo?”

Brent nodded, wiping away budding tears. “Haven’t hung out with those assholes since that night.” He sighed heavily. “I’m done tolerating their shit.”

Hugo thought of how he’d ignored Brie's mean girl behavior for years. No more. “I know what you mean.” He glanced at his cellphone. Three minutes until 3rd period Geometry. Ugh, should've stayed home for that. Hugo studied Brent’s aimless expression. An outcast for doing the right thing. “Wanna grab some churros real quick?” he suggested.

Brent looked surprised and pleased by the invitation. “Totally.”


Chapter 29

“There!” Quinn pointed to the tiny dot appearing in the burnt afternoon skies. Helena, Shelley, Benjamin Crane and others followed her finger. Anticipation rippled through the greeting party standing outside in the Vanguard HQ courtyard. The reporter grew giddier as the dot grew larger and closer. Seraph, I owe you big time.

She turned to see Colin's reaction as he filmed, and didn’t.

Then Quinn remembered why.

Colin had been fired from SLOCO Daily four days ago. The camera that filmed Robbie Rocket and Jono’s dialogue had been one of his. Leaving gear lying around wasn’t like Colin, as he’d stated. No matter. Quinn felt angry again. Especially since Jono didn't get fired.

A whoosh of air startled Quinn back to the present as her interview subject dropped from the sky.

Lady Liberty’s superhero landing was renowned, touching down on one knee, one fist on the ground. Then she’d rise with an elegant toss of her brunette bob.

Lady Liberty was a stunning and statuesque five-foot-eleven, her red suit displaying ample amounts of leg. The silver tiara atop her head glittered in the afternoon sun. Lady Liberty resembled some goddess from myth. She offered everyone a generous smile, as if the gesture was a gift. Even Helena, who’d cut her teeth as a Middle East war correspondent, stood dumbstruck.

Quinn gathered her wits and approached. “Thanks for coming.” She offered a hand. “I know you’re busy.”

Lady Liberty accepted Quinn’s handshake, standing a head taller. “Glad to help,” the legendary hero said, her voice pregnant with confidence. “Seraph told me how important this was after the leak.”

The leak… Quinn winced at the pointed reminder. She gestured Lady Liberty forward. “This way please.”

The superhero, gracious and smiling like benevolent royalty, greeted each person like an old friend. Compared to Vanguard’s roster, she kind of was. Helena’s Cheshire smile was on full display when greeting Lady Liberty, though she kept her fangirling muted.

The group headed inside to a room prepped for this interview.

Unlike previous Vanguard interviews, Helena would be joining Quinn. She was annoyed, yet understood. Benjamin Crane and other grim-faced flacks hovered off-camera, scrutinizing every facial twitch. Not only was Lady Liberty a huge get, this was her first public response to the leaked video alleging Titan’s litany of sexual escapades. Within days, the growing number of women claiming to have bedded Titan had become ridiculous.

Quinn dialed up today’s attire, wearing a yellow polka dot on black short-sleeve blouse with maroon pencil skirt. Helena wore another sports coat/jeans combo, with a Remember the Titan t-shirt. Pander much? Quinn mused, but she didn’t dare provoke her. Helena’s mood today was pitch-black.

She and Quinn had a list of topics pre-approved by Benjamin Crane, leaving little adlibbing room. A nervous Shelley did thorough camera checks, so anxious that Lady Liberty offered calming words. The videographer, while capable, wasn’t Colin. Quinn pushed away a spasm of sadness and re-reviewed her questions.

Once Lady Liberty sat across from the two reporters, the interview began. Quinn couldn’t not stare at her olive-toned flesh; smooth, unblemished and without slack. Lady Liberty looked the same as when her career started over two decades ago. Her costume, the tiara, her dark amber eyes. The superhero literally shone from head to heel, even though she wasn’t radiating visible energy.

Quinn found her agelessness very distracting.

She and Helena worked well together, starting with Lady Liberty’s pre-Vanguard background. The superhero was precise and eloquent, revealing nothing unheard in past interviews. Little was known about the “Glorious Glamazon’s” origins besides rumors of a mystical gemstone from the Amazon granting her powers. Whatever her definitive origins were, she remained as much an enigma as before.

Quinn and Helena’s questioning reached Titan sooner than expected. “You knew him better than anyone,” Helena said crisply, sitting stick-straight. “Who was Titan to you?”

“Complicated,” Lady Liberty said after a moment of thought. She crossed her legs elegantly. “But selfless and unwaveringly decent. Despite his flaws, Titan tried to do right by society.”

Quinn’s hands were shaking before her question, as it reached the meat of this interview. “And your take on these allegations?”

Lady Liberty’s smile didn’t reach her eyes, sending chills through Quinn’s spine. That kind of smile made the reporter feel like no one would miss her if she died.

“Titan and I were a couple who loved one another,” Lady Liberty said. "But we strongly differed on fidelity. Part of the problem was how ubiquitous he became, even when we both first joined the Vanguard.”

She acknowledged their relationship. That should've been a win, yet Quinn felt so dirty.

Lady Liberty shook her head, that beautiful face relaying the right amount of nostalgia and sadness. “Everyone wanted a piece of him nonstop. That level of notoriety can be intoxicating, overwhelming and corrosive, even with someone who understands our life.”

“You said that was part of the problem.” Helena chimed in, expertly following up on Lady Liberty’s answer. “And the other part?”

The superhero gave the veteran journalist a less frigid look. “Two parts, actually. One, no matter how hard Titan tried, there was no way to fill the hole from what he’d lost. His wife, his two children, his whole Tribe. All gone in a mushroom cloud.” Lady Liberty looked pained by the recollection, despite not having suffered it. “The fame, the rescues, the quick and painless love from countless horny women filled that hole, but never permanently.”

She shifted in her seat. “And the next part, Titan had opened his heart to someone before me, believing she was his forever. That individual used him for professional and financial gain.” Lady Liberty’s features darkened in disquieting hatred. “Titan never recovered from that vulgar betrayal.”

Quinn exchanged wide-eyed looks with Helena. They both knew that someone was Rebecca Reyes. This was getting good. “Was splitting with Titan why you left the Vanguard in 2006?” Quinn asked.

“Partially.” Lady Liberty’s features relaxed and her benevolent demeanor returned. “Even though we kept a solid public face for the team’s sake, having no distance from each other sometimes got quite ugly. But the main reason I left was emotional health.” The superhero shrugged, looking like a normal wearied woman. Yet she was anything but. “I was burnt out and needed to not be Lady Liberty for a while. But I kept working with my non-profit behind the scenes to help those in need.”

“We’re glad you returned. Especially now,” Helena stated gratefully. “When you came back in 2010, you and Titan teamed up frequently. Had you both reached an accord in your relationship?”

Lady Liberty nodded, stroking the back of her head. “Business and personal. We work…worked well together.” Her voice caught as she corrected herself, conveying enough subtle pain to pull at Quinn’s heartstrings. No doubt the audience would feel the same. “We were friends before we were lovers, and part of me will always love him, his decency, his capacity for good.” Lady Liberty shook her head with a sad smile. “Those feelings just don’t disappear.”

The conversation steered toward her favorite team-ups with Titan, when they first fell in love. Lady Liberty grew animated during the trip down memory lane. She obviously still loved Titan. And her depiction painted a beautiful picture of a flawed, godlike man trying to protect the world as best he could.

Quinn internally cringed asking her next question. “Can you address Robbie Rocket’s claim about Titan wanting to quit being a superhero?”

Lady Liberty laughed like a mother would at a child doing something both adorable and dimwitted. “That Robbie Rocket. So many words. Such scant importance.” Her lighthearted dismissal of Rocket made both Quinn and Helena burst out laughing. She waited with a patient smirk as both reporters composed themselves. “Titan and I had many discussions about that before his death,” Lady Liberty stated. “He was exhausted and unsure of his place in this modern age of heroes. But I don’t think the Titan I knew had it in him to leave superheroing behind.”

Quinn liked Lady Liberty before this interview. Now, she planned on worshiping her alter and joining the Liberty Legion. Helena looked more starry-eyed than before. Such class, wit and composure. Hence why Quinn almost didn’t ask the off-script question gnawing at her gut. But she had to. “Lady Liberty, one last question,” she blurted out right as Helena was wrapping things up. “About Lord Borealis.”

A pin drop could’ve been heard on set. Helena leveled a cold glare at Quinn.

Lady Liberty’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “What about him?”

Can’t retreat now. Quinn inhaled a deep, steadying breath. “We’re several weeks removed from his arrest. You and Lord Borealis have history during his previous stint on the side of good. Can you say with full certainty that he killed Titan?”

Lady Liberty stared at her for a long moment, unblinking and unsmiling. So long that Quinn soon grew uncomfortable under the withering stare. “One hundred percent,” she stated decisively.

“Okay,” Helena jumped in. “Thank you so much for your time.” The three women shook hands and exchanged departing pleasantries. Five minutes later, Lady Liberty rocketed into the heavens without even greeting any former teammates.

Helena’s friendliness vanished. “What the fuck?” she hissed like a viper.

Quinn recoiled, quickly assembling a response. “The question popped into my head,” she replied honestly. “Felt like a good way to end an interview about Titan.”

“You should’ve shut your mouth,” Helena snapped. “After Jono’s stupidity we can’t have any freelancing.” She stormed off to the exit. Crane intercepted her at the door, visibly annoyed.

“Yes, ma’am,” Quinn said to herself. Today provided a swift reminder about Helena’s nasty temper. The reporter exited the conference room right as Crane gestured in her direction.

As she walked toward the headquarters’ guest lodgings, Quinn wasn’t convinced by Lady Liberty’s assertion. There was the matter of Lord Borealis’s drunken state and the missing drone footage. But she had no proof about either.

“One way to find out about the footage.” She turned around toward the training center.

Quinn found Seraph soaring high in the expansive training facilities wearing a white tank top and sweatpants. Her radiant wings spread wide as she dodged and looped around a cannon firing bean bags at 60 mph. Quinn watched until the session ended. Seraph spotted her below. She beamed happily while floating to the ground, her wings furling into her back.

The two embraced. “Thanks again for snagging us the Lady Liberty interview,” Quinn gushed.

“Of course.” Seraph smiled, pulling out the scrunchie holding her hair back. Dark, stringy curls tumbled down her shoulders. “Hope it helped.”

After the Robbie Rocket leak, most of Vanguard had cooled toward SLOCO Daily’s presence. Only Seraph remained friendly. Hence why Quinn approached her now. “We’re leaving for San Miguel soon.” She couldn't stop her hands from shaking before reaching the point. “Before that, I need another favor.

Seraph was all smiles and sunshine. “Name it, friend.”

Ten minutes later, Quinn followed Seraph into the lab of Raymond Carter. He was elbow deep into one of Dynamo’s armored bodies. The Dynamo AI had the ability to switch bodies at will. The body on the table before Raymond was Dynamo’s sleek stealth armor, midnight black with glowing white eyes. Knowing this fourteen-year-old genius created Dynamo still blew Quinn’s mind.

Raymond looked up from his work, eyes twinkling. “Hello, Mikaela. Hi, Quinn.” He rolled his wheelchair around the worktable to greet them.

Quinn smiled. “Hi, Raymond.”

“We need a favor,” Seraph declared.

“What do you need?” the youngster asked.

Quinn looked to Seraph, who nodded encouragingly. “Access to the OSA drones that monitored Lord Borealis?” the reporter asked in a rush.

Raymond’s eyes danced between both women. Quinn's insides lurched, expecting rejection.

Then Raymond’s mouth pulled into a toothy grin. “I can never refuse a pretty lady.” Quinn’s heart soared. She exchanged high-fives with Seraph. Raymond wheeled over to one of his desks sporting several large monitors attached to several laptops and computer towers. Quinn couldn’t tell where that technical monstrosity started.

She and Seraph waited behind Raymond, whose fingers danced across many keyboards. Within minutes, a black prompt screen filled one larger screen. “Got it,” Raymond crowed.

Quinn gaped at him and the screen. “Already?”

“I’m that good.” Raymond reclined in his wheelchair so cockily, one couldn’t help but be charmed. “What are we looking for?”

“A specific date. Around 9:30 PM…June 26th.” Quinn requested.

Both Raymond and Seraph gaped hearing that. “Okay,” he said softly, punching in the data.

Quinn remained glued to the screen as Raymond accessed that night’s footage. Lord Borealis, looking so normal in a white polo and dark corduroys, entered Paragon's at 9:27 PM Pacific Time. The darkened street looked familiar, possibly the San Miguel suburb Atascadero. Quinn’s heart raced, waiting for the footage to get corrupted or show stationary footage of the bar’s outside. Hopefully, this would resolve if Lord Borealis killed Titan and what happened to that night’s footage.

And when the timestamp on the footage hit 9:30, the drone’s footage went dark. Raymond frowned. “That’s weird.” He fast-forwarded until they reached actual footage, Lord Borealis passed out on a bushy front yard, covered in blood.

Quinn shrank back. Seraph turned away. Raymond looked baffled. “That blackout stretched from 9:30 PM until 6:41 AM.”

Quinn cleared her throat, equally puzzled. “Were those nine hours of surveillance corrupted? Damaged?”

Raymond shook his head. “The surveillance was shut off.”

Quinn’s heart dropped. Just like Lord Borealis said. And someone in OSA concealed it. “Please send to me a copy of that footage or lack thereof before I leave.”

“Sure.” Raymond watched her, questions brimming in his shrewd gaze. “Quinn, what’s going on?”

Quinn couldn’t tell him or anyone on the Vanguard until she had more proof. But this was a start. “Just confirming a lead. Don’t tell anyone!” She whirled and fled the lab.

Seraph wasn’t so easily daunted. “Quinn!” The hero jogged after Quinn in the hallway and grabbed her shoulders, holding the reporter stationary. “You’re lying,” Seraph decided sternly.

Quinn gaped at this cheater’s hypocrisy. She curbed her temper and replied civilly. “Mikaela. It’s better that you don’t know—”

“I trusted you with my secrets,” Seraph interjected, eyes gleaming. “Trust me with yours.”

Sharp and sudden guilt overwhelmed Quinn. She caved immediately. “I’m starting to think Lord Borealis didn’t kill Titan.” She glanced around to confirm the corridor was empty. “And was framed.”

Seraph leaned away. “Are you sure?”

Quinn shook her kinky head of hair, making it jostle. “That’s why I’m hitting up Paragon’s once I return to San Miguel.”

“Paragon’s?” Seraph echoed with a strange look.

“Yes,” Quinn confirmed. Paragon’s Pub catered to the superhuman community’s seedier elements. She wasn’t crazy about going there, but it might have answers she craved. “Someone must’ve seen something that night.”

“You’re not going alone,” Seraph declared.

Quinn laughed, until she saw that Seraph wasn’t joking. “Mikaela,” she said. “You’ve done enough. And are too high profile for Paragon’s.”

Seraph remained undeterred. “I have disguises.”

Quinn’s patience thinned. “You’re not listening.” She spoke slower to hammer this home. “I can’t involve you in a hunch that might lead nowhere.”

“And you don’t know how dangerous Paragon’s can be for baselines,” Seraph threw back, arms folded. “You're not going alone. Especially if this involves my former teammate.”

Quinn tried refuting and came up empty. She’s got me. Seraph, disguised or not, at Paragon’s could be a disaster. She scrambled for another excuse.

“Don’t try ditching me afterward in San Miguel.” Seraph wagged her finger. “I’ll just track you down.”

Quinn gaped, recalling how Seraph had located her before. In short, she couldn’t shake this stubbornly selfless hero from helping. The circumstances could be worse.

“Fine,” Quinn grumbled, complying. “Two nights from now.”


Chapter 30

Greyson reached Dr. St. Pierre’s warehouse before everyone else, still in business casual work clothes. For days, he’d been a mess, wrestling with how to tell them what happened without revealing what happened.

The others soon arrived, either baffled or annoyed at Dr. St. Pierre’s absence. Connie pulled off both.

“Why are you organizing the meeting?” Kathy demanded indignantly.

Tom, usually Mr. Positivity, was flummoxed. “Do you know what’s going on? My solo appointments got cancelled with no reschedules.”

“Mine too,” Connie chimed in, wearing the shit out of a curve-flattering red dress.

“What gives?” Big Izzy asked.

“Let me explain.” Greyson raised his hands to silence the loud and overlapping questions. “St. Pierre’s in the hospital.”

Everyone erupted. Big Izzy clutched at is balding head. “Goddamn!”

“Is he okay?” Kathy cried.

“He will be.” Greyson kept calm despite the group’s pandemonium. “But Dr. St. Pierre will be out of commission for at least three weeks.”

Tom paced like a caged predator. “What happened?”

Greyson had recited this story in his head countless times before. It wasn’t a complete lie. But the therapist’s secret identity wasn’t his to share. “He got jumped a few nights ago. Real bad. Broken ankle, cracked ribs, concussion. He’ll be in the hospital for a while.”

That drew more surprise, a gasp from Connie and dismay from Kathy.

“Why would anyone hurt him?” Connie demanded.

“It’s East St. Louis, honey,” Big Izzy explained snidely.

“Don’t call me honey,” Connie snapped.

Big Izzy raised his hands, backing away from the petite girl.

“Which hospital is he at?” Kathy asked, teary-eyed yet in Mom-Mode. “We’ll visit with a care package.”

Greyson winced. St. Pierre’s family stated for his silence unless they approve. “I’ll ask if that’s okay.”

Predictably, that wasn’t received well. Tom's expression radiated WTF. “Just tell us!”

“And how do you know this?” Big Izzy looked annoyed by the secrecy. More demands buffeted Greyson.

Only Connie said nothing, her eyes impaling Greyson. He avoided her gaze.

“I found him!” Greyson shouted over the group again. “In this warehouse. I had to go blow off some steam from some personal stuff. And the reason I can’t tell you is because his family asked me not to.” That shut everyone else up. Greyson hoped this would end their nagging.

Connie gaped at Greyson with dawning comprehension. “Oh my God!” She squeaked, drawing everyone’s attention. “Dr. St. Pierre’s The Hurricane?”

Greyson nearly swallowed his tongue. How the heavenly fuck?

Tom’s eyes bulged. “What?”

“Don’t be absurd, Constance.” Kathy scoffed, tossing her blonde hair back. “There’s no way—”

“There’s so much way!” Connie’s probing eyes seemed to paralyze Greyson. “Dr. St. Pierre got jumped the same day Hurricane got his ass kicked by Excessive Menace.”

Greyson gulped. His brain worked overtime on how to steer them away from the truth.

“There’s nothing excessive about those infants.” Kathy sneered. “Besides their brutality!”

Connie continued ranting. “Dr. St. Pierre knows a lot about training supers for a baseline. He moves like Hurricane.” She glared again at Greyson. “Even how he’s been teaching Greyson to fly with his powers mirrors The Hurricane's techniques.”

Tom whistled in amazement. “That’s pretty compelling evidence.”

Big Izzy wasn’t sold. “C’mon…he can’t be Hurricane.” He looked to Greyson. As did Tom, and Kathy.

“Greyson Michael Hirsch,” the older woman scolded, hands on hips, “Is this true?”

Greyson flushed under their accusing glares. “Don’t mom guilt me, Kathy!” Greyson wanted to keep Dr. St. Pierre’s secret. But Connie’s revelation left him flatfooted. And lying to these four who’d bared their souls to him for weeks felt like a betrayal.

Greyson glowered at Connie. “How did you do that?”

Louder gasps. Connie gave a smug nod. “I’m observant. You fidget behind your back when you’re nervous or hiding something.” She pointed at his hands. “Like now.”

Greyson stuffed both hands in his pockets.

“Holy crap.” Tom shook his shaggy head of hair. “The Hurricane is our therapist?”

“That’s a twist and a half,” Big Izzy remarked.

“Hence why I can’t tell you his location,” Greyson pressed so they’d understand. “Excessive Menace attacked two hospitals looking for him. If not for OSA with assists from Johnny Gun and Red Rabbit from Chicago, things could’ve been worse.”

Connie looked hurt. “You don’t trust us?”

“We can keep Doc’s secret,” Kathy promised.

Greyson wanted to, but it wasn’t his call. He sighed sadly. “Connie. Kathy. You’re great. But what if you make an off-hand remark or are forced to lie about where you’re going to friends and family? And that person gets suspicious or tells another?”

Connie’s dejected expression bothered Greyson for some reason. Kathy didn’t look happy, but she understood. “He’s right. What about Excessive Menace?”

“Yeah,” Big Izzy chimed in. “Doc St. Pierre…sorry, I mean Hurricane’s in no shape to fight them.”

“Someone has to,” Greyson murmured, more to himself than the group. Excessive Menace had vanished after their hospital attacks had made national news. Now OSA, the FBI and other federal agencies were hunting them. No one knew where or when they’d strike next. And with no nearby regional Midwest teams, who could handle them besides the Extreme Teens or The Vanguard?

“Correct,” Tom agreed with unshakable positivity. “Those someones should be us.”

Greyson waited for the punchline. None came. “What?” He snorted at the absurdity.

Connie snickered, turning to Big Izzy for assurance. “Is Tom joking?”

Izzy side-eyed her. “Am I a mind reader?” He turned to Tom. “Son, how about a cup of HELL NO?”

Tom looked mystified as to why his idea sucked. “Why not? A real superhero trained us to use our powers in combat,” he pointed out. “Let's use his teachings to stop Excessive Menace.”

“But we’re not superheroes, dude,” Greyson retorted. The thought of using his powers in the chaotic public rattled him to his core. What if people got hurt? What if he failed, got unmasked? Too many what ifs. “You saw what Excessive Menace did to Dr. St. Pierre. And he’s a veteran.” Nightmares had plagued Greyson about his therapist's attack, picturing Lauren’s reaction if that had been him. He shuddered.

“Still got control issues,” Big Izzy reminded everyone. He looked pained by his problems switching between absorbing other kinds of matter. “I'd be a liability.”

Tom looked undeterred. “Then lets vote. All in favor of fighting Excessive Menace, raise your hands.”

Only he did.

Tom seethed. “C'mon! St. Louis needs us!”

Kathy folded her arms, unmoved. “I got kids and grandkids. Can’t risk it.”

“Sorry, brutha,” Big Izzy said, shrugging.

Connie glanced at Greyson, awaiting his decision. “I wanna help. But if everyone’s against it...”

Tom turned to Greyson with pleading eyes. “Please help me. I can’t do stop them alone.”

Greyson had to look away. Too many fears ruled him. He was finally getting his life together. But to go out against a quartet of killers? “Sorry.” He forced himself to face Tom’s heartbreak. Everyone else, even Connie, turned away. “We’re just a bunch of normal supers. OSA will take down Excessive Menace. And if not, there are other superheroes—”

“And if they can’t?” Tom looked at everyone in disgust. “I expected more from everyone. Any more deaths are on you.” He teleported away, a curl of black smoke marking his departure.

The meetup awkwardly adjourned after Tom’s dramatic exit. What more could be said?

Later, as Greyson lost himself in the warmth between Lauren’s thighs, he couldn’t shake Tom’s words.

Any more deaths are on you.

But superpowers or not, Greyson was a normal guy trying to live his life. He ignored the burdensome guilt by thrusting nonstop into Lauren. A welcome distraction.

The next day at work, Greyson was ninety-five percent convinced he’d chosen right.

Besides, between huge projects at work and helping with tonight’s talent show at the community center, Greyson had priorities.

In the early afternoon, Jinn dashed into his office deathly bone white. “You gotta see this!”

Greyson straightened in his office chair. “See what?”

Jinn was at Greyson’s side in three strides, leaning over him to open a browser on his computer. He immediately went to SLOCO Daily, now a hotspot for super-related news.

Greyson frowned. “I already caught the Lady Liberty interview.”

“No, not that shit,” Jinn snapped. “Something’s happened at the center.”

Greyson watched his co-worker frantically clicking a headline.

As a shaky, handheld video played, he clapped a hand over his mouth. “Oh my God,” Greyson whispered. Coach Wendell at the community center was onscreen, bloodied, battered and bound. Flanking him was Excessive Menace.

ShocKing grinned viciously, electricity crackling on his fingertips. He jammed those fingers into Wendell’s chest. Greyson jumped in his seat as the beefy man convulsed violently, eyes rolling back. Mr. Silk, The Illusionist and Brickhouse all laughed.

ShocKing withdrew his hand and Wendell lay gasping on the ground.

“Don’t worry.” ShocKing stepped on Wendell to get past him. “He’s not dead…yet. Neither are any of his troubled youths. Unless the Hurricane doesn’t meet our demands.”

Greyson exchanged shocked looks with Jinn before turning back.

“Hurricane…” ShocKing moved closer until his face dominated the screen, no longer laughing. “Let’s finish this. You versus Excessive Menace. Tonight, nine o’clock at the East St. Louis Community Center.”

His mouth twisted into a sneer, eyes glowing bright blue. “If you don’t show. Or someone comes in your place…we start killing hostages. One every fifteen minutes. And Excessive Menace keeps our word. Tick-Tock, muthafucka!!”

The video ended, leaving Greyson and Jinn in horrified silence.


Chapter 31

Two weeks in and Hugo was over sophomore year. So much for owning tenth grade.

Thankfully, school gossip had moved from Hugo’s summer growth spurt to juicier topics. Like football season, some affair between Mr. Skinner and Vice Principal Mrs. Luiz, Missy Magnificent’s latest DUI, Riverdale, Extreme Dream’s season premiere, a Titan cape-chaser who claimed to have his child. Then Simon’s favorite K-Pop star, L.U.N.A, released a new single featuring Jay Z.

“Jesus,” Simon complained. “Jay Z finally has a hundred problems.”

“Wasn’t Becky with the Good Hair the hundredth?” Hugo corrected.

“Right!” Simon snapped his fingers. “Hundred and first.”

“Don’t forget Kanye,” Hugo added, openly amused.

“FUCK!” Simon cursed. “Hundred and two. Don’t you dare add Solange!”

Baz and his idiot posse kept gossip around Hugo’s physical change alive, shouting “Roid Freak” or "Golden Boy” whenever nearby.

Hugo refused to react. It’s safer…for Baz.

Especially since Baz’s entourage usually included Brie, whom Hugo refused to acknowledge.

“I get Roid Freak, stupid as it is. Why Golden Boy?” Simon asked a few days back.

“No idea,” Hugo lied. Two months had passed, and he still wasn’t ready to discuss Liberty Park.

Unfortunately, Simon had other concerns. “When are we discussing codenames?”

“Not sure.” Hugo had delayed again. Not just from fear of Lady Liberty. Hugo had wanted to be like Titan since age three. But more cape chasers emerged, and former confidantes confirmed Titan’s disinterest in his work toward the end.

“If Titan’s a fraud, who do I model myself after?” Hugo had asked. He just couldn’t see the point anymore. Simon stopped pressing after that, but Hugo could tell his friend was upset. He still visited the junkyard a few times a week to hone his powers. Yet his drive to continue decreased. Even his attire shifted from superheroes, since old clothes no longer fit. Hugo now rocked Henleys, v-neck tees, button-down polos and San Miguel sports.

Simon also wasn’t crazy about Brent Longwell joining their crew. Obviously, certain things couldn’t be discussed around Brent. But aside from being a good guy, the ballplayer’s love for Japanime had thawed Simon’s resistance somewhat. Hugo felt including someone else in their bubble helped him feel less secluded. Could he be a normal teenager despite these powers? Maybe…

“Heard about this Tomorrow Man guy?” Brent asked Hugo as they left class for lunch. The campus buzzed with weekend plans. “Some corporate-sponsored hero out of NYC.”

Hugo snorted. “He’s not new.” Despite the new tights and cape, Hugo recalled The Tomorrow Man’s many failed hero gimmicks. With Titan gone, he was positioning himself as the heir apparent. Gross. “Remember Paragon 2.0? Or his hard-edged vigilante attempt Ethan Nightwood? How about Maximus the Invincible?” God, the costumes for those gimmicks alone were awful.

Brent turned to him with wide blue eyes. “All the same dude?”

Hugo nodded. “No one cared before. But now, people are desperate for a new Titan. Even that fraud.” As Brent and Hugo approached the cafeteria, the Sensational Six came strutting from the opposite direction. Speaking of phonies... Brie El-Saden led the procession doing her runway walk, wearing a short-sleeved white button-down with a black miniskirt and wide brim fedora.

Brent was beaming. “Sup, ladies!” Seeing Jordana, he reddened. “Hey...Jordana.”

“Hey, Brent!!” Spencer, J-Tom, Lia and Natalie replied with big smiles. Jordana nodded, avoiding Hugo’s gaze. She seemed to shrink as the two factions neared.

Hugo hardened his heart and advanced.

“Hey, Lefty.” Brie grinned, using Brent's basketball nickname. As her squad passed by, she playfully grazed her fingers across Hugo’s stomach and shouted “HEY, HUGO!”

He ignored her and kept walking. Brie’s breath hiked in shock. Once further away, Hugo heard astounded snickers.

“Whose balls did that dateless wonder borrow?” Spencer questioned insolently.

Natalie sniggered. “Guess Hugo’s not your bitch anymore, Breezy.”

“Shut up!” Brie snapped, silencing them. “That douchebag with his stupid Japanime hairstyle can fuck off.” Typical Brie. Lashing out when wounded.

Brent glanced from the squad back to Hugo, frowning. “What's that about?”

He replied with a pointedly blank look. “What?”

“With Briseis? You guys fighting?”

Hugo shrugged and said nothing. Brent got the message. Could this be called a fight when one side wasn’t engaging? For two weeks, Hugo had pretended Brie didn’t exist. Avoiding and ignoring her at school, never saying her name, blocking on social media, sitting as far away as possible in US History. In fact, Hugo had found ways to tune Brie out altogether from his senses. Her betrayal still hurt too much. And despite her popularity and boyfriend, Brie couldn’t take a hint.

That included visiting Hugo’s house unannounced last Saturday. When Mom had answered the door, Hugo supersped out the back, then three blocks away until Brie left.

“I’m not talking about it,” Hugo had stated when his mother pressed him for answers.

Days ago, Briseis had even approached Simon. And those two hated each other on a cellular level. Hugo had been waiting outside 4th period Bio, tracking Simon with superhearing through the hallway clutter. Then he’d accidently caught Simon and Brie snarling at each other by the former’s locker nearby. Perking up, Hugo had listened.

Brie had scoffed in disgust. “You’re such a troll. As in gross Lord of the Rings troll without the height or deep voice or muscles. Or intelligence.”

“Ooohohoh,” Simon had chuckled. “Really laid me low there, Breezy.”

“Listen up, idiot,” Brie snarled. “Only friends call me Breezy. Which you certainly aren’t.”

“And neither is Hugo.”

“Fuck you, Simon!” Brie's hiss had sounded like a knife leaving its sheath. Hugo had guffawed, drawing stares from bystanders. He ignored them and kept listening.

Simon got the last word. “Maybe Hugo finally sees who you really are, Brie.”

“Which is?” Brie demanded, lost.

Simon lowered his voice and went in. “A self-centered, two-faced bitch with an obvious eating disorder and a waste of sperm for a boyfriend.”

“OHHH.” Hugo covered his mouth, hearing that savage clapback. He almost felt sorry for Brie. Almost. Her offended gasp had preceded a sharp slap, drawing loud exclamations from eyewitnesses. Hugo cringed, feeling that from across campus. Then Brie’s Louboutins angrily click-clacked away.

“Sorry things ended like this, Brie!” Simon had called after her. “It’s not me! It’s you! See You Next Tuesday!” That happened on Tuesday. Hugo hadn’t been shocked when Simon arrived at Biology with a huge red handprint on his cheek. “Soooo worth it,” he bragged while wincing.

Presently, Brent and Hugo arrived at the cafeteria. Simon was working through lunch on his website soundscoolerinjapanese.com. While Brent waited in line for pizza, Hugo grabbed a grass-fed cheeseburger with a side salad and organic lemonade. He’d become a very picky eater. A downside of hypersensitive taste buds was catching rotten or undercooked food most missed. But this grass-fed cheeseburger smelled promising. When Hugo found a seat, Brent waved him over from the lunch line beside a tall, rotund black kid with closely cropped curls.

Hugo smiled. He didn’t really know Raphael Turner, a sophomore like him and Brent. But he knew the kid was friends with everyone. Raphael’s gregarious, funny personality allowed him entry to any social circle.

Hugo swung by as Brent introduced them. “Better watch yourself,” Raphael warned.

Hugo frowned. “Excuse me?”

“Football coaches have you on their radar,” Raphael explained. “I clocked them watching you during PE. They practically came all over themselves, gushing about how athletic and big you are.”

Hugo’s insides vomited hearing that. Brent glared at Raphael with an appalled “WHY” expression.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Hugo answered slowly. No way could he join school sports, which Mom had warned against. Hugo changed the subject. “Me and Brent are sitting over there—” He did a double take, not believing his own eyes. “You’re kidding me!”

All six-foot-seven of DeDamien sat in Hugo’s seat—eating his burger.

Raphael and Brent followed his gaze and glowered. “That dude’s an asshole,” Raphael correctly surmised.

Boiling from head to heel, Hugo marched over. He had no plan of attack, but the Samoan refused to stay silent.

“What?” DeDamien scowled when Hugo advanced. As if he hadn’t stolen another person’s lunch. Hugo should’ve just bought lunch elsewhere. But with many eyes watching, DeDamien needed humbling.

Hugo smiled from ear to ear. “You seem hungry. Are you thirsty too?” He grabbed his juice box, pointed at DeDamien’s face and squeezed the lemonade out like a rocket cannon.

DeDamien sputtered and flailed, him and his frohawk drenched in lemonade. Surprised exhilaration rippled through the cafeteria. DeDamien exploded upright, roaring curses.

Hugo tapped the boy’s chest, knocking him back down and toppling his seat over. The cafeteria erupted.

He smirked at his fallen foe. “Know your role and shut your mouth.” Hugo turned to his amazed friends, soaking in the cafeteria’s adulations and high-fiving some random dude.

Brent and Raphael, dying with laughter, left with Hugo for the outdoor food carts.

“That closed my casket, bruh!” Raphael chortled.

“I laughed so hard,” Brent howled, clutching his sides. “My back cramped! I need a doctor!”

By day’s end, putting stupid DeDamien in his place still made Hugo smile. He was closing his locker, excited to hit up the cheap theater in Old Town San Miguel with Simon where movies ended their theatrical runs. After being a hermit most of the summer, Hugo had missed several blockbusters. “Hope they have the latest Fast and Furious film,” he muttered.

Hugo tracked Simon’s heartbeat, alarmed at its speed. As if he was afraid. Hugo expanded focus and instantly understood why.

“Any more quips or jokes, little bitch?” Baz Martinez jeered. “Huh? Huh?” Each word was emphasized by a slap to someone’s head.

“Quips…and jokes are the same…dumbass!” Simon groaned in pain.

Blood drained from Hugo’s face. No!

Simon grunted as Baz shoved him down, provoking laughter from Cody, TJ…and Briseis.

“Pick him up!” Baz demanded. Hugo heard Simon getting shoved back and forth by Cody, TJ and Baz. He heard Simon’s tearful wails. He heard onlookers egging on the one-sided conflict.

“Okay, guys,” Brie begged between snort-laughs. “Don’t hurt him or anything.”

The lockers near the Math & Science building. Hugo glanced about, found a bathroom and entered. Sounds of Simon getting shoved flooded Hugo’s ears. That had been him last summer. Now Simon?

Once the door shut, Hugo zoomed back out faster than any school cameras could follow. Paso High campus became streaks of colors and frozen figures. Simon’s tortured wails grew louder.

Hugo stopped in a space near the cafeteria and Math & Science. A crowd had grown around the lockers. He spotted Brie near the middle of the crowd, hand on her hat and giggling at Simon’s suffering… As if she couldn’t get more repulsive.

Beefy and bald TJ stood with shaggy-haired Cody near Baz, who shook Simon like a ragdoll. Among those massive athletes, Simon looked like a small child. No sign of DeDamien. Coward…

Hugo’s horror became hatred. He shouldered through a sea of students, barely restraining his strength, causing many surprised yells. Hugo didn’t. Give. A fuck…

“Tell your boyfriend I went easy on you.” Baz raised a fist at Simon, who cringed. “Next time he attacks my crew, I’m raining hell—”

Hugo strode into the open. “BAZ!”

Everyone turned. Brie’s amusement vanished.

Baz looked startled until recognition turned his features cruel again.

“Look who it is.” He pointed. “Golden Boy arrives to save his damsel in distress!” Cody, TJ and several onlookers snickered. Brie didn’t laugh or smile. Guilt ruled her beautiful face.

Hugo remained stone-faced, itching to break Baz in half. But this bastard wasn’t worth risking exposure. “Let. Simon. Go!” he boomed across the gathering. The afternoon sun spilled warm light over the showdown. None of that warmth penetrated Hugo. He felt only cold disgust.

“Nuh-Uh.” Baz pointed at him. “Think a growth spurt and shooting roids in your ass makes you badass?”

“Sebastian,” Brie cautioned her boyfriend. “Just let Simon go.” Her eyes were on Hugo, who ignored her.

“Not until I teach him respect,” Baz replied, jerking Simon around. “You messed with my boy DeDamien, I destroy your boyfriend!” He raised his fist again and swung for Simon.

Hugo moved cat-quick but slow enough to not draw suspicion. Surprised gasps rang from the crowd, including Brie. Baz turned in surprise.

Hugo caught his arm before he could strike. The two stood eye to eye. If only I could try harder.

“How the fuck—?” Baz tried and failed to wrench his arm free. Hugo kept his face empty, slowly forcing Baz’s arm down. The “effort” was for show. Baz’s smugness became panic. He gestured frantically at his friends for help.

Sensing Cody from the left, Hugo gave the shaggy-haired kid a light backhand slap on the chest. Cody lurched back and collapsed, hacking up a lung.

An “OOOOOOOH!” echoed across the audience. TJ halted his charge, looking to Baz for instructions.

Brie stood unmoving, green eyes wider than dinner plates.

Better leave before this escalates, Hugo yanked Simon from Baz’s grasp. The Korean boy looked red-faced and teary-eyed, his bowl-shaped hair disheveled, but unharmed.

“You okay?” Hugo asked worriedly.

“Getting there,” Simon wheezed, clearly appreciative.

Hugo released Baz’s arm roughly, sending him stumbling. “Let’s go.”

As he and Simon began walking away, Hugo heard Baz grunt like a bull lunging from behind.

“Sebastian, NO!” Brie cried.

Baz shoved Hugo from behind. The Samoan was tempted not to move, so both Baz’s forearms would shatter. But knowing how much trouble that might cause, Hugo stumbled forward at the last second.

Simon scrambled back to avoid his staggering.

Baz glared venomously at Brie. Brushing his hair aside, he got in Hugo’s face. God, Baz’s breath stunk. “We ain’t done!” Baz glanced at Cody. “Get up!”

Cody stayed on one knee, gasping. “I think...he broke my chest,” the boy wheezed. That left Baz and TJ. Hugo quickly scanned their surroundings, the swarm shouting for a fight. Then I’ll have to end it.

Baz shoved him again. Hugo pretended to stagger again.

“C’mon, badass,” Baz taunted. “I will WORK you!” He shoved Hugo again. The Samoan again pretended to stumble, moving toward the lockers.

“Baz,” Brie pleaded, “that’s enough!”

Hugo pivoted and got cut off by TJ. He skated back. Not yet… “I don’t wanna fight you, Baz.”

“Wouldn’t wanna fight me neither!” Baz shoved Hugo twice, wincing each time.

The crowd grew larger, hotter.

Baz got in Hugo’s face. “I will. Work. YOU!” He shoved Hugo off, stumbling back a bit himself.

Another shove pushed Hugo against the lockers. Perfect.

Brie had seen enough. “Sebastian, leave him alone!”

Baz whipped around. “Not till I end him!” He hocked a huge loogie at Hugo’s face.

“EEWWWWW!” rippled across the onlookers. Baz raised his fists, begging for retaliation.

Hugo calmly wiped the spittle off...and laughed. He couldn't help it, knowing what his pinkie alone could do to this asshole. Hugo tossed aside his backpack and patted the basketballer’s shoulder.

“What the hell—?” Baz tried jerking away.

Hugo tightened his grip, hoisting Baz up effortlessly. He twisted around, slamming the ballplayer so hard into the lockers they dented. Air rushed out of Baz in a choked grunt.

Another loud ohhhhh erupted. Simon applauded. TJ yelped. Brie squealed.

Hugo no longer smiled when he released Baz. The ballplayer slid to the floor in a wilted heap.

Hugo tensed, hearing TJ charge from behind.

“LOOK OUT!” Simon screamed.

TJ’s punch met air as Hugo ducked. Before he could recover, the Samoan swung his arm like a club. There was a meaty SMACK when TJ got clotheslined. He did a three-hundred-sixty-degree flip before faceplanting on the ground.

Baz gawked. Brie’s jaw dropped. Simon cheered. The crowd roared, stunned by what they saw

God, Hugo enjoyed that. “Wait your turn or run away, bitch,” he growled at TJ.

TJ wisely fled as fast as possible. Several onlookers laughed.

Baz cowered against the lockers, terrified without backup. Hugo grabbed the basketballer’s shooting arm shoulder, dragging him one-handed to the center of the rabid crowd. Baz kicked and thrashed uselessly against Hugo’s unyielding strength.

Glancing at Brie revealed her face drained of color, hands over her frightened mouth.

Cody finally stood up on wobbly legs.

Hugo gave him a look. “Don’t ya dare,” he warned. And Cody stayed put.

With the situation under control, Hugo glanced around. “Simon!” he barked.

When his friend scurried over, Hugo looked down at Baz. “Apologize!”

The pinioned basketballer grimaced in defiance. “Hell, no! I’m not—AWWWW!”

Hugo tightened his grip a mere hairsbreadth, making Baz shriek and wriggle like a caught fish.

This was too much fun. Hugo felt drunk off himself. “You wanna keep your goddamn shooting arm?" the Samoan roared. "Apologize! NOW!” The ferocity of his words hushed the crowd.

“Okay. OKAY!” Baz held a hand up in truce. Hugo softened his grip. Simon looked as tickled as Hugo felt. “Sorry!” Baz hissed through gritted teeth. “You happy now—Aah…THE HELL?”

Hugo squeezed a slight fraction harder, unimpressed. “That didn’t sound genuine.” Baz thrashed and howled. Jesus, did Hugo adore his superstrength. Titan wouldn’t approve of this. Then again, Titan was a hypocrite. And dead. Fuck him. Hugo turned to Simon. “Did Baz sound sorry?”

“Nope.” Simon smirked, bouncing on his heels.

An uneasiness settled over the no-longer-rabid gathering. Hugo didn’t care. He was sending a message. “Apologize like you mean it.”

“Bogie, enough!” Brie angrily waved her hands to catch his eye. “Baz said he’s sorry—”

“SHADDUP!” Hugo roared, her voice repulsive to his ears. Brie recoiled, shocked, hurt and afraid.

Hugo turned back to Baz. “And I’m waiting!” he snarled, no longer amused.

“I’m REALLY sorry, Simon!" Baz pleaded. “Please tell Hugo to let me go.” That sounded sincere.

Simon nodded. “Let him go.”

Hugo squeezed tighter instead. Baz screamed. Hugo leaned close, never raising his voice. “Wanna come after me? Go ahead. But if you even look sideways at my friends or family, I’ll kick my boot so far up your ass you’ll be flossing with my goddamn shoelaces. Are. We. Clear?”

“YES! YES! I’LL DO ANYTHING!” Baz squealed.

Finally, Hugo released him. Baz curled up at his feet, sobbing.

Hugo scanned this crowd once thirsty for Simon’s ass-kicking. Now he drank in their murmured alarm. Brie watched him several feet away, pale green eyes alight with fear.

Hugo smirked. They’ve learned. He turned to Simon, who held his backpack in awe. Striding over, Hugo snatched his bag and strode away. Bystanders hastily parted for his and Simon’s exit.

“That was boss-level AWESOME,” Simon murmured, patting his back.

And for the first time since sophomore year had started, Hugo felt content.


Chapter 32

“I can’t do nothing,” Greyson babbled. ShocKing electrocuting Coach Wendell replayed through his mind. Greyson refused to imagine what might happen to the kids. He paced back and forth in the hospital room. “If I do nothing,” he fretted, gesturing madly. “Those kids could die.”

“Greyson.” Dr. St. Pierre’s calm and measured voice gave him pause.

“Breathe,” the therapist stated. “Look at me.”

Still nervous, Greyson sighed and faced his therapist.

Dr. St. Pierre looked and sounded healthier than a few days ago. But he still seemed pained in bed, wearing hospital clothes too small for his chiseled physique. Even with his casted leg elevated over his bed, St. Pierre commanded the room, especially now that Greyson knew he was the Hurricane. How did I miss that? The parallels were beyond obvious.

Beside St. Pierre in a visitor chair was Letty. The slim black girl had remained glued to a laptop since Greyson arrived, tracking the hostage situation. St. Pierre raised a weary hand to calm Greyson. “I’m so sorry this happened,” he said. “I never wanted any of you to face the evil I fight as Hurricane. I became a therapist after seeing so many supers overwhelmed when their power manifested. They don't get help. Then they turn to crime. Now I’ve failed East St. Louis.”

Greyson waved off the apology. “Not your fault.” He blamed himself more.

Dr. St. Pierre was about to continue when his door opened, startling everyone. A nurse entered. “Hello. I need to check his vitals.”

Letty darted across the room so fast, Greyson could’ve blinked and missed her. “Thank you.” She shoved the nurse back out and slammed the door closed. “Please return later.”

The annoyed nurse pushed the door back open. “Excuse you—”

“I won’t say please again,” Letty snapped, showing teeth. The nurse backpedaled, and the door closed. Letty blocked the entry with a chair for good measure.

Greyson watched fearfully as Letty plopped beside St. Pierre like nothing happened. “What about Sunfox? Timberwolf? Tammy-Gun?” he asked. “Can’t they help?”

The therapist shook his head. “De-fusing a gang war in Chicago.”**FYI – Diffuse means 'thin out' or' spread thin'

Greyson had been banking on their help. “I’m alone.” The image of Coach Wendell screaming as ShocKing electrocuted him shifted…to Greyson’s own face. He shivered.

St. Pierre grimaced. “No, you’re not. Call the group. I trained them similarly.”

Greyson’s stomach twisted into pretzel-like knots. “Can’t.”

Letty looked up from her laptop. “Why?”

Greyson shook his head in shame. “How would that look? Refusing to fight Excessive Menace, until it affects me personally.”

St. Pierre’s features darkened. “Don’t let your pride get you and those kids killed.”

Greyson’s face flushed at the truth . “It’s not pride!” He inhaled a gulp of air and continued. “Everyone said no to Tom. And I know the community center layout well. Going alone is easier.” The reality of his task in three-and-a-half-hours smacked him upside the head. Greyson’s knees trembled. He glanced at the hospital room TV. The center was surrounded by OSA agents, local police and Homeland Security. No communications from inside the facility.

St. Pierre sighed in resignation. “It’ll be you against Excessive Menace. Four on one.”

ShocKing shooting Wendell with electric volts filled Greyson’s head again. He squeezed his eyes shut. “No shit.”

“Your first priority is the hostages.” St. Pierre's intense stare spoke to facing similar scenarios. “If they get caught in the crossfire, then defeating Excessive Menace is a pyrrhic victory.”

Like I don’t know that? Greyson kept that contained with a terse nod.

“That area’s swarming with authorities,” the therapist added grimly, “Many with anti-super weapons.”

Greyson opened his eyes, glowering at him. “Jesus, stop talking me out of this!”

St. Pierre raised both hands in mollifying fashion. “I’m conveying the risks. This will be very difficult, especially alone,” he cautioned with his usual calmness. “You have to levitate over that police barrier to enter the center safely.”

“You’ll need a disguise that protects your identity and you.” Letty popped off the bed, looking Greyson over. “And is easy to move in. Your disguise can't literally be your coffin.”

Greyson blinked. “Good point.” He might know a few places to look.

St. Pierre raised his finger to add another point. “Make sure the disguise isn't anything you'd normally wear. To avoid recognition if you end up on TV.”

“Use cash only to buy your disguise,” Letty added.

Greyson's jaw dropped. This was a lot to remember. Superheroing is hard. His reply was a weak “Right.”

St. Pierre softened. “When my powers first manifested, I didn’t want to be a superhero.” He gestured his hands to emphasize. “Until a friend and better man than me got beaten to death. All for speaking to the wrong guy’s girlfriend.” His eyes glazed over briefly, as if reliving that moment. He focused back on Greyson and smiled. “It started off personal to me too.”

That calmed some of Greyson’s fear. Not much, but enough. He nodded and turned to leave.

“Before you go…here.” Letty rounded the bed, grabbed for her purse and yanked out a black cellphone. She handed it to Greyson.

He turned the phone over in his shaking hands. “A burner?”

“Call me with this after getting your disguise.”

Letty smiled so brightly, Greyson couldn’t help but grin back. “Why?”

She stopped smiling as if he’d asked the dumbest question on Earth. “You won’t be alone.”

Greyson’s shocked gaze fell on Dr. St. Pierre, who nodded at him warmly. Letty continued. “I’ll tell you where to meet so I can give you a comm device and shades. That way I’ll see what you see inside the community center. Plus, I’m getting satellite imaging to find out how many hostages are inside. I’ll be your Eagle Eye.”

“Like she’s been for me,” St. Pierre quipped.

Greyson felt overwhelmed, but in good ways. The mission felt less scary. “Thank you,” he whispered.

“You got three hours,” St. Pierre stated as they shook hands. “Better get going.”

After visiting a sporting store and buying a mix of St. Louis Blues hockey and football player apparel, Greyson made a trip home. Before he got himself killed, Lauren had the right to know. She’d just returned from work when Greyson sat her down and explained his insane plan with the Hurricane’s blessing.

Several moments after, Lauren sat silently, so pretty in her pants suit. Pretty and pale with terror.

“Say something, Laurie,” Greyson pleaded. He had about two hours left and needed to leave.

Lauren looked downward to draw in strength. “Grey…”

“I know it’s dumb and could go terribly wrong.” He knelt before Lauren, grabbing her hands. “I know.” As much as he loved her, nothing would change his mind. “But I have to save those kids—”

“Shut up and let me talk!” Lauren barked.

Greyson shrank back. “Sorry.”

She regained some color before speaking. “This idea sucks for so many reasons. I want you home with me, safe and sound. But I’m not stopping you.” Lauren took his face in her hands, drawing Greyson in until their noses touched. “I want to say how proud I am of your bravery. Just…don’t die.” She gave him two firm pecks on the mouth.

A smile pulled at Greyson’s lips. “Not planning to.” He drank Lauren in again. For that moment, the whole universe melting away, Greyson felt invincible. If he survived tonight, Greyson had to make things official with this amazing woman. He pulled back, gobsmacked by the enormity of his task. “Holy shit, I’m actually doing this.”

“You are.” Lauren’s smile only highlighted her worries. “Go get ‘em, tiger.”

Greyson rose as the doorbell rang. He stared at the door, then Lauren. “You expecting anyone?”

She shook her head, also confused. “I’ll get it.”

Greyson waited impatiently in the living room for Lauren to get rid of their visitors. “Grey?” she called from the foyer. “It’s for you.”

Greyson turned around as Lauren led three people into the living room. He gaped.

“Evening, Greyson,” Kathy greeted cheerfully. She, Tom and Connie all wore matching black tees and track pants. The older woman carried a large shopping bag. “We should talk.”

Greyson couldn't deal with this now. “Bad time, guys. I have to—”

“We know about your stupid plan,” Connie interjected, arms folded indignantly. She gave his living room and Lauren a dispassionate inspection. “Think you’d sneak that by us?”

Greyson bucked his teeth. Fucking Hurricane. He stood firm. “Then you know why I’m doing this.”

“Hence, why we’re joining you,” Tom replied with a megawatt smile.

Lauren gasped in relief. Greyson couldn’t accept this. “Guys, I can’t ask you to—”

“We’re going,” Connie stated decisively. “Just pissed you’d think we’d say no, dumbass!”

Greyson had to laugh at their solidarity. “I appreciate that. From all…” He realized someone was missing. “Where’s Israel?”

Kathy’s frown deepened the age lines on her face. “He’s not coming.”

“He wanted to,” Tom explained. “But felt his powers not being under control would be a liability.”

Connie was less sympathetic. “Coward.”

Kathy scowled at her. “Hey. The man had his reasons.”

“Connie, it’s fine,” Greyson was too overjoyed at this eleventh-hour help to be mad. “Better he stays home if he’s not all in.” He glanced at the clock, and his heart leaped into his throat. “We got less than two hours. But you guys need disguises.”

“Already covered.” Kathy raised her massive shopping bag for Greyson to see. It was filled with sporting gear and hockey masks. Ha! Connie winked at him.

Greyson felt drunk with joy. Standing with his friends who had similar training, this rescue operation might work. “Alright.” He clapped both hands in delight and turned to Lauren. She smiled and drew him into an embrace. When they broke apart, she cast a stern gaze over the others. “Protect each other. And rescue those kids.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Tom saluted Lauren for some reason. He was a weird guy.

“Let’s call Letty.” Greyson couldn’t stop smiling when he pulled out the burner phone and made the call. “It’s me. We’re ready.”


Chapter 33

An hour later, Greyson sat with his four teammates packed inside a white van like sardines. They were parked five miles away from the East St. Louis Community Center in an empty parking lot.

Forty minutes remained before Excessive Menace started killing hostages. Greyson, now counting the minutes in his head, was eager to get out and face these supers.

Letty sat in the driver seat, typing on her laptop. Everyone else wore St. Louis Blues hockey jerseys with Kevlar vests and football pads underneath. Greyson cast a baffled gaze across the others.

“What are your codenames?” Letty inquired. “To hide your identities.”

Tom brightened like a puppy with a new chew toy. “She’s right.”

Letty rolled her eyes. “Obviously, I’m right.”

“I’m Bravo,” Tom declared, beaming.

Kathy snorted. “Big surprise.” She was trying to get comfortable in this hockey/superhero getup. “Since we’re going NATO phonetic, I’ll be Echo.”

Connie pulled her sleek hair into a ponytail, looking quite cute in her jersey. “Kilo,” she declared.

That left Greyson. The codename Whiskey would seem like he was a drunk. And Hotel? Odd. Then the perfect alias hit him. “Tango.”

Connie side-eyed him. “Tango?”

“Thought we had an O theme,” he replied sheepishly, receiving blank stares. “No?” Greyson blushed and started fidgeting with his outfit. “These football pads are bulky.”

“Better than your hockey pads,” Kathy noted, like a know-it-all mom.

“True.” Greyson decided not to focus on how wrong this could go. “Letty? Update?”

“I see nineteen heat signals inside the main gymnasium,” the young woman announced. “Fifteen baselines. Four supers, as noted by their heat signature onscreen.” She showcased her laptop. The fifteen normal humans were red, the four supers dark reddish.

Greyson swallowed hard, knowing fifteen kids and counselors were at the mercy of terrorists. We’ll get everyone out alive. But that wasn’t his only concern. “What about the authorities?”

Letty switched views on her laptop screen, showing St. Louis PD, OSA and Homeland Security officers surrounding the center. Connie and Kathy both cursed. Greyson’s heart dropped into his stomach. Those were a lot of officers, armed to the teeth.

“So far, it’s a stand-off,” Letty stated. “They’re also waiting for Hurricane. Three-mile perimeter encircling the community center.” She showcased numerous cone-like metal devices positioned around the buildings. “With power dampening barriers set up should Excessive Menace try leaving.”

Tom’s enthusiasm evaporated. “How do we get in without our powers?”

Letty shrugged at the group’s worries. “Not an issue. The ankle bands I gave out should disable the dampening fields’ effects on you. And mask you from OSA’s scanners.”

Greyson lifted his pant leg, showing the black ankle band Letty handed out when everyone arrived. That alleviated some concerns.

Letty’s eyes widened. “Speaking of which.” She fished through one of her bags, pulling out a choker. “Voice distorter.” Letty handed it to a bemused Greyson. “Masks your voice from the hostages.”

Greyson tried it on and said, “Call me Tango.” Except it was a digitized bass instead of his usual baritone. Everyone laughed.

Connie slapped his knee. “That’s some Darth Vader shit.”

For seriousness's sake, Greyson kept the distorter off until the mission began. The discussion went to strategy and entering the center. “I teleport us inside so we reach the hostages first.”

That got unanimously vetoed. “Teleporting three people over five miles will be taxing,” Kathy stated.

Tom puffed out his chest, undeterred. “I can do it.”

Greyson refused to risk lives on Tom’s ego. “We need you fresh when we reach the community center. You’ll be teleporting fifteen hostages out quickly, sometimes more than one at a time.”

Letty got the final say. “He’s right, Tom.” She nodded at Greyson approvingly. “Good call.”

With that, Tom backed down.

Greyson, focused on this mission, pretended not to notice Connie’s admiring gaze.

“What about getting in?” Kathy interjected. “I’d rather not fight our way through the authorities.”

Greyson pointed at Letty’s map. “The roof has an outdoor track. We enter from there.”

Letty winced. “OSA tried already. One of the Illusionist’s dragon illusions torched them alive.”

A chill ran through the group. “Jesus,” Kathy said.

Greyson liked this less than anyone. But time was running out, as were their options. “The roof is our safest bet.” With no other suggestions, everyone agreed to Greyson’s way.

“Less than half an hour, guys,” Letty stated after glancing at the clock.

Greyson grabbed his hockey goalie mask to adjusted his voice modulator. He was afraid his legs would buckle as he stood up. “Ready?”

“No,” Kathy confessed.

Greyson smiled at her before slipping on his mask. “Me neither.” He moved toward the van exit. Tom, Connie and Kathy slipped on their masks. Greyson stifled laughter at how everyone looked more like hockey diehards instead of superheroes.

Letty also provided comm devices that fit behind the ear, clear and adhesive.

Cold night air bit at Greyson’s skin when the team stepped outside. Moonlight bathed the near- empty parking lot, hardly chasing away shadows spilling from every corner around them. It was peaceful, sans the distant sound of helicopters and hubbub a few miles away.

Greyson breathed in greedily and stared at the twinkling heavens. He, Kathy, Tom and Connie were doing this.

“Protect each other.” Letty’s voice in his ear startled him. “and the hostages.”

Greyson remembered those words as the group moved across the lot. Protecting those kids and their counselors was the top priority. He suddenly grew calm and grounded as he marched forward, his teammates following him.

Tom’s enthusiasm disrupted his focus. “What’s our team name?”

“Who fucking cares?” Connie growled.

Tom ignored her. “How about, the Fearsome Foursome.”

“No,” Greyson stated in his distorted voice.

“Quad Squad?”

Kathy groaned.

“Oooh,” Tom continued. “Maybe the Fantastic Fou—?”

“Shaddup, Tom!” everyone snapped, including Letty.

After reaching the parking lot's edge, Greyson saw the community center roof through the trees…and the light pollution from the authorities’ vehicles.

Greyson shook his hands and gestured for everyone to approach. “On my mark, I’ll float us up to that roof.” He tapped inside himself, sensing the gravity mooring him to the earth. Greyson stretched that field wider, touching the gravity around Connie, Kathy and Tom. He smiled and loosened gravity’s hold on them. Within seconds they were rising.

Connie yelped. Tom and Kathy jerked their heads in all directions as the lot shrank beneath them. Soon, Greyson hovered them high above the trees. Soon, Letty’s van was a small rectangle below.

Greyson looked away as his stomach lurched. Better to focus ahead at the community center surrounded by trees…and government vehicles. Not much better of a view.

“High enough, Tango,” Letty said on coms. “Focus the pull of your gravity on the community center.”

Greyson nodded, feeling weightless. He stretched his hand toward the darkened building ahead. The gravity welding it to the earth grazed his fingers. He clenched a fist and pulled. Slow and steady, Greyson felt himself and his friends drawn closer. This was harder than expected, especially while negating the gravity fields of three other people. His muscles burned under the strain, his breathing growing labored. But thinking of those children inside that center provided the only boost he needed. The massive building dominated Greyson’s vision, darkened by night, save the lit-up gym lights around the structure.

A news helicopter soared overhead, its spotlight slicing dangerously close to the quartet. Tom whistled in relief. Greyson could only suck in wind. He could barely hold his arms up. Beneath his hockey jersey and football pads, Greyson was drenched.

“Almost there, Tango,” Letty encouraged him. “Keep steady.” Greyson’s arms trembled, his muscles screaming. Then Connie caught his arms, holding them up. Bless her.

Greyson grunted, making one last agonizing pull onto the roof. When everyone touched down, he relaxed his gravity field and sank to his knees. “Made it!” Greyson gasped, smiling beneath his mask.

Connie and Tom helped him upright, whispering congratulations.

“Good job, Greys—” Kathy began.

“Codenames!” Letty snapped. “Slipups like that get you ID’d.”

Kathy’s face was hidden under her mask, but Greyson sensed her dread. “Sorry, Tango.”

Greyson waved off the apology. After a few moments, he started regaining his wind. Reaching the roof was the easy part. He moved for the roof entrance a few feet away. Like everyone else, the less attention Greyson gave the charred OSA bodies strewn across the roof, the less freaked out he was. “Kilo. The door.”

Connie grabbed at the door handle. Increasing her personal density, she yanked the knob off with a curt metallic wrenching noise. The door swung wide open. “Done!” she crowed.

Greyson advanced to step inside when eerie green radiance washed over the roof. His sweaty skin prickled as he turned and gaped. A massive translucent wolf crouched before them, baring its teeth.

Greyson swore. The wolf lunged, claws ready to shred them asunder.

Greyson and Tom stood petrified…

Until Kathy stepped in their path, hands stretching and morphing. “I got this.” The wolf was on top of her when she started swinging her four-foot blades like meat cleavers.

The wolf illusion recoiled from Kathy’s ferocity, as did Greyson. She showed no mercy, swiping and dicing until the wolf illusion finally dissolved. Kathy stood victorious and panting, arms returning to normal.

Greyson stared at her in amazement. “Damn straight, you got that!”

“There’s activity downstairs,” Letty said over coms. “Excessive Menace must know you’re there.”

That jolted Greyson into action. “Bravo, remember what the community center looks like?” Tom could safely teleport to areas he’d either been to or seen in pictures. He nodded his masked face.

“Teleport us inside.” The group crowded around Tom and touched his shoulders. He stiffened. Abruptly, the world went black and smoky around Greyson, his stomach flip-flopping.

A moment later, everyone was in the community center gymnasium. The lights were dim but gave a good view of everything. Greyson promptly scanned the familiar surroundings.

They stood in the midst of several seated and frightened children, including Cairo, Lennox and Randall.

Coach Wendell and a few other counselors were crouched near the kids. The sudden appearances startled the hostages. On the gym’s furthest side, the pudgy Illusionist was kneeling and wailing in pain. Probably some feedback from Kathy destroying his illusion, which was a bonus. ShocKing with his styled afro had rushed to his friend. Mr. Silk and Brickhouse, patrolling either side of the hostages, jumped in surprise.

Adrenaline scorched Greyson’s system. They had seconds before Excessive Menace regrouped.

“Bravo, hostages!” he shouted. “Echo and Kilo, engage Brickhouse.”

Tom lunged for the nearest two children, grabbed them and vanished in an outburst of black smoke.

ShocKing reared up at what had just happened. “Is this some hockey enthusiast meeting?” His eyes glowed blue as his crackling fingers. Mr. Silk squatted down, wiry muscles coiled in anticipation.

“Nope!” Greyson pointed at Mr. Silk, ShocKing and The Illusionist, touching their gravity fields. Then he cranked the volume up by ten.

The trio sank to their knees and faceplanted, too heavy to stand.

ShocKing and Mr. Silk screamed out curses.

Brickhouse, six-feet of chiseled womanly muscle, froze when she saw her teammates’ plight. Connie, at maximum density, tackled the woman and sent her flying into the wall. The impact shuddered through the building. Brickhouse slumped to the floor with a groan.

Kathy charged in with wild swings, her arms shaped like crowbars. Brickhouse rose to her knees as the blows snapped her head back repeatedly. Connie held the woman’s arms while Kathy unloaded.

Tom reappeared in a dark smoky eruption, grabbed two more hostages, and vanished again. Eleven left. He reappeared, grabbed another three and disappeared.

Eight left.

Reappeared, grabbed three more.

Five left.

Meanwhile, Greyson had restrained three of Excessive Menace unaided. He smiled. This superhero shit isn’t so…hard…

He locked eyes with a pinned ShocKing, forks of electricity crackling through him with growing intensity.

Greyson’s heart leaped. He’s gonna blow! Tom reappeared after taking three hostages and reached for the last two—Randall and Lennox.

Greyson turned to his team. “Run!”

Too late. Plumes of radiant lightning arced out from ShocKing, illuminating the gymnasium. Greyson caught the full impact. Suddenly, he was floating. The world turned white…then black…

Sometime later, Greyson awoke on his back, barely able to move.

To his right revealed Tom face down, motionless. No sign of Lennox or Randall. Goddamn it. The gymnasium lights flickered sporadically from the power surge. Or was that Greyson fading in and out?

Painfully turning his head left, he saw Brickhouse on her feet, pummeling Connie with a flurry of punches. The last blow spun Connie around like a ragdoll. She pitched forward and crumpled to the floor. Greyson cried out, nearly calling her real name. Kathy coughed, struggling to stand. Brickhouse grabbed her throat, hoisting the woman off the ground. She squeezed. Kathy gagged and clutched her neck. No way could she last too long.

Greyson had bigger problems. ShocKing loomed over him, both hands crackling with electricity. Mr. Silk and The Illusionist, though struck by his electricity pulse, were slowly recovering. Greyson tried tapping into his powers. His weary muscles protested.

“Not sure who you clowns are,” ShocKing growled. “But once I’m done, no one will even recognize your corpses.” The criminal pointed an electric finger at Greyson.


Chapter 34

“You’re WHERE??”

Quinn recoiled from Annie’s loud disbelief on her cell. “Near Paragon’s Bar in Southside Atascadero.” Her flats click-clacking on cracked sidewalk.

“You’re in Supertown? On purpose??” Annie protested.

“Following up on a lead.” It was after ten in the San Miguel suburb, according to Quinn’s cellphone. Chilly breezes seeped through her clothing. Or was that fear? Quinn had just left the rows of micro-breweries, art galleries and wine bars in Atascadero’s Colony Square. Now she entered a mostly superhuman neighborhood, its dive bars and clubs splashed in garish neon lights. Quinn did pass a single familiar establishment, one of those free clinics run by Paxton-Brandt. Their white-walled clinics were ubiquitous in low-income areas like Supertown, always perfectly nestled into the background.

Quinn had never stepped foot in this part of Atascadero. Her fierce beige leather jacket over a lacy black blouse and faded blue jeans weren’t meant to invite attention. Being a baseline human in these parts wasn’t safe at night. Already, Quinn spied not-fully-human individuals trolling the streets, some arguing while other engaged in loud merrymaking.

She clutched her purse tighter. Boston Strong, Quinn recited. Well…Boston adjacent strong.

“Quinnie,” Annie fretted. “Love you, mean it. But your Lady Liberty interview is airing in half an hour. Come over and enjoy that!”

“I should,” Quinn replied honestly. She wanted to watch her interview on SLOCODaily.com, which was a teaser to the Vanguard series. Social media chatter was huge. Helena had invited Quinn over to watch. But tonight was the only time Seraph could join her. And she wouldn’t let Quinn go alone. “This is more important.”

Annie sighed. “You shouldn’t be in that part of ‘Atrashcadero’ this late.” Her voice turned grim. “The stories I’ve heard about what happens in the superhuman district at night—”

“I’m not alone,” Quinn reassured her, weaving around a gaggle of teens with glowing eyes. “That’s why I’m calling, so you know where I am. My auntie and uncle know, too.”

“Got your bases covered, as usual. I wanna be you when I grow up.” Pride and worry colored Annie’s tone.

Quinn smiled. Paragon’s bright pink sign appeared as she turned a corner. “Call you when I'm home.”

“Be careful, Quinnie. Johnny’s my fiancée, but you’re still my person.”

“Likewise,” Quinn said, warm and fuzzy over the declaration.

“I better be!” Annie exclaimed. They exchanged goodbyes. Quinn hung back across the street, observing the bar’s patrons. There was a short line in front. Some patrons were mountains of muscle, others skinny as reeds, a few resembled small children. They might actually be children, Quinn considered. Regardless, many semi-famous superheroes or supervillains were known to drink at one of the first bars for superhumans.

“Quinn!” an accented voice called from her left.

Quinn turned. “Mikaela…” She looked the superhero up and down, marveling. “Helloooo, nun!”

Seraph passed under a streetlight, undoubtedly not in costume. Instead, Mikaela Guerrero wore a slinky little black dress that flattered her curves. Her brunette hair was parted right, sleek sheets falling past her shoulders. She’d ditched her usual fresh-faced look for dark cherry lipstick and other makeup to accentuate her natural beauty.

The ogling visibly unsettled Seraph. “Is this disguise good enough?”

“Absolutely,” Quinn said as they embraced. “No one will expect Seraph at a superhuman dive bar dressed like this.” She gestured at Seraph’s splendor as they crossed the street. “You look hot, Kaylie.”

Seraph blushed appreciatively. “Lucas tells me that much more than Kurt.”

Quinn gave her a blank look. “Lucas…OH.” She cringed, recalling the name of Seraph’s teen lover, Blur.

“And I hate that nickname,” Seraph added.

“Kaylie?” Quinn supposed, somewhat surprised. Seraph nodded.

“Sorry.”

“No worries.” Seraph brushed off the apology. “I only tolerate Kurt calling me that.”

Quinn didn’t respond, having already given her thoughts on Seraph’s Facebook-complicated love life. The reporter shook her head to clear it, unmoored by the direction her life had taken. Two months ago, she was as far removed from superheroes as a normal person could be. Now, she’d met The Vanguard, interviewed Lady Liberty, and was bar-hopping with Seraph.

“By the way,” Quinn asked as they got in line to enter Paragon's. “Where does your team think you are?”

“Church,” Seraph said as if the answer was obvious.

Quinn stared at her. For someone so pious, Seraph sure had a unique relationship with honesty. She swallowed her distaste. The line moved quickly. “Carmine’s wife described two bartenders who usually served him,” she explained, using Lord Borealis’s real name in case anyone was snooping. “Both were working that night, according to him. If we find one, we ask if he was in any condition to…you know.” Kill Titan, her expression suggested.

Seraph’s brown eyes tightened in understanding. “You know what this means if you’re correct?”

Quinn nodded. “The real killer’s out there.” The night grew colder. She shivered. “Let’s do this.” Paragon’s outside bouncer was tall and long-limbed, his skin vaguely resembling tree bark with a mop of shrubby green hair. A plant-based super, Quinn deduced. But not one of the bartenders Lord Borealis had mentioned. After studying her and Seraph’s IDs (the latter’s being fake for anonymity reasons), the pair gained entry. Quinn exhaled in relief. Now for the hard part, she mused as they stepped inside.

Paragon’s was wall-to-wall crammed, dark and writhing like a club despite being Sunday night. The thunderous and erratic heartbeat of EDM throbbed in the air, married to rowdy and overlapping conversations. Quinn took lead, holding Seraph’s hand as they weaved through boisterous crowds.

While trying not to get crushed, the reporter spied too many wonders to process. A spiky-haired Asian man sat in a booth, impressing three ladies by juggling fire-based puppies. Another super, a lean and long-legged Asian beauty, shifted from human flesh to crystal to avoid a man’s unwanted advances. She shoved him back hard, drawing cheers. Quinn saw another pair, a short, squat man and a colossal wolf-man covered in shaggy black fur. The latter scanned the bar, his yellow eyes lingering on Quinn three seconds too long. Like a predator tracking prey.

Trembling, Quinn quickly turned away. Being petite in height, she couldn’t see above the writhing wall of drunks surrounding them. Quinn turned back to Seraph, who was a little taller. “See the bar from here?”

The superhero frowned, shaking her head. Then her eyes widened at something ahead. “Look!”

Quinn followed her gaze and found a brief opening in the throng. Three bartenders worked the bar, zipping back and forth among customers. Quinn focused on one—pale and beefy with a green dragon tattoo covering his right arm. And vertical reptilian pupils. Herman. He was one bartender Lord Borealis had described through his wife, working the night Titan died.

“Do you see the bartenders?” Seraph yelled over the noise.

“One of them,” Quinn confirmed and pulled her forward. “C’mon!” The pair shouldered a path amid sprays of alcohol and unwanted catcalls to the furthest end of the bar where Herman held court.

Quinn tried flagging Herman down to no avail.

Seraph, already grabbing glances everywhere, took a barstool and did a girly handwave. Herman scurried over like his ass was on fire.

“Of course,” Quinn laughed. “Maybe I should’ve worn a little black dress.”

“Ladies! Pick your poison, and I’ll see if I can provide,” Herman stated, laying on the charm.

“We have questions!” Seraph shouted over the booming racket.

Herman shrugged, leaning over the bar. “Hopefully, I can help you cuties out.”

Quinn leaned in, meeting him halfway. “A former customer,” she spoke in Herman’s ear. “Lord Borealis.”

The bartender flinched. “Okay,” he said, flirty demeanor vanishing.

“He was a regular, right?”

Herman shrugged, glancing around nervously. “Borealis came a few times after his so-called redemption. But I don’t discriminate against who I serve.”

Quinn wasn’t satisfied, folding her arms. “Was he here on June 26th?”

Herman stiffened. “Don’t remember.”

Quinn exchanged skeptical glances with Seraph. “Everyone remembers where they were June 26th.”

“I don’t,” Herman snapped. “I worked that night. It was packed.” Looking over his shoulder, he saw his fellow bartender gesturing irately at increasing customers. Herman turned to Quinn and Seraph with a hostile glower. “Unless you’re getting drinks, I have actual customers to serve.”

Dang it! About to lose a lead who could acquit Lord Borealis, Quinn moved to grab him.

Seraph stopped her with a terse headshake, touching the bartender’s arm to regain his attention. As soon as Herman’s eyes met Seraph’s, he froze.

“We only want the truth, sir.” Seraph’s soft, accented purr sliced through the barroom noise. “Please help us.”

Herman gazed back, glassy-eyed. “Definitely.”

Quinn, while grateful for her friend’s move, was confused. How’d she do that?

“Good.” Seraph smiled, showing perfect white teeth. The ex-nun’s gaze had pinned Herman in place. “Was Lord Borealis at Paragon’s on June 26th?”

“Yes,” Herman answered. “He came here before ten, alone. Borealis usually comes twice a week, has some drinks, tells stories to anyone who’ll listen, and leaves before midnight.”

Seraph, never breaking eye contact, gestured for Quinn to chime in.

“Was he drunk that night?” the reporter asked.

“The old fart got hammered.” Herman chuckled. “Regaling everyone about his glory days and shit.”

Quinn glanced at Seraph, unsure how her friend made Herman so compliant. Presently, she didn’t care. “What else did Borealis do?”

“He juggled chairs magnetically,” Herman said. “Did some other magnetic tricks.” The bartender shrugged, eyes glued to Seraph’s. “Everyone was egging him on, buying him drinks.”

Triumph surged through Quinn, and dread. This lined up with Borealis’s story. She went in for the kill. “In your opinion, was he in any condition to fight?”

Herman snorted. “My cousin in preschool could’ve kicked his ass.”

“Borealis wasn't lying,” Quinn murmured, both gratified and horrified. "He didn’t kill Titan." She knew it in her bones. But she needed a little more reasonable doubt. “Then what?”

“Borealis kept falling off his barstool…wha…?” Herman shook his head, eyes refocusing. He blinked and turned pale. “I should’ve kept quiet!” Herman whirled and ran, shoving some patrons aside to reach the back entrance. Another overwhelmed bartender squawked in disbelief at his exit.

“Wait!” Quinn moved to sprint after him. But she spotted Seraph cradling her forehead, swaying dangerously. “Whoa…Mikaela!” Quinn dove and caught her from spilling off the barstool. She guided the dazed superhero back to her seat. “Are you okay?”

Seraph leaned forward with her eyes squeezed shut. “Just need a few minutes….” She sounded so weak, barely audible over the crowd. “Herman’s getting...away.”

Quinn turned in the direction Herman had fled and saw masses of writhing drunks. But she couldn’t leave Seraph like this. And her friend’s current state seemed tied to Herman’s brief chattiness. “How did you make him talk?”

Seraph looked at Quinn wearily. “Purity Stare,” she admitted. “I amplify…someone’s guilt over a topic, making them…confess their sins. Using it intensely…is taxing.”

Quinn was stunned. She’d never heard about Seraph having that power. “Whoa.” A memory dislodged from her brain, confessing to Seraph about her Lord Borealis investigation. “You used that Purity whammy on me the other day, didn’t you?”

Seraph rubbed the back of her neck, shrugging limply. “Maybe…”

Quinn recoiled as if slapped. “Bitch!”

Seraph had the gall to look miffed. “Hate me later, Quinn. I didn’t get a full confession…” Her shoulders slumped. “Someone…interrupted my connection.”

That broke through Quinn’s anger. “Like…a telepath?”

“Yes, and somewhere in Paragon's.” Seraph met Quinn’s gaze, looking less woozy. “You have to find that bartender so we can get his full confession.”

Quinn’s gaze roved across the drunken, rowdy masses. Someone in this bar was trying to keep the truth hidden. Someone who might have killed Titan. This unseen threat frightened Quinn anew. She had to find Herman, get his whole story. Then Quinn studied her slumped over friend. “I’m not leaving you.”

Seraph sat up, glaring at Quinn. “I’ll be fine. Go.”

Before she could reply, a large and furry wall pushed up behind her. Then came loud sniffing from a canine-like nose brushing against her hair. Quinn jerked away from the personal invasion. She turned and looked up, then looked up again at a shaggy black tower of lupine menace.

The wolfman. He was HUGE, easily seven feet tall.

Quinn swallowed her fear and wrapped a protective arm around Seraph. “Excuse you!” she fumed.

The wolfman’s yellow eyes gleamed. “Excuse you…baseline.” His snarl provoked images of ripped, bloody flesh. “You don’t belong here.”

Quinn struggled to stay calm and looked around. This confrontation was drawing too many eyes. “We’re leaving.” She drew Seraph closer, moving to go.

The wolfman blocked their path. “Not until I make sure you don’t return, baseline.” A growl rumbled out as he advanced.

Quinn’s terror skyrocketed. Pinned against the bar, she saw no escape routes through the thick crowd.

Seraph lurched in front of Quinn defensively. “Get away from us—UGH!”

Wolfman lashed out lightning-fast with a backhand. Seraph went sailing over the bar, slamming into the liquor wall with an earsplitting KEESH of shattered bottles. Her ragdoll body spilled to the floor behind the bar, showered in sheets of liquor and bottle shards. Seraph didn’t move.

“MIKAELA!” Quinn cried.

The bar hushed, music stopping. Everyone watched the confrontation.

Wolfman’s gaze stabbed into Quinn, stripping away her courage. “Where were we?” He pointed a finger at Quinn, popping a long, dirty claw. “You owe me a scream.”

And she had nowhere to run.

A brawny blue-skinned man reached over, spinning the wolfman around. “Are you kidding?” he protested, gesturing at Quinn. “That’s no way to treat women.”

Wolfman grabbed his throat, shoving him away violently. “Outta my face!” he roared.

The blue man toppled onto a table, knocking over its drinks in thick sprays. The supers sitting there rose angrily.

“Those were our drinks!” a butch female at the table barked.

The wolfman ignored them, his attention back on a petrified Quinn. “Put it on my tab!”

Another member of the group banged his glowing fists together. “We’ll pull it from your hide!” That group charged at the wolfman, pushing through others. Angry words were exchanged, someone shoved another person. The first punch was thrown.

The next thing Quinn knew, the barroom erupted into a full-scale brawl.

She scrambled behind the bar on all fours toward an unconscious Seraph.

“Oh my Lord!” Quinn cradled the superhero in her arms. Seraph had a reddening bruise on her cheek. Worms of red trickled from Seraph’s forehead. Several minor cuts from bottles shards marred her smooth arms and legs. Meanwhile, World War Super exploded on the other side of the bar.

Quinn had seen her share of New England bar brawls, but never with a pub full of supers. She peeked over the bar and jerked back down, nearly beheaded by a fiery torch blast. Reminding herself to breathe, she slung Seraph’s arm over her shoulder and dragged the superhero toward the exit, ducking her head. “I’m getting us out of here, Mikaela…WHOA.” Green electric forks speared the wall in front of Quinn, blocking her path.

More energy blasts punched holes through the barroom’s walls and roofs, scorching gouts of flames and thick beams of radiance. Quinn squealed, cradling Seraph closer. If this continued, the whole bar would collapse.

She then heard surprised screams and a familiar voice in the chaos, calling Seraph’s real name. “Kaylie, where are you?”

Quinn frowned, laying Seraph down on an area not covered in glass. She peeked over the bar again.

In the eye of the skirmish was a strapping, squared-jawed man with short blond hair, wearing a t-shirt and jeans. This chiseled slab of Americana bulldozed through several bar patrons like it was his job. He fought with too much skill and precision for a simple brawler.

Quinn knew him. “Kurt!”

Sentinel dropped another patron with a vicious uppercut before turning. “Bauer?” he called out, surprised. “Why are you here? Where’s Kaylie—AHH!”

The distraction cost him.

Half a dozen brawny supers pounced on Sentinel and struggled to hold him down. When that didn’t work, every brawler turned their focus on Sentinel.

Quinn screamed his name as he got buried.

She then sensed someone behind her climbing onto the bar. Blinding light suddenly doused the entire space. “ENOUGH!” a voice rang out, like a noon church bell.

Quinn gawked.

Seraph stood on top of the bar with an unforgiving glare, bleeding from several cuts, black dress soaked in liquor. But with her radiant wings unfurled and spread wide, she was a heavenly sight.

“Holy shit…it’s Seraph,” someone pointed out unironically.

“Meaning, that’s gotta be Sentinel.” Suddenly, everyone dogpiling the supersoldier scrambled off like he was on fire. Several patrons rushed for the exits.

Sentinel climbed to his feet, shirt torn and lip busted. He leveled angry looks at Seraph and Quinn. “Come.” Seraph stepped down from the bar and helped Quinn over. No one tried stopping them. Once the trio was outside, Seraph retracted her wings into her back. With Sentinel there, Quinn noticed her shrinking in submission.

“How did you find us?” Quinn asked after Paragon’s was far behind them.

“We have a mission in Manhattan.” Sentinel glared at his fiancée, who couldn’t meet his gaze. “Kaylie wasn’t answering her communicator so I went to pick her up at her chapel. She wasn’t there. Ramon tracked Kaylie here. With you.”

Quinn flinched from his accusing tone. But her concern was for Seraph. The blood dripping from her forehead wasn’t abating. “You’re bleeding.” She reached for her liquor-soaked friend.

Sentinel yanked Seraph away, like property. “You’ve done enough.” He glanced around the dark streets. They reached the border of Colony Square and Supertown. “Go home.”

He grunted a command at Seraph. She obediently unfurled her angel wings, illuminating the streets. Wrapping both arms around Sentinel, she flew skyward.

Quinn looked up to see the orange glow of a V-Jet’s repulsor engines hovering several miles overhead.

Once they’d entered the jet’s rear hatch, the V-Jet zoomed into the night to save the world again.

Quinn remained earthbound, staring at the heavens. Her brain spun with questions and guilt.


Chapter 35

Across the dark gymnasium, Connie lay supine and unconscious.

Tom was sprawled nearby, barely moving.

Further away, Kathy dangled in Brickhouse’s one-handed grip, gasping for breath.

Greyson watched his fallen teammates through hazy, wounded eyes. He curled in a fetal position, muscles seizing from ShocKing's electric blast. Crackles from Letty’s fried communicator filled his ear, meaning they were on their own. Some heroes we turned out to be.

ShocKing loomed over him smugly. The Illusionist flanked his left, cracking his knuckles. A sneering Mr. Silk crouched between them panther-like.

The team’s only hope was either OSA busting in, which would expose Greyson and his friends. Or, Tom teleporting everyone to safety. But he was down and out.

“Get up, Bravo,” Greyson hissed at Tom. “Get—”

Mr. Silk jerked Greyson upright by the collar. Before he could react, Mr. Silk doubled him over with a piston-like blow to the stomach. Greyson’s ribs screamed. Another blow to the head nearly decapitated him. Greyson crumpled to hands and knees. His vision swam, the desire to vomit overwhelming.

“No one’s going anywhere, hockey puck,” Mr. Silk hissed in his ear.

ShocKing laughed. “Hockey puck. NICE.” He and Mr. Silk bumped fists.

The Illusionist looked fully recovered. His pudgy face lit up as he rubbed both hands to generate a massive dragon illusion, scaly wings and all. Under different circumstances, Greyson would’ve marveled. But as the dragon stomped its paw on Connie, Greyson only felt horror.

The Illusionist squatted and held Greyson’s gaze. Those beady eyes held zero remorse. “If you think this ends with the heroes saving the day, then you’re reading the wrong story.”

Greyson shivered in shame. How could he have arrogantly thought his inexperienced group could defeat these monsters? Now we’re gonna die... At least most of the kids escaped. Lennox and Randall had run somewhere else.

Brickhouse tossed Kathy aside like a sack of meat. The older woman tumbled several feet and lay still. Greyson couldn’t tell if she was alive or dead. He was too afraid to guess…

“Hurricane never showed,” Brickhouse whined, like she’d been ghosted. “Can we please kill someone?”

“Absolutely!” ShocKing exclaimed, pleased by the idea. He pointed at Tom, who’d fought to a kneeling position. “Rip the teleporter’s spine out before we kill them.”

“No…” Greyson struggled to rise, only for Mr. Silk to slap a headlock on him. He struggled feebly, muscles still spasming. Connie wriggled to free herself, but the dragon illusion had her pinned.

Brickhouse reached Tom in four strides and cocked her fist.

“NO!” That drew stares from around the gymnasium, save a motionless Kathy.

Randall and Lennox burst from their hiding spots, stepping between Tom and Brickhouse. The former rivals stood together with hands raised to stay Brickhouse. Greyson’s blood froze.

“Don’t hurt him!” Lennox cried. He looked terrified but refused to run.

Same with Randall. “Please! They only wanted to help.”

“Goddamn it!” Greyson swore, struggling to reach those boys and levitate them out of harm’s way. But his powers were spent. “Lennox. Randall. Run!”

ShocKing looked from Greyson to the boys with a cruel smile. “Brickhouse. Flatten the pipsqueaks first.”

The powerhouse beamed. “Gladly, lover.” She drew back her fist.

Randall and Lennox instinctively raised their hands to shield themselves from the superpowered punch.

And Greyson, trapped in Mr. Silk’s headlock, screamed in horror as Brickhouse swung.

Until the floor beneath her abruptly rippled and flung the powerhouse aside. She sailed across the gymnasium, flailing her beefy limbs, landing hard on the floor.

Greyson stared stupidly at the flat floor where Brickhouse stood. Lennox and Randall also stared, unharmed. ShocKing looked pissed. His fingers crackled with electricity. “Who—?” The floor swelled like ocean waves right in ShocKing’s face, smacking him off his feet.

The swell of paneled wood swept onward, simultaneously slamming into the Illusionist and Mr. Silk.

Suddenly, Greyson was free. He sank to his knees, sucking in greedy gulps of air. With the Illusionist down, the dragon pinning Connie vanished. She popped to her feet.

Tom seemed to regain more awareness, looking from the boys to their downed foes.

Greyson scrambled as rippling wood panels surged toward him. Until the rush stopped, shrank and morphed from wooden to human form.

Greyson gaped at the familiar face. “Izzy? You came!”

The older man hauled Greyson upright, frowning in plain regret. “Wish I’d come sooner.”

“You're here.” Smiling beneath his mask, Greyson clapped Big Izzy’s shoulders. “That’s what matters.” Connie and Tom both beamed. Randall and Lennox looked confused.

The older man glanced over his shoulder. The Illusionist, Mr. Silk and ShocKing were starting to recover. His smile disappeared. “Imma handle these fools.” Izzy tapped a grey metal ring on his finger. Immediately, his brown skin shifted to iron grey.

Greyson smiled. “Be my guest.”

Izzy charged headlong at the trio, swinging his gleaming fists. The sounds of bloodcurdling cries as metal crunching against bone filled the gymnasium.

Lennox stared at Tom, who finally regained his footing. “Who are you guys?” the black teen asked, considering their St. Louis Blues jerseys with a mix of wonder and mockery.

Tom actually did a hands-on-hips superhero pose. “Just a team of anonymous heroes.”

“BRAVO!” Greyson and Connie barked.

“Okay!” Tom grabbed both Lennox and Randall, disappearing in a smoky burst. The last worry bled out of Greyson. Glancing right, he saw Izzy standing like an iron statue over the groaning forms of the Illusionist, ShocKing and Mr. Silk.

Greyson flexed his fingers experimentally. The spasms were fading.

“So, what if we lost the hostages?” Her nearby voice startled Greyson. He turned. Brickhouse charged at him, hatred contorting her square features. “I’ll settle for killing you.” She closed the distance between them at frightening speeds. Greyson stood frozen, thoughts in a jumble—

Until Connie launched herself at Brickhouse like a missile, colliding with such force Greyson’s teeth rattled. Brickhouse went skidding across the floor, stunned.

Connie stood beside Greyson, fists clenched. “No one dies today, bitch.”

He watched her in awe. She nodded, but Greyson sensed she was smiling under that hockey mask.

Brickhouse struggled to a knee. That tackle noticeably dazed her. But she remained defiant. “Think you’ve won?” She bared her teeth like some animal. “We’re goddamn Excessive Menace!”

“And?” Greyson was sick of their arrogance. Sick of their violence. Sick of them. He tapped into his core, digging deep. Soon Greyson’s whole body illuminated, burning bright. Energy pulsed through his arms and legs, flooding his chest. He pointed at Brickhouse, who no longer looked so arrogant.

Greyson discharged a radiant yellow burst, striking Brickhouse with a thunderous clap. The blast rocketed her straight through the roof. She kept soaring into the night skies, becoming a blip, then vanished.

Connie and Izzy gaped upward. Tom returned in a smoky swirl, following their gazes. “What did I miss?”

Greyson laughed. “Something…excessive.”

“Brickhouse!!” ShocKing cried and clutched his sides. Possibly broken ribs. He glared at Greyson, eyes crackling with blue electricity. “If you hurt her—”

Big Izzy slapped him upside his afroed head. “Quiet, punk,” the older man growled.

“We need to go,” Tom announced. “With the hostages out, OSA’s about to storm this place.”

That snapped Greyson from his victory afterglow, He glanced around the gymnasium. Kathy was still unconscious. His joy faded. If she was hurt or worse… “Bravo. Get Kilo, Echo and Izzy outta here.”

As Tom and Izzie ran to Kathy, Connie’s eyes lingered on Greyson. “And you?”

Greyson glared at the three remaining criminals with smoldering hate. “Ensuring these assholes don’t hurt the authorities.” He turned Connie around and shoved her toward Tom. When Izzie had hoisted Kathy’s body over his shoulder, Greyson felt secure. “GO.”

Connie reluctantly ran to the others. She and Izzie held onto Tom, who touched Kathy’s thick leg. The foursome vanished in an explosive black cloud.

Greyson heard ripples of activity beyond the walls; OSA was storming the building. He had to act fast.

Greyson approached ShocKing, the Illusionist and Mr. Silk. Under the moonlight spilling from the hole on the ceiling, they crawled on hands and knees across the gymnasium in obvious pain. “How does it feel to be afraid?” Greyson asked.

“Please,” Mr. Silk wheezed. Izzy had done a number on him. Good. “Don’t hurt us!”

ShocKing raised a hand as Greyson approached. “We surrender.” The Illusionist broke into a fit of coughs. Without their arrogant sneers, they looked so young and harmless. Probably in their mid-twenties. Such a waste. Greyson wasn’t feeling merciful. “How does it feel to be victimized?” He reached out, feeling around their gravity fields. For so long, when Greyson barely had any control, his outbursts levitated objects.

Tonight, in full control of himself, Greyson did the reverse. Increasing their gravity fields five times over.

Screams rang out from ShocKing, that smarmy tub of guts Illusionist and that spidery asshole Mr. Silk. They squirmed and writhed. Under his mask, Greyson smiled, witnessing their pain.

He clenched his fists, increasing their gravity. Greyson heard a loud snap; ShocKing’s ankle cracking. A stomach-churning pop: Mr. Silk’s shoulder separating. “HOW DOES IT FEEL?”

The Illusionist clutched his chest as his sternum cracked. Their screams no longer sounded human. Greyson unclenched his fists and released them. The trio lay broken and wailing, most of their limbs shattered.

“Excessive Menace?” Greyson guffawed with satisfaction. “All I see are little boys pretending to be men.”

The bark of OSA officers grew nearer.

Right then, Tom reappeared. “Tango, we gotta go.” He stopped and gaped at the three criminals and the unnatural positions of their limbs. “What happened to them?!”

Greyson met his friend’s gaze. “I did.” He steeled himself for criticism. But Tom was too stunned to respond. Military-style footfall and barking voices thundered outside the doors, with sweeping floodlights.

Now Greyson was nervous. “While we’re young, Bravo.”

That snapped Tom out of his daze. “Right!” He grabbed Greyson’s shoulders. Moments later, Greyson felt as if someone has sucked him down a sink drain of darkness. Everything turned inside out, like his stomach. Just as quick, Greyson found himself back in the parking lot besides Letty’s van. His head spun as Tom guided him into the van’s open door.

“Is that everyone?” Letty called out as he entered with Tom.

“Yup,” the teleporter answered.

“Great!” Letty took off once Greyson strapped in next to a grinning Connie. He pulled off his mask and looked immediately for Kathy.

She sat across the van, conscious and cradling her head. Big Izzy held her close, rubbing her back. Greyson’s relief soared.

Huddled in the van’s rear, no one spoke for a while as Letty raced through East St. Louis’s side streets.

Once they’d reached the I-70, Connie punched Greyson in the arm. “Okay, that was so BOMB.”

He held her adoring gaze and grinned, beyond pleased. “Right?”

“Nice work, everyone,” Letty added. Her expression in the rearview mirror looked as proud as Greyson felt. “You saved everyone.”

“We sure did!” Tom puffed out his chest.

Suddenly, everyone was talking at once about the battle and defeating actual supervillains. The team reveled in the danger, the excitement, the victory. Greyson savored every compliment given and received. He praised Connie for taking on Brickhouse. She blushed profusely.

When Tom boasted about him “wrecking” Excessive Menace, he felt no shame over how far he’d gone.

From Greyson’s viewpoint, that was justice.


Chapter 36

Hear about Malalou and Martinez?

Half the school was talking about Friday’s showdown. Unsurprisingly, word had spread over the weekend. Hugo only had to listen across Paso Robles High, hearing how he handled Baz and friends on hundreds of tongues. In 1st period French, his classmates had been staring and whispering, their retellings of the fight pretty accurate.

Hugo this…Hugo that… Some of Baz’s basketball and football allies swore retaliation. Most were slow clapping. Though popular, Baz Martinez was reviled among the school hierarchy’s lower rungs.

The more the story got repeated, the more absurd it became. Malalou thrashed Baz, TJ, Cody, DeDamien AND Brent. Malalou bench-pressed Baz ten feet high then left with Brie slung over his shoulder caveman-style. Malalou beat up the whole basketball team. That one made Hugo chuckle.

Hugo…

Hugo…

“Hugo!” The voice jarred Hugo back to the present. He opened his eyes and pushed his disheveled hair back. Mr. Allocco stood beside his desk, wearing one of his striped polos and a reproachful look. The entire class looked his way, some snickering but most gazing. Simon, sitting up front, looked worried. Hugo felt Brie’s eyes crawling all over him from across the room.

Mr. Allocco spread his hands wide. “Am I boring you?”

Right then, Hugo didn’t care enough to be polite. “Want me to lie?” That drew amused shock from classmates. By Mr. Allocco’s surprised glare, Hugo immediately regretted his words. But something in him refused to apologize. He tilted his jaw up defiantly. Hugo had apologized too much the last year for being himself.

Mr. Allocco’s features hardened. “Maybe the counsellor’s office will offer more excitement.” The entire class “ooooohed” at this counterpunch.

Hugo stiffened. That was a harsh reprimand for his snarky remark. Then Hugo realized why. Friday. Shit.

“You, Simon and Briseis have been summoned,” Mr. Allocco added, gesturing at his other two students. “Take your backpacks.”

Hugo exchanged looks with Simon as the class buzzed. He stood and shouldered his backpack. Turning to class, Hugo made a mocking hand gesture to show how unafraid he was, drawing laughs. Mr. Allocco called for order.

Inside, Hugo was petrified. Clearly, Baz or one of his lackeys had complained. Or Brie?

The walk to the counsellors’ office was silent, other than Brie’s Louboutin’s click-clacking through the halls. Wearing a designer blouse and skirt, her sleek auburn hair styled in loose beach waves, she walked on Hugo’s left. Simon was on his right, his t-shirt featuring Titan and Lady Liberty flying.

Brie’s slender frame was tense as she searched Hugo’s face. For what, he didn’t care. Simon looked pissed being anywhere near Brie. Hugo empathized. Three of Simon’s steps and two of Brie’s barely equaled his one stride, both struggling to keep pace. Hugo’s mind was too clouded with worst-case scenarios to slow down. Simon and Brie would be fine. His fate was another matter. Had Baz or someone else accused him of having powers, despite his wariness? Would he get suspended or expelled? Hugo fully expected Brie to take her boyfriend’s side when the counselor asked questions. He kept a steely exterior and moved forward.

Once the Bearcats logo of Paso High’s main building grew closer, Briseis broke the silence.

“Bogie, I know why you’re mad at me,” she murmured urgently. “Brent told me about last summer. I had no idea what had happened until yesterday.”

The disclosure nearly tripped Hugo up. Not just Brie knowing, but how much Brent had revealed. Hugo shook off the ghastly memory and kept walking.

Simon frowned at him. “What’s she jabbering about?”

Brie ignored him. “Baz saw your texts about Liberty Park.” Her remorse sounded like the Brie that Hugo thought he’d known. “I dumped him after hearing he and his boys jumped you. We're so over!”

“Whoa!” Simon grabbed Hugo’s arm, aghast. “Baz jumped you last summer?”

Brie gave Simon a smug smirkface. “Ooohohoh. Bogie didn’t tell you?”

Hugo glared at Brie with pure venom. “STOP.” That growl silenced her as the trio entered the building.

He eyed Simon regretfully. “We’ll talk later.” Hugo’s priority was surviving this meeting.

Mrs. DeWitt, Hugo’s counsellor, looked like someone’s favorite aunt. She was in her late forties, not unattractive for her age, sporting bob-cut blonde hair and a slight pudge around the mid-section. Her watery grey eyes studied the three sophomores sitting in front of her desk. Hugo again sat between Brie and Simon, leaning forward, heart racing. Just get it over with, he wanted to say. But after his snide remark to Mr. Allocco, Hugo kept his mouth shut.

“I heard about Friday’s altercation,” Mrs. DeWitt declared crisply, “and you three being involved. Who wants to start?”

Simon spoke about how he was minding his business when Baz, Cody and TJ started shoving him around. He mentioned Brie egging the three athletes on. She had the decency to blush with shame.

Hugo briefly closed his eyes as Simon spoke, recalling his friend's screams while getting ping-ponged around. He should've taught Baz a more painful lesson.

“I don’t know how far they would’ve gone if Hugo hadn’t come.” Simon gestured at the Samoan. “He tried leaving and they wouldn’t let him. Hugo handled them without throwing a single punch.”

Mrs. DeWitt turned to Brie with sharp disappointment. “Walk us through this altercation, please.”

Briseis sat with perfect carriage and exhaled with practiced fatigue. “Simon’s correct. I was with my ex-boyfriend Sebastian and his friends Cody and TJ when they attacked Simon. And yes, I was mad because the day before Simon had called me a name I won’t repeat.”

“I merely explained Brie’s Cruel, Unbearable, Neurotic and Terrible personality,” Simon clarified innocently. “Then I said, ‘Catch You Next Tuesday’.”

Brie let out a scandalized gasp. “He just said it twice!” she protested.

Hugo quickly looked down, barely holding back laughter. “Oh my God,” he snorted.

“Simon, watch your mouth,” Mrs. DeWitt warned through clenched teeth. “Briseis, continue.”

After shooting Simon a murderous look, Brie continued. “Friday afternoon, Sebastian and his friends were pushing Simon around. Yes, I should’ve done more to stop them. But Bogie—sorry, Hugo—didn’t start the fight.” Hugo was impressed, despite his hatred for her. Brie's account was engaging and articulate, showing just enough vulnerability. No wonder teachers and parents adored her. The “slip-up” with Hugo’s nickname was a masterful touch. That made him nauseous.

“All Hugo did was protect Simon and try to leave.” As Brie spoke, Hugo felt her eyes boring into him. Still, he refused to acknowledge her. “Sebastian and his friends escalated things.”

Simon scoffed rudely. “Because you ordered your boyfriend to do your dirty work.”

Brie’s nostrils flared. “Are you deaf or just dumber than you look? Baz isn’t my boyfriend anymore,” she repeated, glaring at the ceiling. “And I didn’t make him do anything to you.”

“You lying—” Hearing the fury swell in Simon’s chest, Hugo clutched his friend’s shoulder. He silenced him with a headshake. No need to make this worse.

“Enough!” Mrs. DeWitt turned to Hugo. “You’ve been quiet. Care to add anything?”

Hugo leaned forward, wondering if he could relive last summer’s agony. But the numbness spreading through him made it easy to not feel shame. “Anyone ever peed on you?” he asked. “Not sexually.”

Simon guffawed. Brie's eyes bulged. Mrs. DeWitt gawked as if Hugo had grown wings. “Excuse me??”

He raised a hand to interject. “That happened to me last summer. I was waiting in Liberty Park for someone, who stood me up.” Hugo felt a spike in Brie’s body warmth as she blushed remorsefully. Good. “Baz and his friends tracked me down, beat the hell out of me. Then he unzips his pants and relieves himself on my face.” Somehow, the Liberty Park beatdown felt like it had happened to someone else. Maybe that’s why discussing it was easy.

He glanced at Simon, who looked horrified and pitying. Exactly why Hugo hadn’t told him. After Dad died, he’d gotten lifetimes worth of pity. Hugo saw Brie quaking with rage, eyes closed and hand over her heart. She didn’t seem shocked. Brent told her. Awesome…

Hugo swung his head back around to Mrs. Dewitt, whose jaw hung open several seconds before she remembered to close it. “You know why that happened? Because during last year, Baz and his friends kept bullying me and Simon, disrespecting my deceased father. Even after my mom and Simon’s parents filed complaints with the school. He and his star athlete friends got slaps on the wrist.

“Was I supposed to let Baz and his buddies do to Simon what they did to me? Would that be the right thing?” His questions got silence. What could his counsellor say?

Hugo felt good getting that out, even if it fell on deaf ears. He looked Mrs. DeWitt in the eyes. “Something needs to be done about Sebastian. Because if not, I won’t be remorseful or responsible for my actions.” Maybe it was his growling tone or unwavering glare, but one could hear a pin drop in this office. Hugo heard three skyrocketing heartbeats around him.

“Briseis, Simon,” Mrs. DeWitt said an octave higher than usual. “Return to class.”

Brie threw a concerned look at Hugo before grabbing her bag and fleeing the office. Simon lingered at the door, unsure whether to go.

“It’s okay,” Hugo said with a smile he didn’t feel. The Samoan would face his educational demise alone.

Once the door closed, Mrs. DeWitt was all business. “Because of your clean record and your two friends’ statements, this won’t go on your permanent record. But you will have Detention next Saturday.”

Hugo’s relief was short-lived. “What about Baz and his friends?”

Mrs. DeWitt’s face was an unyielding mask. “They will be disciplined.”

Hugo rolled his eyes. New counselor, same bullshit. “Another slap on the wrist?”

Dewitt’s face darkened. “Want to make that two Saturdays?”

Hugo swallowed his anger and slumped back in his seat. “May I go?” he asked with the barest civility.

Mrs. DeWitt studied him and softened. “This conduct doesn’t make sense. Good grades, no record of bad behavior. But I understand last year was especially hard for you.” Hugo looked toward the office window, listening to cars zooming by. No way would he discuss Dad in this office. Hugo so wanted to be one of those cars right now.

“You’re a good kid, Hugo. I’d hate for you to get derailed.” She reclined in her seat, stern yet compassionate. “Go home the rest of today. Return tomorrow with a better attitude.”

Exiting Mrs. DeWitt’s office, Hugo felt a weight lift from his shoulders. He’d expected worse. But Hugo doubted Baz and his boys would face any meaningful consequences. At least he could play video games at home. Today was looking less crappy.

Then he found Brie waiting outside the counselor’s annex.

“Bogie,” she pleaded, “Can we please talk?”

Hugo walked away, ignoring her.

“Are you serious?” Brie seethed behind him. “Hey…HEY!”

Hugo strode as fast as he could from her fragrance, her lies, her contempt. He couldn’t look at that beautiful face on such a horrible girl, filling him with dizzying heartache. If not for hallway cameras or potential witnesses, he’d have supersped away. Instead, Hugo was forced to powerwalk.

Annoyingly, Brie didn’t storm away in a cloud of pout. Hugo heard her ridiculous heels click-clacking behind him as she kept calling him.

Once they reached the empty school lobby, Brie stamped her foot. “GODDAMMIT, HUGO!” she shouted with naked fury.

A perverse satisfaction stopped Hugo. Briseis chasing after him, fighting for his attention. He turned slowly to face her. “What?” he demanded, flat and vicious.

His tone and size gave Brie pause. She once had about two inches on Hugo. Now, even in heels, he towered over her.

“What is your problem?” She got in his face, arms spread as if ready to fight. Anger made Brie even more beautiful. This close, Hugo could hear her racing heartbeat and ragged breaths.

Is that anger? Or passion? Hugo shrugged, not caring anymore. “I got no problems, Briseis.”

Brie’s ice-green eyes flashed. “Really?” She pointed a finger in his face. “Getting into fights. Threatening counselors. Mouthing off to teachers. And ever since school started, you’ve barely said two words to me!” Her voice grew shriller with each transgression, as if she was the wronged party.

Hugo could no longer stay calm. “So, NOW you care?”

Brie recoiled. “Of course, I care. No matter how hard you’re making it.”

That won harsh laughter from Hugo. “I’m confused.” He scratched the back of his neck. “I thought that killing myself would do everyone a favor.

Brie’s face drained of color. “What…I…That’s not…what…no…” She was stammering, on the defensive. “Whatever Simon told you—”

“Don’t you dare blame him!” Hugo barked, inching close so quickly Brie had to backpedal. Never taking responsibility. Typical Brie. Why did he not see that until now? “I heard how you felt about me halfway across campus!” Not an exaggeration, but she didn’t need to know that.

Brie looked afraid, clasping her hands in forgiveness. “Bogie,” Her voice got husky and emotional. “I didn’t mean that. You know how those guys are!”

“You didn’t mean that I'm a superhero obsessed loser who was your bitch?” Hugo never broke eye contact while reaming her. “I’m so pathetic that you used my dreams, which I told you privately, as fodder for your asshole friends?” he bellowed, so angry he was trembling.

“NO!” Brie raised both hands as if stopping traffic. “I had to get them off my back.” Desperation laced her words. “They kept teasing me about you, making assumptions. I had to—”

“Tell the truth,” Hugo interrupted bitterly, nose to nose with her. “Because I’m a piece of trash Queen Brie uses to make herself feel better.”

“That is not true!” Brie cried, tears spilling freely.

Hugo shook his head, not believing a word. “Fucking. Liar.” He drew the words out. “I once thought you were too good for me. I was so desperate for your attention, I let you walk all over me.” Hugo’s voice quivered, tears welling up. He couldn’t hide from his pain or the betrayal knifing his heart. “If only I could have shown you how much I loved you, how I’d be the standup guy who’d always treat you well. Maybe you wouldn’t be so ashamed.”

Hugo wiped away his tears. Brie was sobbing. Seeing this hardened his heart. “But the whole time I was lower than dog shit to you. The whole time, you kept insulting me to your friends and boyfriend.”

“Bogie…” Brie tried interjecting.

“The whole time, you were POISON!” Hugo roared so furiously, the whole lobby seemed to shake. Brie gaped, too petrified to move.

Hugo felt drained, sick of this discussion. Sick of Brie. Muffled voices behind classroom doors grew closer, curious about the argument. “When I’m wrong about someone, I am dead wrong,” he said with odd calm, despite his roiling heartache.

“Bogie,” Brie whispered tearfully. “I’m sorry.” She reached for him.

Hugo flinched away. His rejection seared across Brie’s features.

“Simon was right about you,” he declared. “I’m done. We’re done.”

He turned and walked out Paso Robles High's main entrance.

Tuning out Brie’s gut-wrenching sobs, Hugo quickened his pace and never looked back.


 Chapter 37

The last time Quinn sat in Helena’s office watching superhero videos, she'd drawn laughs and congrats.

A day after the Paragon’s brawl, she shifted uncomfortably like a student in the principal’s office. Someone had recorded and posted last night’s chaos on YouTube. Because, of course. The reporter wanted to dissolve into a puddle and evaporate. Standing behind Helena’s desk was the Editor-in-Chief herself and portly Dave Packer. His seething face made him look like an angry Kool-Aid Man.

But his presence signaled how much trouble Quinn was in.

The video reached the part where Seraph stood atop the bar with her angel wings flooding the barroom with radiance. Everyone stopped fighting.

Quinn gaped, not just at Seraph’s aura. Paragon’s looked more devastated than she remembered. Seraph stepped down from the bar, offering a hand to a black woman Quinn pretended not to know.

Helena paused the video. Quinn braced for the onslaught.

“First Jono,” Helena ranted in a mixture of rage and disappointment. “Now you? What the ever-loving fuck, Quinn?” She stabbed an accusing finger at Quinn. “You know how bad this looks?” Helena shouted. “Two Vanguard members involved in a barroom brawl?”

Packer chimed—or grunted—in. “Now they’re blocking the interview series release. They don’t trust us anymore.” He waddled around Helena’s desk. His piggy eyes raked over Quinn, who looked like an ant to be squashed. She shuddered, knowing the fate of Packer’s enemies. “All that ad sponsor money and our Vanguard partnership, gone! Thanks to you!”

Fear rushed through Quinn. None of this should've happened. “I’m sorry,” she murmured, meeting Helena and Packer’s glares.

The Head of Ad Sales laughed bitterly. “Like that’ll fix anything. You know what needs to happen.”

Quinn swallowed a gasp as her heart raced into a gallop. Her career at SLOCO Daily was about to end.

“Packer,” Helena snapped. “Quinn doesn’t report to you.”

Packer seethed but simmered down.

Helena ran shaky fingers through her spiky hair before sitting on her desk. Quinn felt worse seeing how weary the Editor-in-Chief appeared. After Helena had barely kept Jono McGowan from termination, Quinn doubted she’d receive the same leniency.

Helena spread her arms out, lost. “Why?” she asked with such quiet betrayal. Quinn felt her heart break a bit more. She wanted to talk. But not with Packer here. A man like that shouldn’t be anywhere near this. Quinn’s gaze danced to Packer and back to Helena, who immediately understood. She looked to Packer and nodded at the door. “Give us a few minutes.”

Packer turned brick red. “I’m not going anywhere until you discipline her misconduct!”

Helena squeezed her eyes shut. “LEAVE, Dave!” she barked.

Packer shot a venomous glare at Quinn before stomping out of the office. The reporter avoided his gaze. Her legs had gone numb from the possibility of losing this job she loved.

Once the door shut behind him, Helena glared daggers into her protégé. “This better be good.”

Quinn leaned forward, gathering her courage, and told Helena everything. Meeting Lord Borealis’s wife, visiting Borealis in prison, the missing drone footage leading to the Paragon's incident. She left out Creed Samuels accompanying her to meet Lord Borealis. No need for another work friend to go down with her.

When Quinn finished, Helena was slack-jawed and pissed. “Why am I just hearing this?” she demanded.

“I wanted confirmation,” Quinn retorted. Her hands were shaking. “Before telling you.”

Quinn stood up to plead her case. “I thought it was some deluded wife trying to save her husband. But after the missing drone footage, the bartender’s confession and the Paragon’s brawl—” She clutched her head to untangled the opposing thoughts. “I think Lord Borealis was framed for Titan’s murder.”

Helena stared a long while out her window, the sun sinking into the rippling sea blocks away. She had to be doing some processing to find the best path forward. For the first time today, Quinn had hope to rally on.

Helena finally turned, her expression blank. “Stay away from this,” she ordered flatly.

Quinn’s brain spun. “What?” She couldn’t believe Helena had uttered those words.

“You're radioactive right now,” the Editor-in-Chief said. “And you’ll get no help from the Vanguard.”

Despite the Paragon’s fight, she found that hard to believe. “Did you speak to Seraph?”

“Her and Sentinel,” Helena countered in that same flat voice, arms folded. Some emotion reached her eyes. Disgust? Disappointment? Maybe both. “Seraph says you pressured her into visiting Paragon’s for a story about Lord Borealis’s relationship with Titan.”

Quinn stumbled back. The betrayal mule-kicked her in the jaw. “She’s lying!”

“Good GOD.” Helena slapped one palm against her forehead. “Exactly why you can't touch this story. Even if she’s lying, who will believe you over the Priestess of Purity?”

Quinn opened her mouth and found her quiver empty, realizing the trap Seraph had set. After I kept her secrets, she backstabs me. The reporter deflated. A stinging sensation threatened to blur her eyes. By sheer force of will, Quinn refused to cry over this. What did you expect? Thinking you’d befriended a superhero?

Helena stepping into Quinn’s personal space drew her out of this self-pitying stupor. “You will go back to Lifestyles and stay there writing fucking restaurant reviews until your fingers bleed.” Visceral disgust was etched into Helena’s demeanor as she studied Quinn, who felt a sudden urge to wash off whatever filth had stained her. “If not for our Lady Liberty interview doing so well last night, I’d fire you on the spot,” she added coldly.

Hearing that pissed Quinn off. “Like you fired Jono?” she threw back snidely. A low blow, but a needed one.

Helena stared at her. And stared…and stared.

Now Quinn knew she was getting fired. She stood and waited.

Hatred contorted Helena’s features, unsettling Quinn to her core.

“Get. Out. Of my sight and get your lifestyle assignments for this week,” she warned in lethal tones. “Before I change my mind.” Helena rounded her desk, sat down and begin typing as if Quinn didn't exist.

The reporter stood in shock, not believing she’d kept her job. Except now, Helena Madden despised her. That should’ve saddened Quinn. The Editor-in-Chief was turning a blind eye to injustice, like a corporate sellout.

Quinn ambled out of the Editor-in-Chief’s office. Her mind swirled with too many emotions to process.

As she walked from Helena’s office, Quinn sensed co-workers turning, judging and even giggling with each cubicle she passed.

Everybody’s seen the video, she realized, mortified. By the views, over twenty-million people had seen the video. Quinn’s cheeks burned with shame.

She held her head high, fighting back tears, and didn’t stop until reaching her desk. Quinn hid in her cubicle and worked the rest of the day.

Afterward, Quinn barely remembered the trip home on the SMAT subway. It felt like a wrecking ball had caved in her guts.

Quinn kept relitigating her choice to investigate this Lord Borealis mystery, the damage to her career and everyone refusing to investigate the wrong man getting charged.

Why does it matter? she wondered. Lord Borealis was the opposite of innocent. Maybe getting framed for Titan’s murder was the karmic bitchslap a monster like Borealis deserved.

Her buzzing cell jarred Quinn from those dark thoughts and indicated she was about to miss her stop.

The reporter sprang from her seat and lunged through the train doors right before they closed.

After regaining her composure, Quinn pulled out her cell. The call ID brought her soul much-needed joy. “Jordana!” she exclaimed, following the crowds to the subway exit.

“Prima!” her teenage cousin replied happily with a thick Bronx accent. “How ya doin’?”

“Above average,” Quinn lied. No need for this sweet girl to get burdened by her drama. “What’s up?”

“Our catch-up tonight, remember? So, I can shower you with praise for the Lady Liberty interview.”

“Right!” Quinn facepalmed, emerging from the subway onto the Paso Robles streets. They were supposed to discuss her time with the Vanguard. But the wound was too raw to address. “Hate to do this,” she said, wincing. “Can we raincheck until tomorrow? Work today was rough.”

“Oh, Okay.” Jody sounded disappointed but sympathetic. “Hope you feel better.”

Quinn felt terrible. But she needed to veg on music and wine. And maybe those Riverdale episodes on her DVR. “Thanks for understanding.”

“Love ya, Quinn.”

That warmed Quinn’s wounded heart. “Love you too, Jody. Give the fam my best.” She hung up a little happier than before.

Sometime later, Quinn’s gratitude soared as she opened her door and slipped into her unlit apartment.

Locking the door, she moved to turn the lights on and paused. Chilly air whooshed through her apartment. Her eyes landed on the source. The window behind her dining table was open, gauzy white drapes whipped about by the winds.

“I closed that this morning,” Quinn murmured. At least, she thought she had. Today had been a blur of horribleness. Quinn marched for the window—and a hard, metallic prod dug into her lower back.

The intruder never made a noise crossing the floors, appearing out of the shadows.

Really? Now being held at gunpoint, Quinn felt like today couldn’t get any worse. For some reason, she remained calm on the outside, despite freaking out internally. Quinn raised both hands, staring directly at that open window. Probably the last thing she’d ever see.

“Take whatever you want.” She barely recognized her low, rough voice. “I won’t resist.”

Silence followed. In that moment Quinn closed her eyes, expecting the end.

“You’re investigating Titan’s murder?” a deep, gravelly voice growled behind her.

Quinn’s eyes popped open in surprise. “How would you know—?”

“Yes? Or no?” the gravelly voice barked.

“Yes…yes I am.” Quinn squeaked. This man must work for whoever had framed Lord Borealis. That made this “robbery” more terrifying.

“Do you think Lord Borealis killed Titan?” the man’s growl filled the unlit apartment. “Yes or no?”

Quinn almost said yes to stay alive. But after today, she stood in her fear and chose courage. “I don’t think he killed Titan.”

Another pause. The gun withdrew from her back. “That makes two of us.”

Quinn’s brain nearly quit her skull. “What?” She began turning. A strong hand grabbed the back of her neck, holding the reporter in place. She stiffened and froze

“Lord Borealis is a terrorist and a murderer.” Noticeable disgust colored the intruder’s words. “Guilty of a hundred other crimes. Not this.”

Quinn found herself nodding despite her lingering terror. “Agreed.” Then why was this intruder here?

“At Paragon’s, you asked the right questions to the wrong crowd,” the intruder rumbled. “Rattling those cages nearly got you and Seraph killed. Which was the intention.”

Quinn blinked. So that brawl had been instigated. To cover someone’s tracks. Had to be that telepath. “I’m…not surprised,” Quinn stammered.

“Keep pursuing this, the death threats will increase,” the intruder stated. “Can you handle that?” The warning chilled Quinn to the bone.

She mulled over a response, considering her damaged career and that barroom brawl. Despite this, Quinn's mind was set. “Titan gave so much of himself to this world. He deserves justice, no matter what.”

“The Vanguard can no longer help you. But I can.”

Quinn made a face, still terrified out of her boots. But if this guy wanted to rob or kill me, he’d have done it already. Something in her gut told Quinn this was an ally. Didn’t mean she trusted him. “What can you do that the Vanguard can’t?”

“Stop at nothing to get justice,” the intruder declared forcefully. “And find Titan’s real killer.”

That answer left Quinn more confused…and frightened. “Why do you care?” she snapped.

“Titan was...my friend.” The intruder’s voice went whisper-soft.

Quinn frowned. Titan had many friends. “Who are you?” she demanded.

“Continue your daily routine. Stay out of trouble.” The intruder withdrew his hand from the back of her neck. “When I get in touch, we'll get to work.” Then, silence.

Quinn whirled around. “Who are—?”

She found only darkness and the dim outline of light framing her front door. Quinn’s heart thudded so hard, about to burst from her chest. No, she didn’t imagine that conversation.

Quinn remembered the window. She turned in time to see part of a coat fluttering out of sight at the edge of her open window. Quinn dashed across her apartment. “Hey!” 

Sticking her head out the window, she watched that coat vanish onto the rooftop three stories up. Then he was gone.

As the cool night air kissed her sweaty skin, Quinn stared at the roof several moments, breathing hard. Who was that freakshow claiming to be Titan’s friend? Quinn had accounted for all Titan’s friends during her stay with the Vanguard. All believed Lord Borealis was the killer.

Except one, Quinn realized. A street-level vigilante whose existence had been rumored for years. A ‘midnight son’ whose reputation had made him a boogeyman of sorts to San Miguel’s criminal element.

Quinn shook her head and dismissed the idea, withdrawing into her apartment. “He’s an urban myth.”

Was he? Like with Lord Borealis, the evidence was undeniable. The two strikes against San Miguel's serial killers, rapists and child molesters had risen these last few years. Then came the random, terrifying appearance in her apartment, like some ninja. He somehow knew about the Paragon’s incident. And the unshakeable belief in justice, no matter what.

“Holy crap…” Quinn’s heart dropped into her stomach. “Geist is real?” As if today couldn’t get any crazier.


Chapter 38

Hugo should’ve gone home first. But his counsellor meeting and that Brie skirmish made him hangry. An Apple Farms visit for their pancake special became essential.

He felt better coming home until he saw Mom’s Forerunner in the driveway.

She was sitting on the living room couch in her nursing scrubs when Hugo entered. Hugo heard AJ’s heartbeat upstairs. Why isn’t he at school…

“Mom?” He approached warily. “Aren’t you working today?”

“I was.” Mom looked up at Hugo with a blank stare, “Something happened at AJ’s school.”

Hugo’s heart skipped. Why does today hate me? “What?”

“A 4th grader manifested,” Mom explained, visibly haunted. “Energy powers. She destroyed part of the school’s second floor.”

Hugo gaped. Stories of supers violently manifesting their powers were becoming more common. As were stories about OSA’s severe response. Could’ve been me if my powers went haywire. Hugo focused on his brother. “Is AJ okay?”

Mom nodded. “He’s fine. The girl was alone in the girls’ bathroom thankfully.”

Hugo sighed in relief. “Thank God.” He dropped his backpack beside the couch before sitting down.

“On our way home,” Mom continued, “Mrs. DeWitt called.”

SHIT. Hugo squeezed his eyes shut. He had planned on telling Mom later. “I can explain—”

His mother popped up as if shot out of a toaster. “You got into a fight last Friday, Bogota?” She looked so livid, Hugo recoiled. “What the hell were you thinking?!”

Hugo rose, holding out a hand to pacify his mother. “I know it sounds bad—”

She steamrolled over him. “You could’ve killed someone!"

“It was Baz! Again,” Hugo shouted. “He and his friends ambushed Simon.”

Mom’s anger cooled. She waited for more explanation.

“What should I have done?” Hugo seethed. “Let them pummel Simon? Go to a useless teacher?”

Mom closed her eyes and shook her head with appalled familiarity. “What a repulsive jackass that Sebastian has become.” Her expression sobered when she looked to Hugo. "Tell me you didn’t seriously hurt them.”

“I was careful, Mom,” Hugo assured her with a hand chop. He knew that he had solid control of his super-strength. Though backhanding Baz into next week remained tempting.

Mom's shoulders relaxed. “That cannot happen again.” She ran both hands through her thick hair. “That poor girl from AJ’s school got sent to some OSA facility. If you lose control—”

Hugo snorted at her fears. “The only person who should be worried is Baz, if he comes at me again.”

“Bogota!”

Hugo rolled his eyes. “Fine, I’ll keep my distance.” Best to squash this nonsense argument. Hugo scratched his spiky hair and turned to head upstairs.

Mom wasn’t done. “I heard Brie was involved. What happened between you two?”

“Jeezus!” Hugo looked to the heavens for answers why this girl kept plaguing him.

“Not just when she stopped by last week.” Mom approached him, arms folded. “I saw Brie and her father at the grocers the other day. She’s very upset at how you’ve ignored her for weeks.” By Mom’s tone, Hugo knew she wasn’t letting this go.

“Mom.” He inhaled to dispel his rekindled anger. “I know you like Brie. But she’s a cruel, twofaced asshole.” Hugo’s rage soared, despite his efforts. “Who isn’t welcome in this house anymore!”

The mood in the room shifted. Mom glowered. Hugo froze, knowing he’d crossed a line.

“Bogota. You're my child in my household,” she declared in icy tones. “Where I determine who's welcome.”

Hugo reared up like a viper, blood boiling. Before his powers, he would curb his anger, apologize for it. Today, he wanted to yell. He wanted conflict. “Well, I’m supposed to be the man of the house, right?” Hugo threw up his hands. “Hell, I’ve been the man of the house since before Dad died.”

Another line crossed. Mom’s eyes narrowed. Hugo sensed her quivering rage from across the room. “Here’s a lesson about being a man, Bogota,” she threw back. “Disrespecting your father after he was horribly taken from us is unacceptable.”

Hugo clutched his face with an infuriated groan. “Stop saying Dad was taken from us!” he cried, hands slipping down to his sides. He was tired of peddling that lie. Tired of hearing Mom believe it. “He left us! We weren’t enough to keep him here! Dad wanted out so bad he jumped off a bridge into the middle of freeway traffic!”

Mom paled and turned away. She had refused to accept this for a year. Hugo wouldn’t nurse her delusion anymore. He rounded Mom so they were face to face. “You had to carry this family.” His voice lowered. “You were our mother and father because he wasn’t strong enough.”

Mom finally met his gaze, looking so small and sad. “You don’t know what you’re saying."

Hugo glowered down at her in disbelief. “You think AJ and I didn’t hear your fights over money? You begging Dad to swallow his pride and take a real job? Pleading that he get help for the depression?” Hugo shook his head in frustration. “He failed as a husband. Failed as a father. Failed as a man!”

Mom’s hand flashed up in angry retort, moving in slo-mo to Hugo’s heightened senses. He caught the slap an inch from his face, the exchange lasting a second.

Hugo gaped at Mom’s wrist in his clenched fingers and her terrified face. He’d seen that fear after getting powers when she didn’t recognize him.

Another thrumming heartbeat made Hugo turn. AJ crouched at the top of the stairwell, petrified.

Hugo released Mom’s wrist. She stumbled back, cradling her forearm and looking at him with panicked eyes.

I hurt her. The realization shattered him, as Mom’s and AJ’s fear permeated the room. “I’m sorry I…” Shame clogged Hugo’s throat. “I didn’t mean…”

He whirled and zoomed out the backdoor at breakneck speed.

For hours, Hugo raced around San Miguel at speeds surpassing 400 mph. Looking for answers? Trying to tire himself? Hiding in shame? Hugo just didn’t know. His brain was ablaze.

By late evening, Hugo found himself at downtown Paso’s Beach Bum Burger. He’d already devoured three Titan-Sized Double Cheeseburgers plus some chicken tenders. Using these superpowers had turned his stomach into a black hole.

Now he scrolled through his cell’s missed calls and texts.

Simon: You got sent home? Call me.

Grace: Hey man. Heard about Friday and today. Everything okay?

Brent: DOOD! So glad you smacked down Baz!! Hope you didn’t get in too much trouble.

AJ: Uso, where are you? Mom’s freaking out!

Mom: Please come home so we can talk. I love you.

Hugo couldn’t answer his family. Not with all this anger…sadness…shame.

He answered Simon and Grace together. ME: I’m fine. Just need to clear my head.

But Hugo knew a walkabout wouldn’t help. Superpowers were supposed to make life better. Live the dream of being a superhero. Get the girl. How had Hugo’s life gone to absolute shit?

Titan chose the wrong guy, Hugo realized. The truth was a white-hot knife thrust to the gut, but it had to be said. Stuffing his phone back in his pocket, he scanned the restaurant.

A young Latino couple, so loved up and touchy-feely in a booth, shared a vanilla milkshake. Another couple, interracial, waited for their food while playing with their newborn. The curious, bald infant reached for his father’s nose, triggering laughs from both parents.

Somehow, this Beach Bum Burger joint was packed with happy couples or families. And Hugo sat by himself, lonelier than ever. He heard their discussions, how connected they were to each other, a rhythm of fondness and love in every breath.

Nauseous, Hugo rose, emptied his food tray in the trash and strode out the back entrance.

The screams reached Hugo before he saw them. Just beyond a parking lot spotlight, a young woman was pinned against a car by a beefy man. The massive brute grabbed at her roughly, eyes glassy with lust. She cried for help, despite his attempts to cover her mouth.

Hugo scanned the lot. The few folks nearby entered their cars, pretending not to hear. Seriously?

Hugo remembered Lady Liberty’s warning about playing the hero. The words still chilled him. He reached for his cellphone, at least to call 911.

Clothing ripped loudly as if right next to Hugo. The predator had torn at the woman’s blouse. She wailed.

“Fuck that!” Hugo moved. The parking lot became a blur. Suddenly, he plowed into the brute like a bowling ball. The snap of several ribs was as satisfying as him flailing and shrieking through the air.

Hugo wasn’t done. Before the man landed, the Samoan rocketed at him again. Ka-TOOM. Again, the man soared. Hugo let him faceplant on a car hood, denting it. He slid to a heap at the feet of his victim, out cold. She looked around, bewildered, before scurrying to her car.

Hugo zipped back to the Beach Bum Burger rear entrance. A quick glance around confirmed nobody saw him do his thing. Good. Despite being costume-less, Hugo could at least help a civilian in need. He sighed in enjoyment and walked toward pedestrian traffic.

An hour later, the joy of that rescue had evaporated. Hugo strode through downtown San Miguel and its flurry of civilians, the bright lights and busy intersections. Part of the crowd but completely detached. The rainbow of aromas and odors, the symphony of moving cars and random music and conversations. He experienced them all, no longer amazed. Hugo crossed well-worn sidewalks and intersections, going home and apologizing consumed his thoughts. Then Hugo pictured Mom’s and AJ’s fear. By blocking her slap, he’d accidentally hurt his own mother. Shame churned in his gut. How could Hugo go back after that?

He stared at the sky for answers, seeing a forest of twinkling stars. Looking ahead, Hugo stretched his senses all around him.

Was Mom right about me losing control, being a danger? After Dad’s suicide…things would be easier for her and AJ if Hugo left San Miguel. They wouldn’t be in danger if OSA discovered he was an unregistered super.

“But where?” Hugo stopped, considering where to flee and spare his family more grief.

He noticed the footfall then, half a block behind him. It had been so subtle, Hugo had dismissed it as city background noise. Now, he realized those footsteps had followed him for half an hour, despite his random route. Couldn’t be a coincidence.

Hugo’s stomach lurched. OSA saw me save that woman. His first thought was to superspeed the hell out of town.

Walking faster, he considered his family. Hugo had to see exactly who trailed him, find out what they knew. Then Hugo would leave the City of Wonder.

The footfall didn't deviate even after he’d crossed intersections. Hugo gulped, fighting the urge to turn. He found a narrow unlit alley to his left. The buildings on each side were short enough to scale with a short jump. Perfect.

Hugo slipped inside and waited.

After five minutes, the footfall halted near the alleyway entrance. Hugo leaped fifty feet up, landing on the roof of a local coffee shop. He crouched and watched.

The footsteps pivoted as Hugo’s stalker stepped into view. A woman, slim in build and petite. A baseball cap hid her face from Hugo’s perched view. She looks so familiar.

He squinted. A Cardinals cap. The girl from the summer who had seen him save Jordana Buchanan.

Part of Hugo was relieved. She didn’t look like an OSA agent. Is she undercover? Why else would some random girl follow him for over an hour? She slinked further into the alley, searching to and fro.

Hugo wouldn’t hide from this. If she was a threat, then he’d run and never return.

Brief terror shot through his veins as he stepped off the roof and plunged, landing in a crouch behind her.

The girl whirled and jumped with a shriek.

Hugo rose, wearing his most intimidating scowl. His landing left a small crater in the concrete. “Why are you following me?” he demanded, flat and frightening.

The girl regained composure and craned her neck back to gaze up at Hugo. She wore her Beach Bum Burger server shirt and pants. Under the brim of her baseball cap, Hugo noted Asiatic features.

“It’s you,” she breathed. In the darkness, her almond-shaped eyes were alight with triumph. “I knew it!”

She remembers. Who’d forget the guy who stopped an SUV with his shoulder? “Knew what?” Hugo asked, playing dumb.

“You were at Beach Bum Burger tonight.” The girl sounded close to his age. She circled him like a brand-new Mercedes. The idolatry was unnerving. “I was getting off my shift. Figured you’d skipped town or whatever. But here you are. During the summer, you saved that black girl.”

Hugo’s frown hid any rising panic. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She scoffed. Despite towering over her, this girl’s resolve had nothing to do with size. “If you’re going to lie, please be more original. So.” She stopped in front of him, positively excited. “Definitely a speedster. But that car damage suggests super strength and enhanced durability, too. And heightened senses since you spotted me tracking you. Wow…” She looked gobsmacked. “You’re…spectacular.”

Hugo might have been flattered by the attention under different circumstances. “What do you want?”

The girl met his gaze, hands raised in peace. “I’m not here to blackmail or extort you or whatever.”

Hugo snorted rudely. “Says the girl who stalked me for over an hour. You with OSA?”

She shook her head. “I wanted to meet you.” The girl went back to drinking Hugo in like a milkshake. “I usually don’t encounter another super with your powerset. Unless they're some costumed goofball.” She spoke that last line with a sneering tone.

Hugo gaped, grasping the import of this petite girl’s words. “Another super? You—?”

“Yup.” She nodded proudly. “Presley Lau. Pleased to meet you.”

Hugo looked her over. Either Chinese or Taiwanese, he decided. “Presley? Like Elvis?”

Presley shrugged. “My parents were big fans.”

“Why didn’t they name you Priscilla?”

“How did you—?” Presley gasped in such disbelief, Hugo had to laugh. She cleared her throat with amused indignance. “Priscilla’s the legal name. Never really fit.”

Hugo agreed at a glance. “You’re right.” Suspicions aside, the Samoan decided he liked Presley. And by her attitude, no way could she be with OSA. “Hugo.” He held out a hand.

“Hi, Hugo.” They shook hands. “Wanna get outta here?” Presley nodded at the alley exit.

Hugo withdrew his hand. “I’m flattered but…we, like, just met.”

Presley guffawed. “LOL, no! Not like that!”

Hugo blushed as the girl bent over laughing.

She sobered after a few moments. “Like, when you left Beach Bum Burger you looked like you needed a friend.”

Oh, that. For a moment, Hugo had forgotten the copious problems awaiting him at home and school. But why confide that in this random, intriguing as she was?

Presley seemed to sense his hesitance. “C’mon.” Her beaming look made Hugo blush more. “I promise my powers don’t include razor-sharp teeth.”

Fifteen minutes later, Hugo would’ve preferred sharp teeth to entering the rundown Junction.

In the late 1990s, this thirteen-block San Miguel neighborhood was to be a mecca of business and luxury high-rises near downtown. But a combo of bankruptcy, cheating scandals and embezzlement had destroyed the venture. That left the city with countless unfinished buildings that became magnets for crime and homelessness.

Powers or not, the noises belting out of these buildings made Hugo’s skin prickle. Sporadic curses, moans of discomfort or pleasure, stray dogs barking from afar. What am I doing here? But out of fear of going home, Hugo kept following Presley. She strolled nonchalantly under flickering streetlamps, greeting each prostitute by name, ignoring the shadows stirring in every corner.

Hugo silently thanked God once they reached Presley’s home. The building looked unlit, dilapidated and incomplete. Hugo heard a cluster of voices on the fifth floor.

He wrinkled his nose at the pungent odor. “This looks…welcoming,” he muttered, trying not to sound patronizing.

If Presley noticed, she didn’t show. “My friends and I are squatting the whole building.” She motioned Hugo forward, and he hesitantly trailed her beyond the pitch-black entrance.

The elevator was quiet while Hugo counted how many minutes he should stay here.

He felt Presley watching him. She removed her cap, revealing short spiky hair and full view of her face. Hugo didn’t find her unattractive. Very cute, bordering on pretty.

“You’re freaking out,” Presley teased.

YES. Hugo shrugged and looked at roach silhouettes scurrying across the ceiling lights.

Stopping on the fifth floor, Presley strode into a wide-open space stretching wall to wall. “I’m back!”

Hugo marveled at the vast surroundings. The entire floor was ramshackle brick walls decorated with graffiti. There were tables, beds, a massive 78” TV, piles of clothes, clutters of trash and countless kinds of toys. Definitely an unfinished office building. A plethora of odors swirled about, most unappealing to Hugo.

As Presley reached the room’s center, four figures appeared out of the clutter and gathered around.

A bald, muscular Latino kid locked eyes with Hugo. “Who’s this?”

Presley’s smile made her eyes nearly vanish. “The super I told you about two months ago.”

A lanky kid with shaggy red hair and a massive nose brightened. “The super super?”

A squat Indian boy studied Hugo coldly. “Unimpressive, and looking for reasons to split.”

Hugo’s danger sense went off. How'd he know that? “You told your friends about me?”

“Only them,” Presley replied blithely.

“Who I don’t know.” Hugo studied these weird strangers. What the hell was he doing in the Junction? “This was a mistake.” He turned to leave.

An ultra-skinny black teen grabbed his shoulder uninvited. “No need to leave. We’re trustworthy.”

“Where I’m from, trust is earned.” Hugo shrugged him off. “Move.”

The Latino kid blocked his path. “Or what?”

That faux-menace reminded Hugo of Baz Martinez, angering him. “Dude...” He got in the boy’s face, standing three inches taller. “You got no idea how much danger you’re in—”

“Whoa, whoa and whoa.” Pressley wedged herself between the two boys. “Take a breath. Give each other space.”

Smart idea, Hugo decided, stepping back. For him. He was seconds from bitchslapping this kid into orbit.

Tension aside, Presley eyed Hugo and the Latino boy with a face-splitting grin. “We’re all friends here.”

“That’s doubtful,” Hugo objected, glaring at the Latino kid.

“Let’s start fresh.” Presley never lost her joviality. “Hugo, everyone. Everyone, my new friend Hugo.” That seemed to calm this gang. Hugo saw how each boy deferred to Presley. Clearly, she was the boss.

Presley walked to each friend, signaling them to talk. The surly Latino boy started. “Vargas.” Vargas started growing in height, musculature and dark fur. Suddenly, Hugo found himself staring up at a yellow-eyed werewolf with shaggy black fur on his hind legs. He wasn’t expecting that. “No first name?” Hugo snarked.

Presley hissed. “Stop."

“Paul Davian.” The skinny ginger-headed boy with the massive nose turned to a pile of trash and sneezed, blowing the pile ten feet away.

Hugo nodded with cautious respect. “Salud!”

The squat Indian boy approached. “Nikilesh Patel.” He turned to Vargas, eyes glowing crimson. Vargas grimaced. Hugo watched him shrink back to his bald human form.

A telepath. That explained Nikhilesh sensing his fears. Hugo backpedaled in concern.

The thin black boy spread his arms and stretched, extending them further and further. Soon they touched both sides of the wide floor. “My name is…Thin Shady.”

Hugo smiled, impressed. Everyone was a super. Explained why Presley brought him here. But Hugo didn’t feel safe with a fifth presence hanging behind everyone. He heard her nervous breaths and thrumming heartbeat. Hugo nodded in her direction. “And her?”

Everyone exchanged shocked looks. Hugo didn’t miss the pointed gape between Presley and Vargas. “It’s okay,” the Chinese teen said. “Come out.”

“Gabrielle,” a disembodied voice said. She appeared out of thin air, very flabby. Gabrielle looked Pacific Islander like Hugo. He smelled a recent dye job on her long black hair. “Call me Gabby.”

“And me.” Presley pointed to herself with a self-importance Hugo found adorable.

“What can you do?”

“Since you asked…” Presley pulled out a switchblade from her pocket, popping out the knife. Then she slashed a deep line across her palm.

“NO!” Hugo cut the ten feet between them in a second. He slapped the knife away, seizing the crazy girl by her waist. “What the hell!”

Presley guffawed, cradling her hand as it gushed blood. Vargas, Paul, Nikilesh, Thin Shady and Gabby laughed hysterically. Even worse they didn’t help. “Why are you all laughing?”

Ignoring them, Hugo held Presley’s injured hand, trying to calm his own panic and figure out how to help. “Where’s your first-aid…kit…?” Hugo rubbed his eyes and looked again at her hand. The angry red gash shrank into a thin pinkish line before his eyes. Seconds later, her palm healed completely.

“Healing factor,” Hugo whispered, his faces mere inches from Presley’s. His hands remained around Presley's slender waist.

Hugo let go and stepped back a few feet.

“Like I said, Hugo.” Presley grinned impishly. “We’re all friends here.” Her buddies gathered closer.

“Don’t you dare say ‘super’ friends,” Hugo warned, studying this group before him.

Presley cackled and hugged herself. “Tempting.” By their youthful faces, Hugo guessed that they were teenagers like him. But since Presley was either Chinese or Taiwanese, the Asian rule of aging made her real age a mystery.

“Now that everyone’s bonded and shit…” Presley stepped into Hugo’s personal space, craning her neck back to meet his gaze. “Wanna hang here for a while?”

A group of unsupervised teen supers living together appealed to Hugo more than he expected. The Samoan shrugged and smiled. “Sure.”


EPILOGUE

“Fucking Tom,” Greyson fumed at the TV. He sat shirtless on the couch, Lauren wrapping fresh bandages around his bruised midsection. The news ran another segment on the dramatic community center rescue in East St. Louis, interviewing Lennox and Randall. Greyson wasn’t angry at the boys, their enthusiastic charm shining during their interviews.

But thanks to Tom’s offhand answer; the news now labeled their team “Heroes Anonymous.” Connie, Izzy and Kathy had also expressed expletive-laden displeasure via WhatsApp.

“Tom had to name our group,” Greyson ranted. “Which no one agreed to!”

Three days had passed since Greyson and his therapy group had taken down Excessive Menace. The press’s lavish praise had felt great, along with their identities remaining secret. What hadn’t felt great, aside from their stupid group name, was Greyson once the adrenaline worn off. No amount of hero versus villain battles he’d watched on TV could prepare him for a super-on-super battle. The day after defeating Excessive Menace, Greyson couldn’t get out of bed. The massive bruises on his face and body had been dark maroon. Sore ribs, severe muscle spasms, a mild concussion courtesy of Mr. Silk and electrocution by ShocKing (God, what a stupid name).

Only tonight had Greyson been able to move around without limping too much.

Lauren chuckled while wrapping his bandages with gentle, dexterous fingers. “I like Heroes Anonymous.” She tossed her loose dirty-blonde waves over the shoulder. “It’s…different.”

Greyson snorted in contempt. “Makes us sound like a support group addicted to superheroing.” He shook his head. “For someone so into superheroes, Tom forgot a cardinal rule.”

Lauren arched an amused eyebrow. “Which is?”

“Once you put a name to the media,” Greyson twisted around to face his girlfriend. “it sticks forever—OWWW.” He recoiled as pain jolted up his right side. “Easy!”

Lauren winced. “Sorry,” she apologized while tightening his bandages. “Stay still so I can finish.”

Greyson didn't move until she was done. He pulled on a black polo shirt and turned to look this wondrous woman over. “Thanks. That yelp wasn't very heroic of me.”

“After you and your friends saved those kids.” Lauren draped an arm around his neck. “you’re always my hero.” She nuzzled her nose on his.

Greyson grinned. “I can live with that.” He felt a stirring in his loins.

Lauren pulled back and took his face in both hands. Her expression became serious. “Are we worried about anyone discovering your real identities?”

“We’re safe,” Greyson confirmed with a nod. That had worried him too. “Letty covered our tracks. Aside from Kathy losing her mask and Big Izzy not having a mask, nobody recognized me with my voice modulator.” Still, Greyson kept digesting any media covering that night to ensure that everyone's identities were safe.

“Good.” Lauren remained concerned. “So that was a one-time outing?”

Greyson grinned stupidly whenever he recalled defeating Excessive Menace. He especially relished crushing those three lowlifes' bones as they cried for their mommies. But feeling like he’d survived a car wreck wasn’t a sensation Greyson wanted to revisit. “No more running around in spandex.”

Lauren wrinkled her nose. “Running around in hockey masks and jerseys, ya mean?”

Greyson scowled. “Woman, can you hush, woman?”

“Can ya kiss me?” Lauren purred with a sexy smile. She drew in her legs, wrapping them gently around Greyson’s waist.

He grinned, the blood flow leaving his brain. “C’mere!” Greyson dove in and kissed her. Lauren slumped back on the couch with Greyson on top, responding with equal passion, their tongues tangled and caressing.

There’s time for a quickie before dinner. Greyson was peeling off her shirt, searching a path along her flat belly with his mouth. Lauren moaned, her hips bucking—

A cellphone ring interrupted them.

“Really?” Lauren complained.

Greyson hesitantly pulled away and scanned the room. “Yours or mine?”

Lauren pointed to the hockey jersey piled beside the TV. “It’s your Batphone, babe.”

Greyson scowled at her. “HI-larious.” Stepping off the couch with a wince, he approached and fished the cell out of the clothing. “Hey, Letty,” he greeted her upon accepting the call.

The person who answered wasn’t Letty. “Evening, Greyson.”

Greyson straightened. “Dr. St. Pierre. How are you?” He exchanged surprised looks with Lauren.

“Wanted to ask you that.” The therapist sounded stronger than when Greyson last saw him.

“Sore. Okay, very sore. But saving the kids was worth it.” Though he loved speaking with Dr. St. Pierre, Greyson doubted this was a social call. “Everything okay?”

“Absolutely,” the therapist assured him. “Just wanted to discuss some things.”

“Hold on.” Greyson turned to Lauren. Seeing her lying so seductively on the couch made it hard to mouth, “Gotta take this.”

He headed into the bedroom and shut the door. “Go ahead.”

“First,” St. Pierre’s voice deepened. “Thank you so much for three nights ago.”

“It was the right thing to do.” Greyson waved off the compliment, which felt great coming from The Hurricane. “Those center kids mean the world to me.”

St. Pierre wasn’t done. “You five defeated a dangerous faction with minimal property damage and no casualties. That's a victory.”

Greyson nodded. No casualties had been gratifying. Breaking ShocKing’s bones and blasting Brickhouse into orbit? Even more gratifying. “Thank you,” he said.

“Secondly,” St. Pierre continued. “I checked with my OSA and FBI contacts again. No one suspects your secret IDs.”

Greyson exhaled in relief. “Good.”

“One more thing.” St. Pierre let out a regretful sigh. “I got discharged from the hospital, but I’m still two months from being field-ready.”

Greyson’s skin prickled in anticipation. Somehow, he knew where this was heading. Especially with the news media hammering the Hurricane over his absence.

“St. Louis could use you guys…for a limited time of course,” St. Pierre continued. “Low profile patrols.”

Greyson sucked in a gasp. Injuries or not, the rush of wielding his powers to fight rogue supers had been pure euphoria. But he'd promised Lauren no more superheroing. His head spun. “I…” Greyson stammered. “I can’t do this without the others.” There was his out. And aside from Tom, Greyson doubted they'd sign on.

“Everyone’s onboard,” St. Pierre replied briskly. “Only if you're team leader.”

Greyson sat heavily on his bed, causing a loud creak. “OH.”

“Of course, I’d train you guys in proper team formation,” the therapist cautioned. “Letty would provide field support…and better costumes.”

Greyson struggled to find words. “Wow. That’s…wow.” The five of them, whatever they called themselves, would be trained with real costumes. Greyson would be a legitimate superhero.

And breaking my word to Laurie. His insides knotted into pretzels.

St. Pierre clearly sensed the conflict. “I know it’s a big decision. Take a few days first and—”

“Yes,” Greyson stated, flat and final. He wanted this. Needed this.

“You sure?” Dr. St. Pierre asked warily.

“Absolutely.” Aside from Lauren and possible injuries, Greyson saw no downside.

“Great!” The therapist sounded elated. “We’ll meet at the usual place tomorrow night to begin ‘Heroes Anonymous’ training.”

Greyson stopped smiling. “Seriously?”

“It’s catchy, man.” St. Pierre laughed. “Goodnight, Greyson.”

Lauren was waiting on the couch after he reentered the living room. “What was that about?”

“Richard wanted to congratulate me,” Greyson replied. “And confirm our identities are safe.”

Lauren smiled, looking like she had another question. Greyson’s heart was in his throat, wondering how she would handle his decision.

The doorbell startled them both. “Ooh!” Lauren popped off the couch and scurried to the door. “Our guests are here!”

Greyson watched her go, shoulders sagging. Saved by the bell… He’d figure out how to tell her…or not. Greyson hated lying. But St. Louis needed the group—he refused to call it Heroes Anonymous.

“Until Hurricane’s recovered,” he whispered to himself.

“Hello!” Lauren’s chirp drew him out of his head.

“Hi, Laurie!” the sound of Greyson’s mom carried from the foyer.

He heard Sara next. “We brought the food! Grey! Come help me with this shit!”

Greyson smiled as his parents chided her language. He strolled into the foyer as Lauren embraced Mom and Sara. The overhead light seemed to glare too intensely. Or were those his nerves?

“Hey, Mom, Sara.” Greyson hugged both women separately.

“What happened to your face!” Mom gasped, running concerned fingers across his bruised cheek.

“Basketball game,” he lied with a genuine wince. “Got kinda rough.”

Greyson’s stare landed on the fifth person in the foyer, standing removed from the group. Dad leaned on his cane, watching his son thoughtfully. “Hello.”

Greyson steeled himself and held out a hand. The room quieted, all eyes on them. Geez, no pressure, ladies.

Dad nodded, accepting the handshake.

Greyson smiled genuinely as the tension deflated. He grabbed the bags of cooked food Sara and Mom brought. “Let’s devour all this.” Greyson exchanged a loving look with Lauren as everyone headed to the kitchen.

 

Hugo, Quinn, and Greyson will return in MONSTERS AMONG MEN, 

coming late April 2019
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