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The coffee was cold again.

Cheryl Cohen stared at the foam art—a perfect maple leaf that had long since collapsed into brown sludge—while her agent’s voice droned through her earpiece about quarterly projections and demographic penetration. The barista had drawn that leaf with such care twenty minutes ago, probably hoping for a tip from Toronto’s own Mindbridge. Now it was just another ruined thing, another small disappointment in a morning that felt heavy with them.

Outside the Tim Hortons window, downtown Toronto moved with its usual Monday morning urgency. Businesspeople clutched their phones like lifelines, students hunched against the October wind, and delivery drivers navigated the eternal construction that seemed to follow her everywhere. None of them knew that their city’s third-tier superhero was having an existential crisis over a double-double, trying to make sense of dreams that had been getting stranger and more vivid with each passing week.

Dreams where she saved the same people over and over again. Dreams where the grateful civilians spoke in rehearsed dialogue. Dreams where the cameras were always in exactly the right position to capture her heroic moments from the most flattering angles.

“Cheryl? Are you processing this information?” Alton McConnell’s voice had that particular edge that meant he was multitasking, probably reviewing her social media metrics while planning her next public appearance. “The focus groups responded very positively to your performance at the harbor incident last week. Authenticity ratings are up seven percent.”

Authenticity ratings. The phrase made her stomach clench with the same queasy discomfort she’d been experiencing for months now, ever since she’d started noticing patterns in her rescue work that didn’t quite make sense. Too many coincidences. Too many perfect timing scenarios. Too many grateful victims who seemed unusually comfortable speaking to cameras.

“Are you listening, Cheryl?” Alton McConnell’s voice carried that particular edge that meant he was checking his watch and probably already planning his next three meetings. “The Mindbridge brand isn’t going to manage itself.”

She pressed the earpiece deeper, wincing as the plastic dug into her ear canal. The device was supposed to be custom-fitted, but it never quite sat right, always reminding her that she was wearing corporate equipment, always connected to corporate oversight. “I’m here, Alton. Just reviewing the schedule.”

But she wasn’t reviewing anything. She was staring at her reflection in the coffee shop window, trying to recognize the woman looking back at her. Three years ago, Cheryl Cohen had been a struggling freelance hero working construction jobs between rescues, sleeping in a basement apartment that smelled like mildew and broken dreams. Now she lived in a corporate-sponsored condo in the Entertainment District, wore a professionally designed costume that cost more than her old annual salary, and had her own action figure line selling in toy stores across Canada.

She should have felt successful. Instead, she felt like a fraud wearing someone else’s skin.

“Good. Because we’ve got a situation developing at the Harbourfront Centre. Nothing major—small structural collapse, maybe fifteen civilians trapped. Perfect for your skill set. The cameras will be there in twenty minutes.”

The familiar chill ran down Cheryl’s spine. Not the good kind of chill that came from knowing she could help people—this was different, wrong somehow. Like déjà vu mixed with nausea, a recognition of something she couldn’t quite name.

“Twenty minutes?” she asked, watching her reflection’s lips move in the window. “How do you know the cameras will be there if it just happened?”

The pause lasted exactly three seconds. Cheryl had been counting them lately, these little hesitations that came whenever she asked questions that strayed outside the approved script. Three seconds to calculate, to formulate, to decide how much truth to reveal.

“Standard response time for a Mindbridge event, you know that,” Alton finally said. “The media partners have been very responsive since we upgraded your coverage package. They understand the value of immediate hero documentation for public safety awareness.”

Public safety awareness. Another phrase that made her skin crawl, though she couldn’t explain why. It sounded reasonable, responsible even. Of course the media should document heroic activities to educate the public about emergency response. Of course there should be coordination between hero management companies and news organizations to ensure optimal coverage of important events.

So why did it feel like she was being sold something every time Alton used phrases like that?

“I’ll be there in fifteen,” she said, and cut the connection before he could respond with more corporate speak about brand synergy and stakeholder value optimization.

The walk to Harbourfront should have taken twenty-five minutes, but Cheryl’s powers had their advantages beyond the obvious. She moved through the streets like water finding the path of least resistance—a gentle telekinetic nudge to part crowds, a subtle lift to clear construction barriers, the city itself seeming to bend around her passage. It was a trick Apex had taught her during media training: “Heroes should move through the world like they belong there. Like the world was built for them.”

She used to believe that was true. Used to think her abilities made her special, chosen, destined for something greater than the ordinary struggles of ordinary people. Now she wondered if the world had actually been built for heroes, or if heroes had been built for the world—manufactured to fit specific market needs and demographic requirements.

The thought made her stumble slightly as she crossed Queen’s Quay, her concentration wavering just enough to send a small tremor through the sidewalk beneath her feet. A businessman glanced at the ripples in his coffee cup and muttered something about subway construction, never suspecting that his city’s heroes sometimes experienced what Apex’s medical consultants euphemistically called “emotional power fluctuations.”

What they didn’t mention in the quarterly psychological evaluations was that these fluctuations had been getting worse. Stronger. More frequent. As if her powers were responding to something she couldn’t consciously identify, some wrongness that her abilities could sense even when her mind refused to acknowledge it.

The scene at Harbourfront Centre looked exactly like what Alton had described: a section of scaffolding had collapsed against the building’s east wall, creating a small avalanche of concrete and steel that had trapped a pocket of tourists and early-morning joggers. Nothing catastrophic, nothing that would require the big names from the Hero Coalition. Just enough drama to fill a three-minute news segment and boost Mindbridge’s visibility metrics.

The cameras were already there.

Cheryl paused at the edge of the disaster zone, counting. Four news vans, each positioned for optimal angles of the collapse site. Three documentary crews with professional lighting equipment that suggested advance planning. Two freelance photographers who somehow knew exactly where to position themselves for the most dramatic shots of civilian extraction.

For a minor structural collapse that had allegedly happened less than an hour ago, the media response was remarkably comprehensive. Almost as if they’d known it was coming.

The wrongness in her chest expanded, spreading through her ribcage like ice water. She tried to tell herself it was just efficient emergency response coordination, the kind of professional media management that any modern hero organization would naturally develop. But the feeling persisted, growing stronger as she approached the rescue site.

“Mindbridge!” A reporter thrust a microphone toward her face—Monica Le from CityNews, who always seemed to appear at Cheryl’s rescues with suspicious regularity. Her makeup was perfect despite the early hour, her hair styled as if she’d been preparing for hours rather than responding to a breaking news situation. “What can you tell us about the situation?”

“I’m assessing the scene now,” Cheryl replied, falling back on the media training scripts that Apex had drilled into her during those endless preparation sessions. “My priority is civilian safety and rapid extraction of any trapped individuals.”

She reached out with her powers, feeling for the familiar resistance of human bodies among the debris. There—three people trapped in a pocket near the building’s foundation, conscious but frightened. Their heartbeats were elevated but steady, suggesting genuine fear rather than coached performance. Another two pinned under a section of scaffolding, one with what felt like a broken leg. The injury patterns were real, the distress authentic.

But something about their positioning bothered her. All five victims were trapped in locations that would showcase different aspects of her telekinetic abilities: precision lifting for the foundation trio, medical stabilization for the broken leg, dramatic debris clearance for the scaffolding section. It was almost as if the collapse had been designed to create a comprehensive demonstration of Mindbridge’s skill set.

Cheryl shook her head, trying to dispel the paranoid thoughts. Coincidences happened. Random accidents sometimes created scenarios that happened to align with a hero’s particular abilities. That was part of what made heroism meaningful—being in the right place at the right time with the right skills to make a difference.

She began to work, lifting chunks of concrete with careful precision while the cameras captured every moment. Her powers felt sluggish today, requiring more concentration than usual, but she maintained the fluid movements that Apex’s choreography consultant had taught her. Never let them see you strain. Heroes make the impossible look effortless. The audience needs to believe in your strength, not your struggle.

The first victim she extracted was Raphael Roberts, a university student who’d been taking photos of the lake when the collapse occurred. As Cheryl gently levitated him clear of the debris, she noticed something that made her pause. He wasn’t looking around in confusion like she’d expect from someone who’d just survived a traumatic accident. Instead, his eyes found the cameras immediately, and when Monica Le approached him for an interview, he launched into what sounded like a prepared statement.

“Mindbridge’s incredible precision saved my life,” he said, his voice carrying clearly across the disaster site. “Her ability to sense exactly where people are trapped and extract them without causing additional injury is truly remarkable. I feel so grateful to live in a city where heroes like her are protecting us.”

It was exactly the kind of testimonial that would play well in the evening news packages. Too exactly. Too perfectly phrased. Too professionally delivered for someone who’d supposedly just experienced a near-death situation.

The ice in Cheryl’s chest spread to her limbs.

She extracted the remaining victims with increasingly mechanical efficiency, her mind cataloging details that didn’t quite fit the narrative of random disaster and heroic response. The woman with the broken leg—Maryann Huffman, according to the paramedics—had positioned herself in a way that perfectly showcased Cheryl’s ability to provide gentle medical stabilization while moving heavy debris. Her injury was real, but it was exactly the type of controlled fracture that stunt performers specialized in—painful but not permanently damaging, dramatic but reliably treatable.

The timing of the collapse had coincided exactly with the morning commuter rush, ensuring maximum witness density. The debris pattern created multiple rescue opportunities without genuinely life-threatening complications. Even the weather seemed optimized for camera work—overcast but bright, providing natural lighting that enhanced dramatic contrast without creating harsh shadows.

Every element of the situation felt calculated, managed, optimized for maximum emotional impact while minimizing actual risk.

By the time she finished, Cheryl felt hollow. The applause from the gathered crowd washed over her like static, and Monica Le’s effusive praise felt scripted, rehearsed. She watched the reporter deliver her conclusion to the cameras with the polished confidence of someone who already knew how the story would end.

“Another flawless rescue by Toronto’s own Mindbridge,” Monica concluded. “This marks the seventh successful civilian extraction this month, cementing her reputation as one of Canada’s most reliable heroes.”

Seventh. Cheryl hadn’t realized she’d been counting, but now the number stuck in her head like a splinter. Seven rescues in four weeks. All perfectly timed, perfectly positioned, perfectly safe. All featuring the same combination of genuine physical danger and optimal media coverage. All resulting in testimonials that sounded like marketing copy rather than trauma responses.

The pattern was too clean, too consistent, too profitable to be coincidental.

Her earpiece crackled to life as she walked away from the scene, the familiar sound making her flinch. She’d started to hate that little electronic intrusion, the constant reminder that she was never truly alone, never truly off the corporate clock.

“Beautiful work,” Alton’s voice was warm with satisfaction. “The preliminary footage looks fantastic. Marketing estimates we’ll see a fifteen percent boost in merchandise pre-orders just from today’s coverage. The action figure line is performing particularly well in the youth demographic.”

Action figures. Merchandise. Youth demographic targeting. Cheryl stopped walking, suddenly feeling sick. Somewhere in Toronto, children were playing with plastic versions of her, recreating today’s rescue with their toys, learning to associate heroism with branded entertainment products.

“Alton,” she said, her voice barely steady. “How did you know about the collapse before it happened?”

The pause was longer this time. She could hear keyboard clicking in the background, probably Alton pulling up talking points or consulting with supervisors about how to handle her increasingly frequent questions.

“What do you mean, Cheryl?”

“You called me twenty minutes before the cameras arrived. But if this was a genuine emergency, the response time shouldn’t have been so… coordinated.”

“I think you’re overthinking things.” His tone had shifted, becoming more careful, more controlled. “Emergency services and media partners have developed very efficient coordination protocols. It’s all about stakeholder synergy and optimal resource allocation.”

More corporate speak. More phrases that sounded reasonable but felt wrong, like verbal anesthesia designed to numb critical thinking rather than promote it.

“I want to see the incident reports,” Cheryl said.

“Excuse me?”

“The official reports about how the collapse happened. Engineering assessments, building safety records, witness statements. I want to understand what caused the structural failure.”

Another pause. Longer. The keyboard clicking stopped.

“Cheryl, I think you should come in for a consultation. You sound stressed, and stress can affect hero performance in ways that compromise public safety. Dr. Terra Villegas has some openings this afternoon for therapeutic assessment.”

Dr. Terra Villegas. Apex’s staff psychologist, a pleasant woman who specialized in what she called “hero wellness optimization.” Cheryl had been seeing her monthly since signing with the company, sessions that focused on maintaining emotional stability and professional focus rather than exploring deeper psychological issues.

“I don’t need therapy,” Cheryl said. “I need answers.”

“Sometimes the need for answers is itself a symptom of underlying anxiety disorders. Dr. Villegas has extensive experience helping heroes process the psychological pressures of constant emergency response work.”

The conversation was sliding away from her, being redirected into familiar channels of corporate concern and professional support. Alton was very good at this—acknowledging her distress while reframing it as a personal problem rather than a legitimate inquiry about company operations.

“I’m fine,” Cheryl insisted. “I just want to understand—”

“Why don’t you come in for a debrief?” Alton interrupted smoothly. “We can discuss your concerns in person, review the operational parameters, address any questions you might have about emergency response protocols.”

The suggestion sounded reasonable, supportive even. But something in his tone made Cheryl think of a spider inviting a fly to examine the architecture of its web.

The Apex Hero Solutions building dominated a full city block in the Financial District, its glass and steel facade reflecting the Toronto skyline like a funhouse mirror. Cheryl had always found it impressive—a monument to the professionalization of heroism, proof that the chaotic vigilante days were behind them. Now, as she rode the elevator to the fortieth floor, the building felt different. Oppressive. Like the walls were closing in.

Alton McConnell was waiting for her in Conference Room B, a sterile space dominated by a massive table and floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a commanding view of the city. He was a small man in an expensive suit, with the kind of aggressive friendliness that made Cheryl think of predatory fish. Today, his smile felt particularly sharp.

“Sit down, Cheryl. We need to talk.”

She remained standing. “About what?”

“About certain… irregularities in your recent behavior patterns.”

The wrongness in Cheryl’s chest crystallized into something colder. “What irregularities?”

Alton opened a tablet and made a show of scrolling through data, his movements deliberately casual. “Your response times have been inconsistent. Your post-incident interviews lack their usual… enthusiasm. The marketing team has noticed a decline in your social media engagement.”

“That’s what this is about? My social media metrics?”

“It’s about maintaining the standards that made you successful.” Alton’s tone remained conversational, but there was steel underneath. “The public invests emotionally in our heroes, Cheryl. They need consistency, reliability, the assurance that their protectors are… stable.”

“How do you know about the research I’ve been doing?”

Alton’s finger paused on his tablet screen for just a moment—so brief she might have imagined it. “What research?”

The question hung in the air between them. Cheryl could feel him watching her, measuring her response, and she realized this entire conversation was a test. How much did she know? How much did she suspect? How much of a threat had she become?

“Nothing specific,” she said carefully. “Just trying to understand how the industry works.”

“The industry works very well, Cheryl. For everyone involved.” Alton’s smile returned, but it felt different now—predatory. “Perhaps you should focus on the aspects of heroism that brought you here in the first place. Helping people. Making a difference. Being part of something larger than yourself.”

He tapped the tablet screen, and a wall-mounted display flickered to life. The surveillance footage was more extensive than she’d imagined—dozens of cameras tracking her movements around the city, time-stamped entries showing her visits to the library, her meeting with the private investigator, even her late-night research sessions. Watching herself through corporate eyes, Cheryl felt exposed, dissected.

“Interesting reading habits,” Alton observed, his tone conversational. “Historical records of hero response times. Newspaper archives about civilian casualties in superhero incidents. Financial reports about the entertainment industry.” He paused, studying her reaction. “One might wonder why a successful hero would be so… curious about the business side of heroism.”

The silence stretched between them. Cheryl could feel him waiting for her to fill it, to volunteer information, to reveal how much she’d discovered. She thought about Oscar Travis, about the documents he’d shown her, about the patterns that had started to become impossible to ignore.

“You hired Oscar Travis to investigate Apex,” Alton continued, his voice still casual. “A man with certain… unsavory connections. That’s an interesting choice for someone who supposedly trusts her employer.”

“I wanted to understand—”

“What you wanted,” Alton interrupted, and for the first time his mask slipped completely, “was to bite the hand that feeds you. To destroy something you don’t have the vision to comprehend.”

Cheryl’s hands were shaking now. Around the conference room, small objects began to tremble—pens rolling across the table, papers fluttering without any breeze. “Help people? Or help your profit margins?”

“Both,” Alton said simply. “That’s how the modern world works, Cheryl. Everything is interconnected. Apex creates emergency response scenarios that showcase hero capabilities while maintaining public safety. We employ hundreds of people—event coordinators, safety specialists, media liaisons, civilian actors. We’ve turned chaos into order, random tragedy into managed outcomes.”

“Civilian actors.” The words felt like lead in Cheryl’s mouth.

“Professional background performers who specialize in crisis simulation. They’re paid well, they’re perfectly safe, and they provide authentic emotional responses that traditional stunt work can’t match.” Alton leaned forward. “Every rescue you’ve performed has been genuine, Cheryl. The danger was real, the people were real, the heroism was real. We just… optimized the circumstances.”

The trembling in the room was getting worse. The conference table’s legs groaned as invisible pressure built around them.

“The university student this morning,” Cheryl said. “Raphael Roberts. He knew exactly what to say to the cameras.”

“He’s a communications major who responded well to media coaching. We recruit from the drama and journalism programs—students who understand performance and can provide compelling testimonials.”

“And the woman with the broken leg?”

“Maryann Huffman is a professional stunt performer. The injury was real but minor—clean fracture, easily treatable. She’s done similar work for three other heroes in our roster.”

Cheryl’s vision was starting to blur around the edges. The wrongness that had been growing in her chest for weeks was spreading through her whole body now, making her skin crawl and her thoughts fragment.

“How many?” she whispered.

“How many what?”

“How many of my rescues were real?”

Alton consulted his tablet. “Define real.”

“How many were actual emergencies that I happened to respond to, rather than manufactured situations designed to boost my Q-rating?”

A long silence. Outside the conference room windows, Toronto continued its daily business, unaware that one of its heroes was learning that heroism itself had become a corporate product.

“None,” Alton said finally. “Not in the last three years. Not since you signed with Apex.”

The conference table split down the middle with a sound like thunder.

Alton didn’t flinch. He simply made a note on his tablet and continued speaking. “That kind of emotional volatility is exactly why we need to discuss your future with the company.”

Cheryl stared at the destroyed table, at the papers scattered across the floor, at her hands that were glowing with barely contained telekinetic energy. “My future?”

“Your contract comes up for renewal next month. Given your recent behavior and the… concerns… about your psychological stability, Apex is prepared to offer you two options.”

He stood up, straightening his suit jacket with practiced precision. “Option one: you sign a new five-year exclusive agreement with enhanced monitoring provisions and a significant salary increase. You continue your rescue work with full corporate support, and we provide you with the therapeutic resources necessary to address your current mental health challenges.”

“And option two?”

“You decline to renew, and Apex exercises the termination clauses in your current contract. This includes return of all branded equipment, cessation of all hero activities, and enforcement of the non-disclosure agreements that prevent you from discussing proprietary Apex methodologies with outside parties.”

Cheryl’s powers flickered like a dying lightbulb. “You’d take away my ability to help people.”

“We’d remove our liability for your unsupervised activities. What you do afterward would be between you and the various law enforcement agencies who regulate unlicensed hero work.”

The walls of the conference room felt like they were closing in. Cheryl could hear her heart beating, could feel the familiar weight of her costume against her skin, could smell the recycled air and expensive cologne and the lingering ozone from her own telekinetic discharge.

“I need time to think.”

“Of course. Take the rest of the week. But Cheryl?” Alton’s smile was back, sharp and predatory. “I’d strongly recommend against any further unauthorized investigations. Corporate security takes a very dim view of proprietary information breaches.”

Cheryl left the building through the main lobby, past the display cases showcasing Apex heroes and their accomplishments. Her own section featured action photos from various rescues, merchandise samples, and a looping video montage of grateful civilians praising Mindbridge’s life-saving interventions. All of it felt like evidence of some elaborate crime she’d participated in without knowing.

She walked for hours, letting her feet carry her through the city while her mind tried to process what she’d learned. Every street corner seemed to mock her now—this was where she’d stopped a runaway truck (actually a controlled stunt with professional drivers), that was where she’d prevented a building fire (coordinated with the fire department and contained to an empty floor), there was the plaza where she’d foiled a bank robbery (performance art with actors and prop weapons).

Three years of her life. Three years of believing she was making a difference, that her powers meant something, that she was helping people. All of it orchestrated, managed, optimized for maximum emotional impact and minimal actual risk.

Her phone buzzed. Text message from an unknown number: “Meet me at the Harbourfront. East side, near the boat launch. Come alone. —J.O.”

Jerry O’Connor. The journalist Oscar Travis had connected her with, the one who’d been investigating corporate hero management for months. She’d been planning to meet with him anyway, to share what little information she’d gathered about Apex’s operations. Now she had much more to tell him.

The sun was setting by the time she reached the waterfront, painting Lake Ontario in shades of orange and red that reminded her of the telekinetic energy that used to flow through her so naturally. Jerry was waiting by the marina, a thin man in his fifties with the kind of rumpled appearance that suggested he cared more about truth than presentation.

“Cheryl?” He approached carefully, like someone trying not to spook a wounded animal. “Oscar said you might have information about Apex Hero Solutions.”

“More than information,” she said. “I have proof.”

She told him everything—Alton’s admission, the surveillance, the civilian actors, the manufactured emergencies. Jerry listened without interruption, occasionally making notes in a battered notebook that looked like it had seen a dozen major investigations.

“This is bigger than I thought,” he said when she finished. “I’ve been tracking irregularities in hero response patterns across multiple companies, but if they’re actually staging the emergencies themselves…”

“Can you expose them?”

“With your testimony and the documentation you can provide, yes. But Cheryl, you need to understand what you’re risking. These companies have significant legal resources, and the non-disclosure clauses in hero contracts are notoriously comprehensive.”

She thought about Alton’s threat, about corporate security and proprietary information breaches. “What’s the worst they can do?”

Jerry’s expression was grim. “Destroy your reputation, tie you up in lawsuits for years, and ensure you never work as a hero again. But there’s something else you should know.”

He pulled out his phone and showed her a series of photos—emergency scenes from across Canada and the United States, all featuring different heroes from different management companies. But the patterns were the same: perfectly positioned cameras, optimal timing, minimal actual danger.

“This isn’t just Apex,” Jerry said. “This is industry-wide. Hero management has become hero manufacturing, and the entire system is designed to create the appearance of constant crisis while maintaining complete control over outcomes.”

“How many people know?”

“Not many. And most of the ones who do are on the payroll.” Jerry pocketed his phone. “You’re the first active hero willing to go on record.”

Cheryl stared out at the lake, watching the lights of the city reflect on the water like fallen stars. Somewhere out there, other heroes were probably responding to other manufactured emergencies, believing they were making a difference while generating profit for corporate shareholders.

“What do you need from me?”

“Documentation. Internal communications, scheduling systems, anything that proves the emergencies are being staged. Can you get access to Apex’s servers?”

“Maybe. I still have my access codes, and they won’t expect me to try anything for a few days.” She paused. “But Jerry, if they catch me…”

“They won’t just fire you,” he finished. “I know. That’s why we need to move fast. Can you meet me tomorrow night? Same place?”

Cheryl nodded, already planning her approach to the Apex building’s digital systems. “I’ll get you what you need.”

But as she walked home through the darkening streets, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was already too late, that forces larger than she understood were already moving to contain the damage she represented.

Her apartment felt different when she got home. Nothing was obviously disturbed, but there was a quality to the air, a sense that someone had been there. Cheryl moved through the rooms carefully, using her powers to check for electronic devices or hidden cameras. She found three—one in her bedroom, one in the kitchen, and one built into the frame of her laptop.

They weren’t just monitoring her digital activity anymore. They were watching everything.

She left the bugs in place, not wanting to tip off Apex security that she’d found them. Instead, she spent the evening researching corporate espionage countermeasures, planning her infiltration of the Apex building’s computer systems. It would have to be done physically—their network security was too sophisticated for remote access, and she needed to avoid leaving any digital footprints that could be traced back to her.

Around midnight, her phone rang. Alton’s number.

“Cheryl, I hope I’m not calling too late. I wanted to follow up on our conversation today.”

“What about it?”

“I’ve been thinking about your concerns, and I want you to know that Apex values your feedback. We’re always looking for ways to improve our operational methods.”

She could hear something in his voice—a forced casualness that didn’t quite hide an underlying tension. “That’s… good to hear.”

“In fact, I’d like to invite you to a special demonstration tomorrow. We’re testing some new emergency response protocols, and I think seeing the process from the planning side might help address some of your questions about authenticity.”

“What kind of demonstration?”

“A controlled building collapse scenario. Nothing major—just a section of an old warehouse that’s scheduled for demolition anyway. But it’ll give you a chance to see how we ensure civilian safety while creating compelling rescue opportunities.”

Cheryl’s blood turned to ice. They knew. Somehow, they knew about her meeting with Jerry, about her plans to gather evidence. This was a trap.

“I appreciate the offer,” she said carefully, “but I’m still processing everything from today. Maybe we could discuss it after I’ve had more time to think?”

“Of course. But Cheryl, the demonstration is happening whether you attend or not. And I’d hate for you to miss the opportunity to see how committed Apex is to maintaining the highest safety standards.”

The threat was subtle but unmistakable. If she didn’t show up, the demonstration would proceed without her—and real people might get hurt.

“Where and when?”

“The old Redpath Sugar facility on the waterfront. Tomorrow at 2 PM. I’ll text you the specific address.”

He hung up before she could respond.

Cheryl sat in her darkened apartment, surrounded by hidden cameras and corporate surveillance, trying to figure out how to save lives without destroying herself in the process. Outside her windows, Toronto glittered with ten million points of light, each one representing someone who believed their heroes were protecting them from chaos and disaster.

None of them knew that the chaos was being carefully managed, that the disasters were being manufactured, that their heroes were trapped in a system that had turned salvation itself into a market commodity.

She thought about Jerry’s investigation, about the evidence she’d promised to gather, about the demonstration tomorrow that was obviously designed to discredit or eliminate her. Whatever happened in the next twenty-four hours would determine not just her own future, but the future of every hero trapped in the same corporate web.

Cheryl closed her eyes and reached out with her powers, feeling the familiar resistance of the objects around her—furniture, electronics, the structure of the building itself. For three years, she’d used these abilities to play a role in Apex’s manufactured dramas. Tomorrow, she would use them to fight back.

But first, she had to survive the night.

The next morning brought gray skies and the kind of persistent drizzle that made Toronto feel like a city underwater. Cheryl woke early, her body tense with anticipation and her powers crackling just beneath her skin. The hidden cameras in her apartment had recorded nothing suspicious—she’d spent the evening reading and watching television, the picture of a hero taking time to consider her options.

In reality, she’d been planning.

At 10 AM, she made her way to the Apex building for what would appear to be a routine visit to retrieve some personal items from her office. The building’s security systems recognized her biometrics and allowed her access to the hero floors without question. Cheryl moved through the familiar corridors with careful normalcy, nodding to coworkers and exchanging small talk about the weather.

Her office was exactly as she’d left it—a small space dominated by promotional materials and corporate branding, with a computer terminal that provided access to Apex’s internal systems. Cheryl logged in with her standard credentials and began what appeared to be routine administrative work, reviewing her schedule and checking her performance metrics.

What she was actually doing was downloading every file she could access: emergency planning documents, civilian actor recruitment materials, coordination schedules with media partners, internal communications about “optimization protocols.” The data flowed onto a concealed storage device with agonizing slowness, each file a potential piece of evidence that could expose the entire system.

Halfway through the download, her office door opened.

“Cheryl.” Phyllis Bolton stepped inside, closing the door behind her. “Alton asked me to check on you.”

Phyllis was everything Cheryl wasn’t—tall, confident, photogenic, with powers that translated perfectly to visual media. As Shieldmaiden, she could generate protective force fields that looked spectacular on camera while providing obvious defensive utility. She was also Apex’s highest-grossing hero and Cheryl’s primary competition for market share.

“Just catching up on paperwork,” Cheryl said, keeping her voice level while the download continued in the background.

“I heard about your meeting yesterday. About the concerns you raised with Alton.” Phyllis moved closer to the desk, her eyes fixed on Cheryl’s computer screen. “I want you to know that I understand what you’re going through.”

“Do you?”

“The doubt, the questions about whether what we’re doing is real.” Phyllis sat down across from Cheryl, her expression earnest and sympathetic. “I went through the same thing when I first learned about the optimization protocols.”

“When was that?”

“About six months after I signed with Apex. I had the same reaction you’re having—the anger, the sense of betrayal, the feeling that I’d been turned into some kind of corporate puppet.”

Cheryl’s download was at sixty percent completion. She needed to keep Phyllis talking. “How did you get past it?”

“I realized that it doesn’t matter how the opportunities arise. What matters is that people are saved, that real good is accomplished, that heroes have the resources and support to actually make a difference.” Phyllis leaned forward. “Before Apex, how many people did you save? Really save, not just help with small problems or accidents?”

“I don’t know. It’s hard to quantify—”

“I saved maybe a dozen people in two years of independent hero work. Random encounters, mostly minor situations. Since joining Apex, I’ve saved over three hundred people. Three hundred lives that wouldn’t exist without the company’s operational support.”

“But they weren’t in real danger,” Cheryl protested. “The situations were controlled—”

“The danger was real,” Phyllis interrupted. “Controlled doesn’t mean safe. Every operation involves genuine risk, genuine physical threat, genuine opportunities for things to go wrong. The only difference is that we have professional support to minimize casualties and maximize positive outcomes.”

Seventy percent. Cheryl kept her eyes on Phyllis while monitoring the download’s progress in her peripheral vision.

“And you’re comfortable with that? With being part of a system that manufactures crises for profit?”

“I’m comfortable being part of a system that provides stable employment for hundreds of people, generates funding for advanced rescue equipment and training, and creates a sustainable model for professional heroism.” Phyllis’s voice was taking on a harder edge. “What’s the alternative, Cheryl? Go back to the old days of random vigilantes with no oversight, no support, no coordination? How many people died in superhero conflicts before companies like Apex brought order to the chaos?”

Eighty percent.

“I just want to help people,” Cheryl said quietly.

“Then help them within the system that actually works. Sign the new contract, accept the enhanced support package, and stop trying to destroy something that’s bigger than your personal doubts.”

Phyllis stood up, smoothing down her Shieldmaiden uniform. “I hope you’ll reconsider your position. For your own sake, and for the sake of everyone who depends on Apex’s operational success.”

Ninety percent.

“I’ll think about it,” Cheryl said.

Phyllis smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I hope you will. Oh, and Cheryl? Alton wanted me to remind you about the demonstration this afternoon. He’s very much looking forward to showing you how much care goes into ensuring civilian safety.”

She left, closing the door with a soft click that sounded like a cell door locking.

One hundred percent. Download complete.

Cheryl quickly disconnected the storage device and cleared her computer’s access logs, eliminating any evidence of what she’d been doing. The files she’d stolen contained enough documentation to prove Apex’s systematic staging of emergencies, but getting them to Jerry would require surviving whatever trap was waiting for her at the waterfront.

She left the Apex building at noon, taking a circuitous route through downtown Toronto to make sure she wasn’t being followed. The demonstration was set for 2 PM, giving her just enough time to meet with Jerry and transfer the evidence before walking into whatever Alton had planned.

Jerry was waiting at their rendezvous point, his expression tense with anticipation. “Did you get it?”

Cheryl handed him the storage device. “Everything I could access. Emergency protocols, civilian actor contracts, coordination schedules with media partners—enough to prove the whole system is manufactured.”

Jerry plugged the device into his laptop and began scrolling through the files, his eyes widening as he absorbed the scope of Apex’s operations. “This is incredible. This is going to bring down the entire corporate hero industry.”

“If we live long enough to publish it,” Cheryl said. “They know I was investigating. They’ve set up some kind of demonstration that’s obviously a trap.”

“Then don’t go.”

“I have to. If I don’t show up, they’ll proceed without me, and real people might get hurt.”

Jerry looked up from his laptop. “What kind of demonstration?”

“A controlled building collapse at the old Redpath Sugar facility. They’re calling it a test of new emergency response protocols.”

“Jesus.” Jerry’s face went pale. “Cheryl, the Redpath facility isn’t abandoned. There’s been a homeless encampment in the lower levels for months. If they bring down that building…”

The ice in Cheryl’s veins spread to her heart. “How many people?”

“Twenty, maybe thirty. The city’s been trying to relocate them, but they keep coming back because the building provides shelter from the weather.”

Cheryl closed her eyes, feeling the weight of impossible choices settling on her shoulders. If she went to the demonstration, she was walking into a trap that would probably destroy her. If she didn’t go, innocent people would die in a corporate-manufactured disaster designed to look like an accident.

“Can you get this story out before 2 PM?” she asked.

“Not completely. I need time to verify the documents, contact other sources, build a bulletproof case. If I rush it, Apex’s lawyers will tear it apart.”

“Then we’ll have to try a different approach.”

Cheryl’s phone buzzed with a text message from Alton: “Looking forward to seeing you at the demonstration. Don’t be late.”

She showed Jerry the message. “I’m going to go. But I’m not going as their victim.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I’m going to make sure there are enough witnesses and media coverage that they can’t bury what happens. And if they try to hurt me, I’m going to make sure everyone sees it.”

Jerry grabbed her arm. “Cheryl, these people have already proven they’re willing to sacrifice lives for profit. If you confront them directly—”

“Then at least it’ll be a real fight instead of another manufactured spectacle.”

She pulled away from him, her powers already beginning to build beneath her skin. For three years, she’d used her abilities according to Apex’s carefully choreographed scripts. Today, she would use them to improvise.

The old Redpath Sugar facility sat on the waterfront like a monument to Toronto’s industrial past, its brick and steel structure weathered by decades of lake-effect storms. As Cheryl approached the building, she could see the demonstration setup: emergency vehicles positioned for optimal camera angles, media crews with their equipment already in place, and a small crowd of what looked like Apex employees posing as concerned civilians.

Alton was waiting near the building’s main entrance, flanked by several people Cheryl didn’t recognize—corporate security, she assumed, though they were dressed to blend in with the media crowd. His smile was as sharp as ever, but there was something predatory in his eyes that hadn’t been there during their previous meetings.

“Cheryl, perfect timing. We’re just about to begin the demonstration.”

“Where are the explosive charges?” she asked directly.

“Excuse me?”

“For the controlled collapse. Where are they placed?”

Alton’s smile flickered. “I’m not sure what you mean. This is a structural failure simulation, not a demolition.”

Cheryl reached out with her powers, feeling through the building’s framework for anything that didn’t belong. There—small devices attached to key support beams, connected by thin wires to a central detonation system. Enough explosive to bring down the eastern section of the building in a way that would look like natural structural failure.

“There are people in there,” she said.

“I’m sorry?”

“Homeless people. In the lower levels. You know they’re there.”

Alton’s expression didn’t change, but she could see the calculation happening behind his eyes. “If there are unauthorized individuals in the building, that’s a matter for the police, not for Apex Hero Solutions.”

“You’re going to kill them.”

“I’m going to demonstrate proper emergency response protocols in a controlled environment. If unauthorized individuals choose to ignore safety barriers and put themselves at risk, that’s beyond our control.”

Cheryl felt her powers surge, responding to the combination of rage and horror that was building in her chest. Around the demonstration site, small objects began to tremble—loose stones, scraps of paper, the cameras and equipment that had been so carefully positioned to capture the perfect disaster.

“Call it off,” she said.

“I’m afraid that’s not possible. The demonstration has been approved by all relevant authorities, and significant resources have been invested in its execution.”

One of the corporate security people stepped closer to Cheryl, his hand moving toward what was probably a concealed weapon. She turned her attention to him, using her telekinetic abilities to freeze him in place. His eyes widened with surprise and fear as he found himself unable to move.

“Call it off,” Cheryl repeated, “or I’ll tear this whole place apart.”

Alton pulled out his phone and said something too quiet for her to hear. Within seconds, additional security personnel began emerging from concealment—behind vehicles, inside the building, among the media crews. All of them armed, all of them moving to surround her.

“This is unfortunate,” Alton said. “But not unexpected. We prepared for the possibility that you might experience a psychological break during the demonstration.”

“A psychological break?”

“The stress of learning about operational realities, combined with your existing mental health challenges, has clearly pushed you beyond your capacity to function rationally. When you attack innocent media personnel and emergency responders, it’ll be obvious that Mindbridge suffers from the same psychological instability that affects so many unlicensed heroes.”

Cheryl understood. This wasn’t just a trap—it was a complete character assassination. They would provoke her into violence, capture it all on camera, and use the footage to discredit both her and any allegations she might make about Apex’s operations. The homeless people in the building would die in what appeared to be an accident, and she would be remembered as a dangerous vigilante who finally snapped.

“You won’t get away with this,” she said.

“We already have,” Alton replied. “The only question now is whether you’re going to cooperate or whether we need to use more direct methods to ensure your compliance.”

The security team was closing in. Cheryl could feel their weapons, their body armor, their careful positioning to create a crossfire that would leave her nowhere to run. In the building behind them, innocent people slept in makeshift shelters, unaware that their lives had been deemed acceptable losses in a corporate demonstration.

She made her choice.

Instead of attacking the security team, Cheryl reached out with her powers toward the building itself. She found the explosive devices and began systematically crushing them, using her telekinetic abilities to compress the charges until they were inert. The effort required enormous concentration, leaving her vulnerable to the security team’s approach, but she maintained her focus on saving the lives inside the building.

“Stop her!” Alton shouted.

The first neural disruptor hit like a lightning strike through her spine, but it was nothing compared to what followed. As the second blast tore through her nervous system, Cheryl felt something fundamental breaking apart inside her skull—not just pain, but dissolution. The familiar hum of telekinetic energy that had been her constant companion since adolescence began to fragment, like a radio signal dissolving into static.

The third shot brought a silence so profound it felt like death. The neural pathways that had connected her consciousness to her abilities—pathways worn smooth by years of use, as familiar as breathing—went dark. It was like losing a sense she’d never known she had, leaving her feeling hollowed out, incomplete.

But even as her powers guttered and died, Cheryl used their final flickers to complete her work. She reached into the building’s foundation one last time, lifting the sleeping homeless men and women with a gentleness born of desperation. Each life she saved required what remained of her strength, her abilities burning out like candles in a hurricane, until finally—devastatingly—there was nothing left.

The silence in her head was absolute. For twenty years, there had always been the potential for movement, for connection, for the exhilarating sensation of extending her will into the world around her. Now there was only the terrible quiet of an ordinary human mind, stripped of its extraordinary reach.

Cheryl collapsed to her knees, not from the physical pain of the neural disruptors but from the crushing weight of loss. She tried to lift a single pebble from the ground beside her, tried to feel its familiar resistance, tried to remember what it was like to be more than just flesh and bone and desperate hope.

Nothing. Not even the faintest echo of power.

“Secure the scene,” Alton ordered, and his voice sounded different now—not because his tone had changed, but because she could no longer feel the subtle vibrations of the air around him, could no longer sense the electromagnetic signatures that had once made every human being a constellation of possibility.

“Secure the scene,” Alton ordered. “And someone check the building for any remaining unauthorized individuals.”

As corporate security moved in to restrain her, Cheryl saw the homeless people she’d saved standing in confusion near the waterfront, clearly visible to the media cameras that were still rolling. Alton saw them too, and his expression shifted from satisfaction to alarm.

“Turn off the cameras,” he snapped.

But it was too late. The demonstration had been broadcast live to multiple news networks, and thousands of viewers had just watched Mindbridge sacrifice her powers to save a group of people that Apex Hero Solutions had been prepared to let die. More importantly, they’d watched her do it while being shot with weapons designed to cause permanent neural damage.

Jerry O’Connor pushed through the crowd of media personnel, his press credentials giving him access to the secure area. “Alton McConnell,” he called out, holding up a digital recorder. “Jerry O’Connor, investigative journalist. Would you care to comment on the allegations that Apex Hero Solutions has been staging emergency situations to boost hero publicity ratings?”

Alton’s face went white. “I have no comment on unsubstantiated allegations.”

“What about the neural disruptor weapons your security team just used on Mindbridge? Are those standard equipment for corporate hero management?”

The gathered media crews were picking up on the story now, cameras swinging toward Alton as reporters realized they’d stumbled onto something much bigger than a routine hero demonstration. Several of them began broadcasting live updates about the mysterious weapons and the homeless people who’d been inside the supposedly empty building.

Cheryl watched it all from her knees, her head spinning from the neural disruptor effects. She couldn’t feel her powers anymore—the connection was gone, probably permanently severed. But she could see the demonstration falling apart around Alton as the carefully managed narrative spiraled out of his control.

“Ms. Cohen,” Jerry knelt beside her, still recording. “Can you tell us what happened here today?”

“They were going to kill innocent people,” Cheryl said, her voice weak but clear. “For a publicity stunt. They’ve been staging emergencies for years, using actors and manufactured situations to create fake heroic opportunities.”

“That’s completely false,” Alton interjected, but his denial sounded hollow against the backdrop of the homeless people who were being interviewed by other reporters, describing how they’d been mysteriously lifted out of the building just before its scheduled collapse.

“I have documentation,” Cheryl continued. “Internal communications, financial records, contracts with civilian actors. Everything is on the storage device I gave to Jerry this morning.”

Alton made a gesture to his security team, but they hesitated. With multiple cameras rolling and live broadcasts streaming to networks across Canada, any further violence would be impossible to cover up.

“This is a coordinated attack on a legitimate business,” Alton said, addressing the cameras directly. “Mindbridge is clearly suffering from a psychological breakdown, and these allegations are the product of mental illness combined with external manipulation by anti-corporate activists.”

“Then you won’t mind if we examine Apex’s financial records?” Jerry asked. “Or interview the civilian actors whose contracts I found in the documentation Ms. Cohen provided?”

Alton’s confident facade finally cracked. “This interview is over.”

He turned and walked toward a waiting corporate vehicle, his security team forming a protective cordon around him. But Cheryl could see that it was too late. The story was out, the evidence was public, and the media frenzy was just beginning.

“How do you feel?” Jerry asked her quietly, helping her to her feet.

Cheryl looked at her hands—ordinary hands now, without the telekinetic energy that had defined her for so many years. She thought about the homeless people who were alive because she’d chosen to save them instead of saving herself. She thought about the corporate system that had turned heroism into a commodity and suffering into a market opportunity.

“Free,” she said.

The next few weeks passed in a blur of investigations, congressional hearings, and media coverage. Jerry’s story broke on the front page of the Toronto Star, and within hours it had been picked up by news organizations around the world. The documentation Cheryl had provided proved the systematic nature of Apex’s operations, and investigations into other hero management companies revealed similar patterns of manufactured emergencies and corporate manipulation.

Alton McConnell was arrested on charges of fraud, endangerment, and conspiracy. Phyllis Bolton and several other Apex heroes claimed they’d been unaware of the company’s methods, but their credibility was severely damaged by their association with the scandal. The entire corporate hero industry faced a crisis of legitimacy as the public began questioning whether any heroic act they’d witnessed had been genuine.

Cheryl testified before parliament about her experiences, her words carrying the weight of someone who’d lost everything to expose the truth. Without her powers, she couldn’t continue as a hero, but she found new purpose as an advocate for independent heroism and corporate accountability.

The irony wasn’t lost on her: she’d become more heroic after losing her powers than she’d ever been while she had them.

Six months after the demonstration, Cheryl was walking through downtown Toronto when she heard the familiar sound of emergency sirens. She looked up to see smoke rising from an office building several blocks away—a real fire, this time, with real people in danger.

She watched from the sidewalk as emergency responders coordinated their rescue efforts, working with a precision and dedication that didn’t require corporate management or media optimization. The heroes who arrived on scene were independents now—men and women who’d walked away from their corporate contracts to return to the uncertain but authentic work of actually helping people.

One of them was Phyllis Bolton.

Cheryl almost didn’t recognize her former rival. Without the Shieldmaiden costume and corporate branding, Phyllis looked smaller, more human. She was using her force field abilities to protect a group of children while firefighters worked to contain the blaze, and there wasn’t a camera in sight.

After the rescue was complete, Phyllis approached Cheryl on the sidewalk.

“I wanted to thank you,” she said simply.

“For what?”

“For showing me that being a hero isn’t about the brand or the publicity or the corporate support. It’s about the choice to help people, even when it costs you everything.”

They stood together in comfortable silence, watching the emergency crews pack up their equipment. The building was saved, the people were safe, and no one would profit from their suffering.

“Do you ever miss it?” Phyllis asked. “The powers?”

Cheryl considered the question, feeling for what was no longer there. The loss had never completely faded—sometimes she would reach out instinctively to move something across a room, only to remember that the neural pathways were gone, severed like phantom limbs that her brain still tried to use. In quiet moments, she found herself mourning not just the abilities themselves, but the sense of connection they’d provided—the feeling that the world was responsive to her will, that she was more than just another fragile human navigating an indifferent universe.

“Every day,” she admitted. “There’s still a part of me that reaches for them, like trying to flex a muscle that isn’t there anymore. The silence in my head where they used to be… that’s something you never quite get used to.”

She paused, watching the ordinary emergency responders pack up their equipment with practiced efficiency. “But I don’t miss the weight of the lies. I don’t miss wondering whether anything I did actually mattered, or if it was just another performance for someone else’s profit.”

Phyllis looked confused. “But you don’t have powers anymore.”

“No,” Cheryl agreed. “But I’m not powerless.”

She thought about Jerry’s ongoing investigations, about the congressional hearings that were leading to new regulations on corporate hero management, about the growing movement of independent heroes who were choosing authenticity over profit. She thought about the homeless people whose lives she’d saved, and about all the future victims who would be spared because the truth had finally come to light.

“Power isn’t about what you can lift or move or destroy,” Cheryl said. “It’s about the choice to act when action is needed, regardless of the personal cost.”

A year later, the last of the corporate hero management companies had either shut down or been forced to adopt strict transparency requirements. The age of manufactured heroism was over, replaced by a new era of independent heroes who operated without corporate oversight or media optimization.

Cheryl never got her powers back. The neural damage from the disruptor weapons had been too severe, the connection between her brain and her telekinetic abilities permanently severed. But she found that she didn’t need superpowers to make a difference in the world.

She worked as a consultant now, helping other former corporate heroes transition to independent work. She testified as an expert witness in lawsuits against the hero management industry. She wrote a book about her experiences that became a bestseller and inspired a new generation of authentic heroes.

And sometimes, late at night, she would stand on her apartment balcony and look out over Toronto, watching the lights of the city reflect on Lake Ontario like fallen stars. She would think about all the disasters that weren’t happening—the manufactured emergencies that would never again threaten innocent lives for the sake of corporate profit.

The city felt different now. Cleaner somehow, as if a poison had been drawn out of its system. Heroes still responded to real emergencies, but they did so as individuals driven by conscience rather than as corporate assets driven by market demands. The work was harder without professional support, the dangers were greater without safety protocols, but the heroism was genuine.

Cheryl had lost her powers but gained something more valuable: the knowledge that she had chosen correctly when the moment came, that she had sacrificed her abilities to save lives rather than preserving them to maintain a comfortable lie.

She could no longer move objects with her mind, but she had moved the world.

And in the end, that was the only power that truly mattered.

The coffee was finally the right temperature.

Cheryl sat in the same Tim Hortons where this had all begun, reading Jerry’s latest article about the ongoing reform of emergency response systems. Across the street, a construction crew was working to repair damage from a real accident—a gas line rupture that had been caused by aging infrastructure rather than corporate planning. The heroes who had responded had worked without fanfare, without cameras, without any thought of merchandising or Q-ratings.

It was, she reflected, what heroism was supposed to look like.

Her phone buzzed with a text message from Phyllis: “Coffee later? There’s something I want to run by you.”

Cheryl smiled and typed back: “Of course. Same place as always?”

“Always,” came the reply.

She finished her coffee and stepped back out into the Toronto morning, just another ordinary person in a city full of extraordinary people who had learned the difference between performing heroism and living it. The sun was shining, the air was clear, and somewhere in the distance, she could hear the sound of genuine laughter—the kind that comes from joy rather than market research.

Cheryl Cohen, former telekinetic hero, former corporate asset, current free woman, walked home through streets that no longer felt like a stage set for manufactured drama. She had no superpowers, no corporate backing, no brand recognition.

She had never been more powerful in her life.
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