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Introduction




Ibegan to write this book in July of 2023, and I have poured the usual bodily fluids into it. I did most of the things you do to write a book all by myself. I designed and drew the cover, wrote blurbs, marketed on the internet. Though I did hire an editor, Vincent DeMasi. 

I wanted to write a story that addressed sexual assault but wasn’t a story that was happening to a woman. Sexual assault happens to men too.

I also wanted to write a story about a craptastic world that is suffering under fascism that might have it a little worse than us. It’s a very similar world, you’d probably find it familiar if you live in the U.S. 

Lastly, I wanted to write about superheroes. I’ve always loved superheroes. I remember taking my cousin’s X-Men comics when I was a kid. I don’t think he ever found out. 

These things combined have become the story before you. I hope you enjoy it and take breaks where you need. Have a snack! If you’re reading a physical copy, annotate and dog ear the pages! That’s my favorite way to read. No book is going to be pristine forever and we’ll all crumble to dust in a hundred years anyway. Might as well leave proof you existed.








  
  
Trigger Warnings




Hey. Thanks for picking up Trying to Kill the Sun! There are some things you should know before you jump in: the world is dark and sometimes people get hurt. Before you get hurt check out these trigger and content warnings:

*These are not described in detail, but they are mentioned in the book.

Trigger Warnings


	Disordered eating


	Anxiety


	General violence


	Gun violence


	Graphic death


	Mass deaths


	Murder


	Narcissistic, Emotional, Mental Abuse


	Outing, either as superhero or as queer, both happen


	Abusive relationship dynamics


	Blood


	Burns


	Kidnapping


	Needles


	Self-harm


	Gore


	Body horror


	Human trafficking mention*


	Child sexual abuse mention*


	Physical abuse mention*


	Rape and sexual abuse mention*


	Child abuse mention*


	Transphobia mention*


	Cheating**





Content Warnings




	CPTSD depiction


	Smoking


	Racial discrimination


	Nudity


	Profanity


	Sexually explicit scenes (including PIV sexual intercourse)







Disclaimer: I know that I use the word transsexual in the book and that’s because they wouldn’t have known to use transgender. I was hoping that would be more apparent with context.

Author’s Note: I use some…antiquated language. I do not condone this language. I am just emphasizing that they have not moved that far socially. 

Thank you. 

*NOT DEPICTED JUST MENTIONED

**Not the main couple








  
  
Thanks




For Greg, for being my rock, listening to me talk about these two knuckleheads for hours, and the endless support. I could not have fathomed this without you. 

Thank you, Page, without you I never would have had the courage to write this story. You reignited my spark for writing when it had died. Thanks isn’t enough.

Thank you, Jackie, for everything and all the coffee.

Thank you, Taylor, for letting me bully you into theatre where I discovered writing was kind of my thing, then letting me bully you into reading my writing. You’re a real one.

Thanks to my therapist, you’re a real one for listening to my obsession with my book and nodding, pretending that it’s real.

Thanks to all the beta readers, passersby, and randos who let me talk at them for hours. You’re treasured.

Thanks, Ravioli, for being useless and loud. You were almost co-author. Maybe next time.








  
  
Paperwork (Five Years Prior)




“All love stories are tales of beginnings. When we talk about falling in love, we go to the beginning, to pinpoint the moment of freefall.”


-


Meghan O'Rourke


The Centipede

THWACK! a man wearing red spandex and gold lettering kicked a large wooden crate off the docks as if he was kicking a large soccer ball. It flew until darkness obscured it and then he took to the sky hollering. 

The Centipede, an extremely tall, thin man in a greying hoodie with chin-length, curly brown hair, sat patiently on a large crate at the docks. He chewed on a pen thoughtfully and poured over an archnemesis contract, humming to himself. He ignored the superhero, who’d been at this for at least ten minutes. The archnemesis contract bound him to the superhero, but it was much more for publicity than it was for a serious rivalry. He made amendments to the contract and, The Millipede, his number two, signed them as a notary. Above them, the giant, red annoyance boasted and flew around. He'd be shitting everywhere too if he had less self-control.

The Millipede was a man of average height, not nearly as tall as The Centipede, but definitely stockier. His hair was blonde, and his eyes were startlingly blue. He looked as though he'd time-traveled from the 1980s in the middle of a hair band show to become a lawyer.

The Centipede gazed at The Crater in the east part of Height City, a monument to death. It was what distancing yourself from an unpleasant reality and bombing innocent people could do. It wasn’t so much a crater in the earth as it was a break in the skyline; the skeletons of the screaming twisted metal skyscrapers littered the abandoned hellscape of the Lower East Side, massive metal tombstones reaching for heaven.

Captain Miracle stopped flying about and boasting. There were no people at the docks for him to interact with except The Centipede and Millipede. Good, I'm glad he's tired himself out. I was tired of him cawing like some big dumb bird. The Centipede shook his thoughts away. Captain Miracle had super strength, durability, and flight. He had little to fear from the superhero restrictions; after all, who could stop him? He could kill someone with a half-formed thought.

The League fully protected him if his super strength wasn't enough. So, he wore his hero costume in public. It was like a boast to other super powered people who couldn't make it in the League. It was as if he was saying, “I get to exist as myself. All the time.” The suit was a red spandex, prone to tearing in just the right places, with a gold asymmetrical ‘M' on the front. 

He flew toward The Centipede and Millipede, his black hair stiff on his head from the unnecessary amount of gel he used. He landed confidently on the ground next to the villains and stretched. “So, have you signed yet? I’m very excited to have the esteemed Doctor Anatoly Nikolayevich Nikolaev as my archnemesis!” he sang, and The Centipede raised his disposable mask back up in a lazy effort to hide his nervous face.

The Millipede cut in, his stern expression eating through a layer of Captain Miracle’s over-confidence. “He is The Centipede. He hasn’t operated as a doctor in many years.” He moved in front of The Centipede, a mortal man protecting his number one from Captain Miracle, a man who could cave his skull in seconds. He stared, unblinkingly.

The Centipede stood up and dwarfed all men present with his lanky body. The Millipede said, “Sir, you don’t have to fill out the contract if you don’t want to—Or make up a goofy back-story—” The Millipede glanced at Captain Miracle through the sides of his eyes.

“Well, it’ll be nice to get the money and exposure to build and do what I really want to do. All I have to do is show up and be a goofball villain and let this goober beat me up? I can do that. I made a few stipulations that you are not to use your full powers on my person or any that I employ. I have no powers. Also, it would be bad for your image, which seems to be the opposite of what you want,” The Centipede said as confidently as possible. His accent peeked through, but he'd managed to wrangle it back. He stared at Captain Miracle, unbending. “Right?” Captain Miracle nodded, mollified. 

The Centipede sat back down and leaned back so that he could use the same box to sign, his signature bumpy from the grain of the box. The ink got a bit smeared from signing with his left hand.

As The Centipede signed, a shorter man sprinted to them, wearing a white tank top, beaten-up overalls, a yellow hard hat, an eye mask, and boots. He had straight, dark brown hair, brown eyes, and a nice jawline.

“Wait! I’m so sorry! I had to take the bus!” the new man cried out, Captain Miracle groaned and rubbed his face. 

The Centipede leaned back to watch the exchange; one leg outstretched. He was amused.

Captain Miracle addressed the man, “If you had been ready, I could have picked you up, but you needed to ‘lock your house’ Ugh. Anyway, this is our new villain An—” He cut himself off before restarting, “This is our new villain, The Centipede. He builds robots. Centipede, Builder,” He paused, as if trying to remember. “Duplicates things.” 

Builder nodded at The Millipede who nodded back. 

The Centipede’s face burned. Builder was cute. He could tell even under the mask. He handed the sidekick the papers to sign. They brushed hands and the Centipede flinched. Can you feel sparks without a kiss? I've never felt like this. Get it together, Anatoly! He looked at him. It bared repeating. Builder was cute, quite attractive.   

Builder patted The Centipede’s arm and asked, “Can I use your back to sign? Your villain looks mean.” The Centipede snickered and turned around to allow Builder access. He pulled the mask from his face to breathe, the burning of his face was unbearable. I think I'm going to die.

Captain Miracle shrieked; his face beet red. Smoke was metaphorically pouring from his ears. “No, you idiot, that’s the Centipede!” Builder gasped and jumped back, papers scattering everywhere. The Centipede slid off the box, got on his knees, organized, and handed Builder the stack of papers. 

Builder kneeled on the ground, face bright red, and his eyes wide. He thanked The Centipede profusely. He hugged the papers against himself and watched the man in the hoodie. The Centipede couldn't help but notice that the Builder’s eyes were actually hazel. They had significant green in them, and The Centipede’s stomach filled with butterflies when he caught his grateful smile. The Lepidoptera were filling his stomach cavity to bursting, in the most factual sense. Builder whispered, “Thank you for helping me.” The Centipede nodded and his lip curled into a grin.

The Centipede and Millipede both chuckled, and The Centipede smiled kindly. “The Millipede is pretty scary. I wouldn’t want to meet him in a dark alley. Just look at that huge scar!” He cackled. “Here, you can still use my back if you need to sign.” 

The Millipede giggled. The Centipede held his breath as Builder nervously signed the papers on his back. He felt he must have turned a red so deep that anyone could see it from space.

When Builder finished, he thanked The Centipede again, but before he could properly introduce himself, his hand was thrown aside. Captain Miracle grabbed the papers like a small child not getting his way and twisted The Centipede’s shoulder roughly, forcing him to bend forward. 

Before he could put pen to paper, The Millipede grabbed Captain Miracle’s wrist. “I have a clipboard.” He smiled dangerously at Captain Miracle, his nicotine-stained teeth reeking of the threat. They set off to sign the document under The Millipede's supervision. Captain Miracle slumped forward, and he didn't make eye contact. The Millipede crossed his arms, watching him closely.

Builder turned to The Centipede. “Are you okay?” The Centipede nodded, holding himself. He’d bit his lip so hard he could taste blood, his lips now a dark red. “I know you’re our villain now, but it’s all contractual, right? You don’t actually hurt people, right? I know sometimes Captain Miracle can be a little rough when he’s not paying attention.” Builder smiled, patting The Centipede’s shoulder. The Centipede became a puddle of a man and muttered to himself.

He threw aside the waste of paper mask sitting around his neck before changing his mind and crumpling it in his pocket. He let his hair cover his eyes. “I could hurt people. I can do whatever villainy I want to outside of the contract,” He paused and faced Builder, who looked like he was trying to figure out if he was joking, “I would never hurt you, though.” He smiled nervously. The Centipede kicked himself for being so nervous around this newcomer. There was something so genuine and soft about Builder, who seemed satisfied with this answer and beamed back. Builder handed him a napkin from his utility belt.

“You’re bleeding.” The Centipede raised his eyebrows and wiped away the blood on his lips. Builder kept smiling. “Captain Miracle is such a jerk sometimes, but I promise he can be nice,” He gazed into The Centipede’s eyes, The latter’s heart melting, “I promise I won’t man handle you, anyway.” The Centipede choked on air.

Captain Miracle shoved the papers into Builder’s hands, smiling through his teeth. “We have to find a copier. I’ll get these back to you in due time.” 

The Millipede pulled a small mechanism from his suit jacket. “We prefer digital copies anyway.” The Millipede sneered at Captain Miracle and gently pulled the papers from Builder’s hands. He did not break eye contact with Captain Miracle. He began to copy them as slowly as he could, nudging The Centipede.

The Centipede fumbled with his hands. He felt like a young teenager again. “I make robots. What is it you do?” He stretched his lips as wide as they would go, involuntarily. They hurt but he kept smiling. He couldn’t help himself. 

Builder tittered, a small and charming giggle.

Builder grabbed The Centipede’s hoodie and pulled from it an exact replica; he handed it to him with a smug grin. “I duplicate things. I need a lot more practice, though,” he admitted, and The Centipede whistled and held the hoodie out for him.

“You should keep it; it’s going to be cold the next few days. It’s a damn good replica. I can’t tell the difference.” He beamed, and Builder put on the hoodie.

The Centipede noticed Builder smelling the hoodie after a few minutes and made several postulates about his power. He smelled his own copy, a little self-conscious of the smell. He'd only expected to meet Captain Miracle, so he hadn’t bothered to do a sniff check.

He could hear The Millipede chastising him about his appearance on the car ride over. “Anatoly, it’s important that you set a good first impression. Don’t wear that disgusting hoodie.” He watched the Builder and hoped that the hoodie didn’t smell bad. He bit his lip and fumbled with an aglet on his hoodie.

Captain Miracle floated above the ground at around The Centipede’s height. It didn’t take a genius to figure out why he’d done that, but The Centipede had several theories. Captain Miracle held Builder close to him. The Centipede noticed Builder was about lower chest height to Captain Miracle this way. He found that he was actually shocked that he hadn’t noticed how small he was. The Centipede reasoned that he was about two hundred and four centimeters and Builder was almost fifty centimeters shorter, easily. He began doing math in his head.

He snapped out of it and glanced at Builder, noticing his brown skin and straight, dark brown hair. Mexican-Allies, probably, The Centipede wondered if he knew Spanish. He’d been meaning to learn. He returned to chewing his pen; he was startled that his thoughts had taken him so far from the point.

The Millipede said a goodbye through his teeth, and The Centipede snapped back to reality. The Centipede extended his hand, and Captain Miracle pulled him close into a hug and whispered into his ear, “Sorry if I got rough with you, Doctor. I couldn’t control my excitement at meeting you. See you around.” The Centipede froze. He didn’t know how to tell a man who could rip him in half to stop touching him. Any threat he could levy would dissolve in Captain Miracle’s power. 

Builder walked up to The Centipede next, with a huge grin glued to his face. “I look forward to stopping your evil schemes!” He said brightly.

“I look forward to it, also.” The Centipede beamed. His accent slipped out, and he covered his mouth. Builder giggled, and The Centipede was hooked. He had never heard a laugh like his. There was something about it that reminded him of a snow flurry, light and airy.

The superheroes left, flying through the air, Captain Miracle holding tightly onto Builder. The two villains were left standing at the dock. The Millipede started up The Hercules, a car shaped like the beetle. The Centipede sat in the passenger seat, specifically designed for a man of his height. The Millipede glanced over. “Are you okay? I didn't think he'd touch you. We could breach the contract. I’m sure someone knows how to kill him—”

The Centipede shook his head and glanced out the window. He tried not to think about the young sidekick but failed. He blurted out, “Milli, I’m worried about his sidekick, Builder?” He pretended to not have remembered his name. It was part of his three step plan to convince “Milli” that he wasn't head over heels for a man he'd just met. Milli scoffed, and the Centipede continued, “I've heard such bad things about Captain Maleficent. I’d like to keep an eye out—”

“Things like what?”

“I heard that he is really pushy with younger superheroes. He’s cheated on his new wife. There are rumors that they caught him having sex with The Tell Tail,” The Centipede mumbled and leaned back.

Milli screwed up his face. “Ew, isn’t he like sixteen?” 

The Centipede shrugged and said, tired, “He’s eighteen. But for a man in his thirties, it’s gross either way.” The Centipede closed his eyes and Milli patted his shoulder.

“Are you sure you’re not going to regret working with this guy? There are other heroes out there.”  

“It’s the best way to gain publicity and money so we can fund everything we need to. Hunting down the scum of the earth isn’t going to be cheap.” The Centipede made eye contact with The Millipede and frowned. “I’m just worried about that sidekick. He looks pretty young—not like a child— He's absolutely a man—but he's definitely in Captain Misanthropy's creep range and I—” 

Milli interrupted with a full shit eating grin, “The sidekick was also very attractive, did you notice?”

“Yes, fine. He was fetching. That’s not the point—full point. I don’t trust Captain Miracle,” The Centipede groaned.  He peered at Milli. “I feel so stupid for coming into this without knowing his full name. I feel like he won the upper hand and—”

Milli tousled the growing curls that framed The Centipede’s thin angular face. “C’mon kid. You know that you have the upper hand. You got me, and you got that stupid smart head of yours. C’mon, our henchman must be super hungry, let's stop and get—”

The Centipede interrupted, “Pizza. Please, can we get pizza?”

Milli said, with the slight edge of annoyance to his voice, “No, and if you ask again, you’re getting sleep for dinner,” He turned right, “I did hear about a soup place I’ve been meaning to try.”








  
  

Chapter One


The Savior of Justice





"The paradise of the rich is made out of the hell of the poor."


-Victor Hugo




The Millipede

Two men stood in a crowded bay garage surrounded by forty henchmen. The shorter, more intimidating man addressed the newest henchmen with a stern voice, “Okay, assholes, who can tell me about the war between the U.S.S.R. and the U.S.?” Several henchmen raised their hands and The Millipede smirked. “This is what I love about you science types. You love to participate! Well, it started in the 1940s as a cold war, and, with the rise of McCarthyism, the intense treatment of people labeled as ‘communist’, and the rivalry between the United States, shut up, I know that's not what it's called, and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, it escalated to actual gun fire with troops on the ground in both countries in the 1950s. I was one of them.”

The Centipede spoke up, “I knew you were old, Milli, but being an infantryman in the 1950s?”

“Shut up. I was a Sergeant in 2009. You know this.”

The Centipede brushed him off and The Millipede continued, “Measures were taken, in the meantime, to limit the amount of communists in the United States, namely the induction of several government organizations, like the punk ass CSC, or the Conventional Standards Committee, if three letter words scare you. They dedicated themselves to preserving the traditional American way of life, the white, heterosexual, noncommunist way of life.”

The Millipede, at this point, reached for something in his pocket, pulling out a stack of index cards and reading glasses, putting them on. The older henchmen groaned. The Millipede exclaimed, “Shut up! If you can listen to a three-hour lecture on dynamic torsion, you can listen to me for twenty fucking minutes! Anyway. The war had warmed up by 1977. After 27 years of fighting, nukes finally flew around the world. This changed life as we knew it after U.S. scientists discovered that Soviet scientists didn't have the technology to aim accurately with their nuclear weapons. An incident involving nuclear submarines escalated the war. This eventually led to a nuclear winter lasting all but 5 years. The government undersold the damage, never revealing the true scope of the destruction.”

One of the henchmen began to loudly shout, “Boo!” and The Millipede reached for his holster, bringing out a neon blue gun that was dripping water. Just because we've had you longest, does not mean you're the safest, Felix.

The Millipede continued, louder, “After the bombs began to fall, The United States renamed themselves ‘The United Allies’ to foster a false sentiment of friendship with other countries after they had sent multiple atomic bombs. The last bomb hit New York City in 1983, decimating part of the city, a borough named Manhattan, where your asses are parked. Time passed, allowing most of it to be rebuilt and renamed Height City, as a monument. A second cold war followed. The war ended unofficially almost thirty years later in 2010, after a cease fire.”

The Centipede took some of the index cards, holding them above his head. “You’re worse than these god damn henchmen. I don't need those!” The Millipede cried out, straightening up to look briefly at the ceiling. Mom, if you're watching, make it so I don't kill these fucks. I mean jerks.

The Millipede continued, “In the 1980s, the first babies were born with superpowers. These powers were revealed in the 1990s when these children began puberty. The government never admitted that this was in relation to the bombs that were flying back and forth for forty years. In the second-generation development of these powers, it was discovered that stress could trigger an early development of powers. These children grew up with the wars at their backs.”

A couple of henchmen had fallen asleep, and The Millipede sniped them with his water gun. He pulled out a cigarette and lit it. The Centipede scoffed. “What happened to ‘I'm quitting for real this time'?”

“How about this: I'll quit if you actually talk to Builder. It's been nearly 6 years, and I bet he barely knows you exist. If you stand any chance with him.” The Millipede took a drag and laughed to himself. He stopped when he realized that he was alone in laughing.

The Millipede cleared his throat and took another drag. “By the time a second group of super powered people were born with new trends in how their powers were appearing, a deal had been struck between the police and a young unmonitored League. They would do whatever it took to handle super-powered criminals, and the equally unmonitored police force would enforce long term punishment and fines. They, The League, had separate facilities for super-powered people. You mind taking over for me Centipede?”

“You would not get so winded so quickly if you didn't smoke so much. It's a wonder that Jessica doesn't wring your neck herself—” 

“Oh, I want to!” A tall and pretty henchman with red hair raised her hand.

The Centipede grinned and said, “The League kept a log, of every known person with powers that they received by making promises that they did not have the infrastructure to upkeep. They had agreed to share the log with the government who created self-reporting bills and mandates for super powered individuals. This created a system where someone with flashbang powers could be charged with vigilantism for stopping their favorite bodega from being robbed. Regardless of whether they used their powers or not. Vigilantism carried a minimum sentence of 20 years imprisonment and was reclassified as a violent crime.”

He looked over at The Millipede who waved him on, “If someone managed to get in with The League, crimes, such as vigilantism, would often be overlooked. The League was important for public morale, and fights between Supervillains and Superheroes became spectacle. The public doesn't know these fights are staged—”

The Millipede jumped back in, “It was the best version of WWE with a much higher believability. The government then used the support of these League heroes to recruit for their own military and military projects. It was a win-win for everyone and barely predatory, something the U.A. military was all too familiar with.”

Felix booed again, and The Millipede flipped him off. “You're on thin ice, Felix. Okay. I really just want you fucks to realize that it's dangerous. I don't want to lose any more of you to the CSC or Captain Miracle. Remember, it does not pay to be a hero.”

The Centipede pushed his way back in front, “So next month we have a scheduled fight with Captain Miracle and Builder. Only a few of you will be on parts recovery duty. This orientation is really only for people who grew up outside the U.A. Thanks for joining us from exotic Chicago, Daniel.”


      [image: ]

Builder

Builder sat on the low wall, looking around. The newest tank top for his superhero uniform was a little thin for his liking. The League had him wear a white tank top, carpenter jeans, and a hard hat with a mask. He'd fought hard for the utility belt and regular belt. He'd originally thought that the uniform was exploitative, but Captain Miracle had quickly informed him that it was sexy and empowering. He'd picked it out himself, after all, with his culture in mind. 

His nose twitched.

They were supposed to meet Red Wig in the parking lot of a recently abandoned library for a scheduled fight. The charred remains of what had once been a colorful library for children felt like it should still be smoking, it was so fresh. The CSC had closed down the library, as it no longer met the educational standard of a library and had burned the building with the books inside. Builder had it on good authority from one of the CSC officers standing around at the entrance to the rubble that the head librarian had been arrested for communism and sentenced to re-education.

The parking lot had a barricade to keep people out but let them watch the spectacle. Not that it matters anymore. Anyone that would have watched the fight has pretty much left by now. There's only a few stragglers left. Diehard Captain Miracle fans. Everyone else was too freaked out by the CSC officers. They're not even here to watch the fight. 

Builder glanced away from the watchful CSC officers, wanting to avoid their notice. They're just here to make sure communism doesn't happen at the burnt gravesite of the children's library. Builder groaned.

Red Wig had shown up earlier than him and was standing on the other side of the parking lot, tapping his foot. He was a stout, lumpy man who wore a powdered wig smattered with a shiny wet looking red substance that Builder prayed was paint.

His henchmen, dressed like mimes, were leaning against each other, whispering. Builder was always a tad creeped out by the trio.

The people who'd shown up to watch the fight were leaving, and Builder shouted to Red Wig, nervous, “Hey! Did you want to fight and see if he shows up?”

Red Wig walked closer, his red tights riding up, showcasing some unfortunate areas of his physique. He adjusted his wig and puckered his lips. His lipstick looked like a little heart on his pasty face. “Oh, Builder. Sweetheart. I know you've spent the last year ‘bulking up' and getting nice and ‘beefy’, not that I don't appreciate it, but I'd end your silly little life in a minute. We had best wait. I wouldn't want to mark up Captain Miracle's property before the fight even starts.”

Builder adjusted his glasses and leaned back. He pulled out his communicator orb and called Captain Miracle; he didn’t answer. He bit his lip anxiously and watched the sun, already making its descent behind the skyscrapers.

He toyed with a strand of dark brown hair. “I need a darn haircut,” he mumbled to himself. Louder, he asked, “How’s your day going?”

“What?”

Builder chuckled. He’d been taught to keep the mood light and fun as Captain Miracle’s sidekick. Growing up, he’d been in the same situation with his parents. “How's your day going?” He sat up straight. “I don't imagine you just play pretend all day, right?” He fumbled with his hands. “You do other things, right?”

“My entire life is dedicated to showing the world how wrong animal testing is. Have you not been paying attention to our fights?” Red Wig groaned.

“No, I paid attention, I just also like to pretend that you villains have other things to do, too. Like do you actually have animals that you take care of? Do you read any good books?” Builder shrugged.

Red Wig tapped his toes with a concerning grin on his face. “Oh, I'd love to ruin you, Builder. I'd love to ruin you and show you how the world actually works.”

Holding himself, Builder rubbed his arms. “Um, thanks? I’m okay though.” He called Captain Miracle again.

Captain Miracle answered, shirtless, his hologram paced, undressing. He said in a sing-song voice, “Noah, I told you not to call me at home.”

Biting his lip, Builder fought to avoid eye contact. “Sorry. I was wondering when you were going to be here?”

Captain Miracle raised his eyes, looking around. “Oh. Was that today? Huh. I'll be there soon. Go ahead and get started without me.” He hung up and Builder looked up at Red Wig who had his Caustic Cannon prepared to fire.

The Caustic Cannon was a giant modified water gun, Builder was fairly certain, but until someone confirmed it for him, he was going to keep his mouth shut. It was a bombastic blue gun with a bulbous tank filled with liquid. Red Wig pulled the trigger, unleashing an unhealthy splash of neon blue in Builder's direction.

Builder grabbed a trashcan from its green decorative casing and captured the liquid. He duplicated the trashcan and poured the liquid and trash from the new one into the old one, combining the contents. He sloshed the liquid forward, getting some on Red Wig's tights. One of the mimes rushed forward and mimed cleaning him up before scurrying away.

He screeched, the tights bleaching in the affected area, “Do you know how hard it is to clean this costume, you wretch?” He turned around in place. “Not to mention the environmental effects! Did you even think of the wildlife?”

“You're the one that made the goo! Maybe you can get tights that fit! Or shorts that cover your junk! I'd appreciate it!” 

Red Wig screamed and loaded his cannon, his hands shaking in frustration. Builder laughed and leaned against the trash can.

Builder glanced up in time to see Captain Miracle doing aerial moves and waved.

Captain Miracle was a good-looking man who was taller than Builder, though this was no actual feat. He was also shorter than the average man, statistically, and took it quite hard. He was chiseled, his muscles were perfect. Other than being slightly shorter than average, he was incredibly imposing.

He landed on one knee, breaking the asphalt, and flexed in his red spandex suit, his muscles perfectly hugged in the fabric. “We've got you now, Red Wig. You won't escape capture today!” Builder looked at the color schemes between the two; there was too much red. He was a better match with The Centipede.

The Centipede was a villain that built robots, who wore mostly browns and blues. The browns might still be too close to red, Builder hummed. The Centipede was Builder's favorite villain, and he was not afraid of banter. He would have answered the Builder's questions and fake fought with him until Captain Miracle showed up. He was a professional. 

He'd kidnapped him a couple times, per League rules, and was always very respectful. He'd fed him, given him privacy, didn't even take away his communicator. His ‘prisoner cell’ was a guest bedroom with a very comfortable bed. 

Other villains hadn't really kidnapped Builder; they were too afraid of Captain Miracle. That was Builder's theory, anyway.

Red Wig screeched, “You’re late, Miracle! For every minute you were late, I'm going to spray one citizen with my newest concoction, ‘Density spray'! it will cause their atoms to become so heavy that they phase through the very ground!” All three men looked around as he said this. There's no way we could find forty-five people.

Builder coughed. “You must have already sprayed yourself! You’re too dense not to notice that the citizens made a quick ge…”

Captain Miracle interrupted him, “You'd be dense not to notice that all the denizens made a quick get away!” he smiled at Builder, giving him a thumbs up. He whispered, “You're doing great! You'll get there!”

Builder smiled, weary, “That's right!”

Red Wig aimed his weapon at Captain Miracle and sprayed. Captain Miracle performed an amazing flip out of the way and posed. “Say it! Don't spray it, Red Wig!”

“That doesn't make any fucking sense!” Red Wig reloaded his cannon, aiming at Builder. Builder caught the chemical in the trashcan and threw the now much heavier trashcan at Red Wig, hitting him in the face. The mimes “fainted" in fake terror.

“Ow! What the fuck!?”

Captain Miracle rushed to Builder. “Good job, Builder! Taking the trash out!” He spoke in hushed tones, “I feel like you should know that you're looking really tubby lately, and I just wanted you to know before they started reporting about it in the paper. You know how they love to bring you down because you're my sidekick. Love you!” He flew to Red Wig and pushed him over.

“Ha. Right back at you, big guy.” Builder mumbled to himself, occupied by his body. His face fell when he looked at his stomach, no longer flat as it had been when he was younger. He was no longer a slender teenager. He reminded himself that he was a muscular man and that he didn't need to be skinny to appease anyone. 

While trapped in his own spiral of insecurity, Builder neglected to notice the Caustic Cannon being fired in his direction from one of the mimes. He saw a fuzzy vision of someone pulling the trigger. Hindsight.

He turned quickly, and the splotch of green goop hit the ground where his feet had been. He watched the mimes being creepy and posing with the Caustic Cannon. He looked up and saw that Captain Miracle was doing more aerial acrobatics, presumably looking for spectators. Builder rolled his eyes and turned around to walk towards Red Wig.

He spun around just as Red Wig held a dripping wet cloth to his face. Before he had much of a chance to react, he had been picked up and was being carried.

Instinctively, he wrapped his arms around Captain Miracle's neck. Captain Miracle murmured, “Are you okay?” Builder felt his face get warm before dropping his hands and nodding.

“Yeah. It didn't even get on me. Thanks for the assist.”

Captain Miracle put Builder down a bit further from the battle and gave him a thumbs up. Builder observed the battlefield and began to construct tripwires with wire from his utility belt. Everyone but Captain Miracle was susceptible to them, and it would help in a chase.

He wheeled on Red Wig, cracking his knuckles. “Why are you creeps obsessed with harassing my sidekick? I understand that he is a young, handsome, upstanding man, but you all need to get a life. More than that.” His face grew dark. He raised his fist. “No. One. Touches. My. Boy.” He brought his fist down to Red Wig's face, sending him spinning to the floor.

Watching him “punch" Red Wig inspired Builder. He held back nearly all of his strength to be a capable superhero, otherwise, Red Wig would be a fine paste. Captain Miracle is kind of amazing, Builder thought to himself.

Captain Miracle flew back to him. “Oh. You're wearing your glasses? Aren't you worried that you're going to have one of your ‘visions’ and ruin the whole fight?” He crossed his arms and huffed. 

“The contacts have been hurting my eyes, I needed a break. Besides, I'm almost out of contact solution,” Builder mumbled and toyed with his hands.

“I just think you look better without the frames, is all! Want to get the last few hits in before we take him in?” Captain Miracle smiled, a dazzlingly white smile. Builder nodded, cracking his knuckles. 

Builder wasn't really hitting Red Wig, definitely not as hard as he could. It felt wrong to hit a man while he was down. It was a show. No one was watching, but that didn't mean that you ever stopped being a superhero. Captain Miracle flew next to him. Builder noticed that he was flying around, disappointed by the lack of people? Too bad they left before you had a chance to get here.

He sighed. “Well, we're about wrapped up here, right?” Builder nodded, fishing zip ties out of his utility belt and fighting with the first mime. Captain Miracle pulled out his communicator and began playing with it.

“Captain Miracle, can you get Red Wig for me? I have my hands full with these darn mimes—” Builder was cut off by a shrill beeping from Captain Miracle's utility belt. A special alert sound came from Captain Miracle's communicator, and he postured himself to begin flying.

“Miracle, you can't just leave me here! I can't take Red Wig and his mimes in by myself!” Builder exclaimed, looking up at him, his jaw on the ground.

“Duty calls, Builder! Besides, you're getting too old to need me all the time! You'll be fine. Just call the League if you really can't do it on your own. Maybe they'll send Ostracizor, you are both about the same level of…skill. I trust that you'll defeat evil, Builder!” Captain Miracle laughed and ruffled Builder's hair. He turned around quickly and flew off without a second word.

Builder watched Captain Miracle until he was a red speck in the city lights that had begun to turn on. I can't believe he trusts me to do this all by myself! His jaw was open. This made for an unfortunate crunching sound when the heavy trash can was smashed against his head. His glasses flew off and crunched below Red Wig’s boot.

He spent his last minute of consciousness reeling, staring at the blob taking pictures of him and his dislocated jaw. Red Wig giggled and boasted, “That'll show you to leave our fight early. I'll give you an incentive to come back, Miracle.”








  
  

Chapter Two


The Centipede







“The truth is rarely pure and never simple.”


-Oscar Wilde


The Centipede

Captain Miracle was flung with prejudice and dramatics to the cracked street before flying up and punching the giant metal centipede mech. His red spandex suit tore a little at the bicep and the chest, the asymmetrical gold ‘M’ stretching as it did. He gazed toward the sun, absorbing the late spring heat to heal the small bruise on his chin. “Ha! You think such a weak punch will do anything against the power of good?” 

The Centipede cackled like a bad stage actor and failed evading Builder duplicating his mech's segments and burdening the engines. The Centipede tallied another segment that had been duplicated. He estimated that the mech could have a burden of about twenty-five extra segments without blowing an engine.

He was incredibly gentle with Builder, manipulating the forcipules to grab his clothing with no tears. Builder was a man with powers that didn’t protect his mortal body in the same way Captain Miracle’s did. Both were marvels of superhero powers, though not in the same way.

He had no powers, but he at least had his great intellect and perseverance. That’s how he knew the secret identities of the two men he was fighting against.

He also had an irrefutable specific code of ethics; only truly evil people outed people, especially super-powered people, in the current diaspora. He knew the names of Builder and Captain Holier-than-thou. But to reveal them to the public, especially now, would be sinister.

The Centipede knew that The League of Damnedable Losers was kidnapping teenage superheroes and using them as fodder against larger threats. He had seen the evidence, the logs, and overheard the conversations during their meetings using tiny centipede bots that had latched themselves onto members of The League. It was never a nail in a coffin. Several police agencies had declined responsibility for investigating The League.

They made him sick, claiming that they upheld justice and yet acted no better than the criminals they claimed to abhor. Typical pigs.

The Centipede, not believing in the “greater good” that The League did, admonished this behavior. Half of the deciding board of The League was hand-picked by Captain Miracle, as he was the head. It was little wonder that they were corrupt. Revealing them was a little different. 

There was startlingly little that The Centipede could do about the injustices at The League, despite being an employee by contract. The League was the only accepted governing body of super-powered people, and he was little more than a costumed nuisance on paper.

These teenagers that were stolen by the League went unreported to the main government, and it had driven The Centipede to “take care of" at least one member of the League, Magessta. This bumped up his ‘Villain level’ from D to C, so he was considered a much bigger threat within the organization, as rankings weren't revealed to the public. 

Ranking up came with the drawback of being surveilled and possibly killed if he became more trouble than he was worth. This was a bump in pay, but The Centipede never did villain work for the pay. He wasn’t a fan of this scrutiny, and he kept his activities outside of The League under wraps to avoid ranking up further. 

The Centipede’s attention snapped over to Builder, who was struggling against the forcipules of his mech. The Centipede’s mouth had stretched into a devious smile once he had remembered that he had snatched Builder like a stuffed animal in a claw game. 

Builder didn’t get the option to struggle against the forcipules much after they’d been reinforced. The Centipede made a face, remembering the ultimate fate of Hero Man and the painstaking measures he had taken to ensure they would never fail like that again. The Centipede shook his head; he also had to deal with the weight of the extra segments, threatening to overload his engines. He released the hatch, crawled out from the cockpit, and radioed henchmen to pick up the slack remotely. The Centipede used his portable ladder to climb down and remove some extra segments.

He had moved the tail below the hatch and removed three of the duplicated segments as fast as he could. He looked up and waved to Builder, who flipped him off. He knew the segments that Builder had created versus his own by the connections. The fake ones served as little more than a weight to exhaust one of two engines and weren’t connected correctly. Other than that, they were perfect duplicates.

“If you're down below, you better move. These are very heavy!” He dropped the segments down to the henchmen who had been waiting nearby with the beat-up truck and a trailer to take them back to the lair. Waste not, want not. He kept a careful eye on the henchmen as they waded through the crowd of spectators to safety.

The Centipede pulled himself back through the hatch, having solved the weight problem, and used the speaker to taunt Captain Miracle who was flying around the crowd, wowing them with aerial tricks. “Ah. Captain Middling. You don’t think your pesky little sidekick is going to withstand the forcipules for very long, do you?” The Centipede exclaimed to Captain Muddled, his voice filled with theatrics. 

Builder held his stomach as he watched the ground get further away with a flick of The Centipede’s wrist. He closed his eyes and shouted, “Captain Miracle! I’m fine! Go save the people at the plaza!” About time. I sent my robot centipede army to terrify them five minutes ago. They'll have run out of plastic BBs by now. Captain Miracle floated a little above the mech; he smiled warmly at Builder. Builder looked green in the cameras and swayed back and forth. The Centipede scoffed. 

Captain Miracle was one of those superheroes with rippling muscles and super strength that The Centipede thought was simply overdoing it. He also has the entire power of the fucking sun at his fingertips, The Centipede thought, I need special goggles to avoid this prick blinding my henchmen. Sure, Captain Miracle is ‘classically handsome’ whatever that means. Sure, he has a face chiseled like a Greek statue, The Centipede conceded. 

The Centipede thought that Captain Miracle was a huge dick. He alluded to having one, too, which was laughable. The Centipede had told The Millipede enough times, “He wears enough spandex for me to know that isn’t true, Milli” He wore spandex instead of anything practical. Out of anything that had to survive the bombings of the 70’s, the fact that spandex still reigns makes me sick. Right next to his overreliance on his invulnerability.

He slammed on the button and flipped several switches; a blast of what he called “shadow missiles” flew toward Captain Miracle. They all missed. He swore to himself and rolled his eyes. He redirected them to explode in the sky, before they hit buildings. He saw people gathered in the windows to watch and waved sheepishly. Captain Miracle laughed.

Captain Miracle proclaimed, with his usual arrogant tone, “You’ll never darken the brightness of the sun like that, Centipede!”  He flew up to Builder’s level and tousled his hair. Builder hung on to the forcipule for his life. Captain Miracle punched Builder’s arm a little too hard for The Centipede's liking and smiled. "I trust you'll defeat evil, Builder!" Captain Miracle prepared to fly off and The Centipede swore and scrambled.

The Centipede fought for the controls. He couldn't believe Captain Mid-Life Crisis would fly away, knowing that Builder would be caught in the stream of his flight. He secured his grip on his 80-foot mech’s forcipules seconds before the pulse of Captain Miracle’s flight made them sway. He lowered Builder as gently, and slowly, as he could to a more survivable twenty feet off the ground. The Centipede rolled his eyes, annoyed with the showboating of “Captain Malefic.” 

His sidekick did not have the gift of flight, and The Centipede could not fathom treating Builder so recklessly. “So, it’s just us, Builder Man! Any last words? Now that your savior is gone?” He checked on him, hoping that being abandoned in battle hadn't killed his morale. It had scarcely been two weeks since he had escaped Red Wig, and being abandoned again might not sit well. He noted Builder’s eye roll and smile. There we go.

Builder was a man with a handsome face and a sweet smile. His hair was straight, his skin was a medium brown, and he had muscles. The kind of muscles that powerlifters had, not hard and defined but strong. Sometimes his nose twitched involuntarily when he was frustrated. This made The Centipede swoon.

The Centipede appreciated his sharp wit and kindness. He also appreciated everything else about him. He’d spent enough time soldering and imagining kissing the sidekick’s full lips. He'd even made considerations for how he'd have to bend his lanky body to make it happen. The Centipede looked at his enchanting eyes through the cameras and wondered if he was getting enough sleep, The Centipede noted bags under his red, irritated, eyes. The life of a superhero was a stressful one. 

The last encounter between “Miracle” and Red Wig had left Builder kidnapped and tortured, and League rules had been broken. Red Wig was a villain who did explicit product testing on humans instead of animals. The Centipede didn’t necessarily disagree with his views, until he had kidnapped Builder and kept him for three weeks. One week longer than the two-week maximum allowed in Builder's contract. Builder had been tortured and used to test beauty products for Red Wig's Deluxe beauty line; he had even lost hair during this imprisonment.

The Centipede had to admit, he quite liked the shaved sides thing he had going on with his hair now.

Telling him was a bit different.

Builder

Builder rolled his eyes again when the Centipede moved him away from the pole that he was trying to duplicate. It was heavier than what he could lift, and so it was taking time. He knew that if he could lift something, he could duplicate it faster, but not why. He rubbed his eyes, irritated from wearing his contacts too long.

He now hung limply, waiting for Captain Miracle to come back from fighting the threat in the plaza. The Centipede had sent robots to do something, and it was scaring the people in the city. Pretty typical stuff. It was a nice reprieve from being back at work with his coworkers asking about his “really bad flu" or at the League HQ building with the other sidekicks asking about his torture and if he was “really okay." He'd pretended that his jaw was more dislocated than it was to get out of talking to them. 

At least he had banter with The Centipede. Matt—Captain Miracle--didn’t see The Centipede as a particularly dangerous villain. He’d always said, “Well, if he was that smart or dangerous, he wouldn’t let you go all the time, right?” Builder knew that there was truth to that statement, but he also thought about all the people that he’d allegedly killed. 

Magessta, Hero Man, Senator Green, Rumor, Thunderstrike, and more? It was unlikely. Builder couldn't picture this goofball being capable of actual violence.

Builder, despite the rumors, liked banter with The Centipede. He was fun. “I don’t need Captain Miracle to save me. He is coming back though!” The Centipede nodded with his practically trademark, dripping, sardonic smirk. Builder could see him in the monitor. The Centipede had been so kind to put the monitor by the forcipules to “taunt" him and “lower his resolve." His smile was a little bit crooked, and Builder liked it a lot, despite himself. 

“Of course, you don’t need him. We’re just hanging out, you and I.” The Centipede grinned, resembling the Cheshire cat. Builder swore as he flailed on the forcipules trying to get The Centipede to drop him. Something just happened. Builder shook his head trying to avoid the vision. 

He had a second power, hindsight. The League considered it a burden, the opposite of a superpower. He wore contacts to suppress the visions, but the feelings would poke through every so often.

Alerted to the loud buzzing, Builder moved to check his communicator. His fingers slipped on the slick chromatic ball, and he watched it drop twenty feet to the ground, shattering on contact with the concrete. He swore more loudly.



The Centipede

The Centipede raised his eyebrows at the tame swears coming from Builder’s mouth. He checked his own communicator that had grips and a retractable lanyard for that exact reason; the emergency alert tone was jarring. The text displayed as a hologram:

EMERGENCY ALERT. NOAH HERNANDEZ AKA “El BUILDER” AT LARGE

WANTED FOR VIGILANTISM, DISTURBING THE PEACE, BATTERY, BATTERY WITH A DEADLY WEAPON, THEFT, JAY WALKING, ASSAULT, AGGRAVATED ASSAULT, ASSAULT WITH A DEADLY WEAPON, ATTEMPTED MURDER, KIDNAPPING, HUMAN TRAFFICKING, CHILD TRAFFICKING, CHILD ABUSE, CHILD ENDANGERMENT, STATUTORY RAPE, SEXUAL EXPLOITATION OF A MINOR, MANSLAUGHTER, MURDER, 

The list was several messages long culminating in an incredibly short description.

SUSPECT IS 5’2” 150 LBS. BROWN EYES/BROWN HAIR

“Only a fucking idiot could think that those eyes are brown,” The Centipede scoffed and mumbled. They were hazel. They appeared green in some lights. He analyzed his surroundings. It seemed that, with “Captain Mischief’s” desperate need to appear glorious at all times, he had decided to leak Builder’s name to keep the spotlight off him. It seems like he even unloaded some of his guilty conscience. 

He had always treated this as a possibility ever since he had discovered the illicit activities that Captain Miracle was a part of, not long ago. It was time to enact the plan, Delta Equitus. Except that he had forgotten to update the code book. The Centipede swore, much better than Builder. He contacted his secondhand man, codenamed, The Millipede. The Centipede's voice was jittery with excitement and a little worried, “Milli. Did you see the emergency alert?”

Milli sat in an incredibly worn wooden chair with a dark finish back at the lair. It had a floral cushion tied to the back. The man was dressed in a very nice black and white suit. He’d been listening to The Centipede from the beginning and had been entreated to his mini rant on eye colors. “Yes,” He sighed, already exhausted from the conversation. “So what are you going to do about it?”

Like a child asking permission, The Centipede asked, “Can I bring him back to the lair?” 

The Millipede swore and pushed his thinning hair back, “Fuck! Fine. Yes. You can bring him home. God damn. You are reprehensible, do you know that?”

Being the number two of a man who hadn’t learned yet about cutting your losses was stressful. The Millipede’s hair was messy from running his fingers through it in frustration. It was largely the contributing reason for his once beautiful blonde waves receding from the corners of his hairline. Stress. He also had an angry-looking scar over the middle of his face, crossing over his nose. 

The Centipede took Builder and began scaling buildings. Builder kicked and yelled while The Centipede ignored him. “I set the quickest route back to the lair. Milli, will you make sure to greet us?” There was static from the other communicator and The Centipede felt excitement radiating through his body.


Builder Noah

Noah dangled from the forcipules in new terror as the mechanical centipede crawled around buildings and over lights.  Over the speaker, The Centipede laughed, low but excitedly, and said, “It helps if you close your eyes.” Noah closed his eyes. He wasn't putting on his dramatic villain voice. That sent chills down Noah's back.  

“Ten, dammit.” Noah took a frustrated breath, losing count. Whenever he was kidnapped, he tried to keep track of the direction by counting turns, but the centipede mech was disorienting. This happened the last time The Centipede had kidnapped him, too. He opened his eyes again and saw that they were headed toward the ocean. He kept track of how far they were going. He would be able to assist in his rescue.

Matt had been his partner in “doing good”; this was the euphemism they had chosen for crime fighting. It was something that started as superhero work was outlawed and punishable by big prison time if you weren't a full-time superhero. Sidekicks were not privy to the grace that full heroes were given by The League.

For almost six years, Noah had felt that Captain Miracle was one of the best people he’d known, always helping people, no matter what. He was the best, outside of his temperament and occasional outbursts, of course. Captain Miracle was going to rescue him, no matter what, Noah reminded himself.

Noah thought about how he had to escape from Red Wig. He remembered the acrid burning smell from the sink area as he ran. A lot of trust had been broken, but he had to believe in Captain Miracle. He'd promised that he'd never leave him like that again, after all.

He thought about how, previously, after The Centipede kidnapped him, The Centipede’s number two had given him a ride back to his apartment because his two weeks being kidnapped was up, per League rules. He definitely preferred being kidnapped by The Centipede. He seemed shy in person and would run off as soon as they got to the lair. The Millipede would take him to a room with a television, and he’d stay there and have meals brought to him.

It was like a nice little vacation. Noah grumbled; he needed a vacation.

Noah did his best to keep track of where the mech was going, but before he could get a bearing on his surroundings, his nostrils were filled with water.

The mech took an unexpected dip. Salt water stung Noah's nose. His suffering ended at the underwater entrance to The Centipede’s lair. He sputtered and threw up water. He’d been here before, even though he never could retrace the steps it took to get here. He was certain that Captain Miracle would come and rescue him this time. Probably.








  
  

Chapter Three


Finders Keepers







“Do I not destroy my enemies when I make them my friends?”-


Abraham Lincoln


Noah

The door of the lair gave a great hiss as it rose. The Centipede released Noah about a foot off the ground. Noah looked up and watched The Centipede purposefully avoid eye contact as he lowered the mech. At least he is nice enough to keep my legs in mind. I wonder if he's going to run off like usual. 

Noah groaned and stretched his legs. Captain Miracle had dropped him from a great height about three years before, and both of his legs had broken, but his right leg was a little worse for wear. He maintained that it was an accident, it must be easy to forget about how weak normal people are when you don’t have to worry about it. He glanced up at the mech’s cockpit and shouted, “You aren't going to get away with this, you know?” His words lacked both fear and urgency, and Noah stretched his back.

The Centipede snickered to himself before releasing the hatch on his mechanical centipede. He slithered out, landing smoothly next to Noah. Noah had never fully absorbed being next to the Centipede while he was standing. Even the last time he’d kidnapped him, he went straight to his lab and let The Millipede handle Noah. The Centipede had shouted behind him, “He can duplicate anything, as far as I know. He also has post-cognition!” Noah had never told anyone, outside of Captain Miracle and the League, about his post-cognition, or as he called it, hindsight. Noah had no idea how he came across that privileged information.

He eyed The Centipede; He was taller than he imagined for a man with bug themed motivations and attacks to be. The Centipede had fingers so long and creeping they rivaled the insect that he represented. He was thin in a concerning way for his height. He had broad shoulders, which gave the impression that he was broader than he was.  Noah coughed; I can probably still bench him, He thought, proudly. When The Centipede took off his bug-eyed pilot goggles and helmet, Noah nearly laughed and shifted in his soaked clothes. 

He has really pretty eyes. He had large dark brown eyes, so dark they could be mistaken for black, and long tight curls in a loose ponytail. His face was angular with high cheekbones. He had the nose of someone who got into a lot of fights that he couldn’t possibly win, and a strong brow.

Noah couldn't remember seeing The Centipede’s human face in recent memory, at least for longer than a few seconds, and now that he had— he couldn’t help but admit that he was attractive. This development was shocking and alarming both. Not as distressing as how much taller The Centipede was than him. Noah glanced up at him, and The Centipede took a step back. He took in Noah in his entirety, smiling. 

That mech cockpit must have been huge to accommodate The Centipede. Noah looked up into the hatch before glancing around. He did not want to be kidnapped again. Not so soon after the last time.

Noah reasoned, if he could duplicate things around the lair, he could escape capture. The Centipede turned to him and held out his shaking hand. He bent over to meet his eyes so that Noah wouldn’t have to look straight up. I could probably walk out of here.

Meeting new people made him nervous. Butterflies were fighting a battle royale in Noah's stomach, and The Centipede was really tall. Noah said, nervously, “Hi. We've never met outside of work like this before. I'm Noah—” The Centipede rolled his eyes, Noah stared down at the floor; it wasn’t as if they were complete strangers. They’d met before. They’d fought against each other. He felt a hard rock in the pit of his stomach.

“Sorry. I did not mean to roll my eyes. You are not captive; your identity was leaked. You know me as The Centipede. My name is A—”

Noah stood up to his full height and fell short of The Centipede’s eyes when the man backed up in shock, “I don’t care about your name. I want to know when you’re going to let me go.” The Centipede’s face fell, and he blinked away from Noah, his face fire engine red.

The Centipede coughed. “Yes, sorry, I imagine you’re tired of being kidnapped. I don't blame you. However, your ‘secret’ identity was just leaked. I don't imagine you've done any of the things that they say you have either, hmm? Also, isn't it a bit weird that your little friend let you come here instead of staying with him, hmm?” His smile curled with menace, but he ushered Noah to follow him down the brightly lit hallway. Noah nodded out of politeness and followed; it was a familiar hallway. He stopped.

“Well, it was just my identity that got leaked. If I stuck around Captain Miracle, people might know,” Noah trailed off and looked away. He added sarcastically, “You probably just kidnapped me too fast for him to follow—”

“They might know what? That his name is Matthew Middleton? His powers are categorized as solar in nature and among them is increased speed? They would find out that he doesn't care about helping people, and that it’s all about glory or what makes him look good? There's so much that they should know, Noah Hernández.” Noah gasped. Wires were connecting in his head, not the right ones, but wires, nonetheless.

“You. You leaked my name, didn't you?” The Centipede didn't interrupt him this time. He stared at him with a chilling kindness. 

He explained to him as if explaining to someone that he loved, “I learned many years ago there is no glory in outing someone before their time. The person who outed you is obvious but not so obvious that I would have done it. Right? I like to know who I'm fighting, so I've done extensive research on you and the 'League of Losers’. It makes things safer for the henchmen as The League doesn’t care about their safety. They're just employees who help me and don't deserve to die. They are recruits from the colleges. Graduate students and doctoral candidates.” Noah couldn’t help but hear the remnants of an accent. He struggled to identify it.

"Oh yeah? What about Senator Green? Did he deserve to die?" Noah puffed up.

The Centipede gave an exaggerated groan, “Yes. He deserved to die. What do you think Centipedes do?” Noah knew that Senator Green had likely been a creep, having been caught with a fourteen-year-old escort in the weeks before his death. The Centipede had allegedly been caught throwing the body over the handrails of the back balcony of his mansion. No one had been able to positively identify The Centipede as being the culprit except for The League. Noah shuddered, rejecting the thought of the goofy man in front of him being capable of such evil as murder. It was speculated, but impossible to actually consider. The thought unsettled him. I could never imagine killing someone else.

Cheeks tinged red; Noah shrugged. He couldn't say that he knew what centipedes did. "I don't care about what dastardly things they do," He took a gulping breath and cried out, "They're disgusting, and so are you!" He backed away from The Centipede.

The Centipede smiled, his eyes alight with mischief. “You would care a lot more, dearest Noah, if you saw what these pests were keeping from you.” He met Noah’s eyes with the same odd smile. If Noah had known better, he’d say that The Centipede was flirting with him.

He held back bile. What a disgusting thought. He kidnaps me and then flirts with me? The Centipede’s smile turned into a small grimace.  

The Centipede

Noah’s words had fallen around The Centipede like thorns. He might have guessed that Noah would have been scared: his superhero identity was leaked. The ramifications of this were, at bare minimum, him being fired from his day job and being on the run. That is unless he discovered and was willing to testify to Captain Miracle’s crimes, if he ever figured out what was going on. If the police or League believed that The Savior of Justice, Captain Miracle, was guilty. He glanced back at him, resolute in his goal to keep him safe. He’d hire a lawyer if he had to. A team of lawyers. The Centipede absolutely detested those suit wearing pests, no offense to Milli, suit wearing pest, who looked dashing in a suit.

On the walk to the guest room, The Centipede mulled over whether millipedes were truly pests. They get rid of decay, millipedes are detritivores and generally harmless. They are definitely closer to worms, or— actually other arthropods. They have hard exoskeletons. Centipedes are also arthropods, but they are carnivorous, often getting rid of pests. Millipedes are rarely seen inside houses, can they really be pests?

The Centipede jolted, having almost run into Noah, who had stopped in front of the guest room. “S-sorry,” he spluttered the apology and leaned down.

“Is everything okay?” Noah stood by the guest room door and shuffled awkwardly, dripping water on the floor. The Centipede hesitated and asked, concerned, “What is it?”

Noah coughed. “There are things I didn’t bring with me.” The Centipede nodded, listening. Noah continued, “I need them. I,” He paused, stammering, “J-just need… special items. Especially if I’m going to be here longer than a few days.” 

This had never come up in earlier kidnappings. The Centipede raised an eyebrow. “What is it? I assure you, I stocked up that room and the connecting bathroom.” Noah looked back and shook his head.

Noah

He wished The Centipede could read his mind. The words that he wanted to say were trapped inside of him, and he couldn’t force them out. He mumbled, staring down at the floor, “Uh. I’m a prisoner. I should just be excited that I have a bed. Last time, Red Wig didn’t give me anything, just the cell. So—” 

The Centipede gave an exhausted sigh, “You aren’t a prisoner. You are a guest. I promise. If there wasn’t an angry mob and law enforcement looking for you, I’d let you go. If you really wanted to leave, I’d ask you not to, but I am not keeping you here. What do you need?” Noah gazed into The Centipede’s brown eyes, pleading with him to know the answer but not wanting to peel it out of his own mouth. 

“I don’t have my meds.” The Centipede stood up as straight as he could and tapped his fingers on the door frame above Noah’s head. 

The Centipede bit the nail on his thumb. “I could reasonably get them for you very quickly if you can tell me what I’m looking for,” Noah stared at The Centipede incredulously, who got the hint. “Unless— you don’t want to tell me. I can get a blood test together and figure it out right away,” Noah kept staring. The Centipede held out his hand, “I can stage a pretend attack on your apartment, and you can run in and grab what you need?”

Noah sighed. “I—” He glanced away from The Centipede. “You’re really not keeping me hostage?” Realization hit him once he thought about it. “You’re not. You’re not keeping me hostage. If you are, you're doing a really bad job.” The Centipede shook his head, giving that same unbearable looking smile that stretched from ear to ear. Noah nodded. “It’s private stuff, and I’d like to get it myself.” The Centipede nodded anxiously and grabbed Noah’s wrist, pulling him along to match his walking speed.

The lair was a shiny tangle of tunnels and natural corridors, some above water and others below water according to the windows lining the walls.  On the way back to the airlock bay, they passed a henchman lounge, The Millipede’s office, and several resource rooms. The Centipede sped up, still holding Noah's wrist.

“We don’t have much time if we want to beat the police to your apartment!” The Centipede shouted as he half jogged, winded. He turned to The Millipede whilst putting on his ridiculous pilot helmet. “Millipede, how quickly can we be back up and running?” The Centipede made eye contact with Milli, who had his arms crossed. “We are missing something very important.” The Millipede was about a foot shorter than the Centipede and infinitely more intimidating. He should have been the villain, Noah thought. He looked up at The Millipede; Noah came up to his chin. He was a stocky and muscular man with long, wavy blonde hair, not constrained to a ponytail or braid. I wonder what his workout routine is, Noah wondered, impressed by his muscles.

The Millipede sighed and scoped out a henchman who removed their mask. He muttered, “The second engine overheated while you were fighting. It was only the secondary cooling system that allowed you to get back to the lair. Remember, I recommended that ventilation system for the engine blocks? It really would have come in handy, A—” The Centipede sighed and nodded. 

He cut him off and said plainly, “I know. Please don’t scold me, Milli. I’ll make sure we get materials to build it. Is it in good enough condition to stage an attack at twenty-five percent?” The henchman glanced back at the mech. Back to The Centipede. Back to the mech.

Unconfidently, the henchman said, “Yeah? As long as it’s not too big, you'll be fine. Have Milli follow just in case?” The Centipede smiled with such immense joy that it was infectious. Noah couldn't help himself and smiled into his hand.

The Centipede noticed and turned away, flushed. “Let’s go?” Noah nodded, giving The Centipede a weak smile. The Millipede cut in front and pulled The Centipede to the side. He wrapped an arm around his neck.

He whispered loudly, “This is not a League sanctioned kidnapping. You have to let him go if he ask—” The Centipede rolled his eyes and grabbed The Millipede by the arms.

“Yes. I know. I didn’t take him to hold him. Wow. What you must think of me, Milli. I genuinely want to protect him from what’s happening. There.” 

The Millipede groaned, “I know. Don’t lower your guard. He might be luring you into a trap” They both glimpsed at Noah, who was trying not to listen to the conversation that was clearly about him. He partially wrung out his shirt, making a small puddle on the floor. 

The Centipede turned to Noah. “The sooner we get some clothes and your meds, the sooner you get to change, right?” He smiled and Noah nodded. “I’d offer to lend you my clothes but. That’s —” Noah assessed both of them, skeptically. It was only after he realized that he was being genuine that Noah allowed himself to laugh.

“Fine.” Noah sighed. “What are we waiting for? Unless you have some pants you think will fit?” He smirked.


      [image: ]The Centipede sat as close to edge of his seat as he could, to allow Noah a seat. Noah kept spitting out bits of his long curly brown hair that kept finding their way into his mouth every time The Centipede turned. The odd pair rode in the cockpit of the centipede mech that ran and coiled around buildings, through alleys, and through streets. This cockpit was barely big enough to hold them both, if they were touching. The Centipede’s leg bounced up and down with excitement.

Noah found himself trying not to puke every time the mechanical centipede did something acrobatic at the proportional speed of a bug-sized centipede. The human Centipede, the man, tossed him a motion sickness pill. Noah stayed focused on the phrase “The human Centipede.” Should I bring it up? Noah thought to himself, that seemed like the sort of thing he should have thought about when he was coming up with names. What a dumb name. I wonder if The League named him too. He watched the wide smile that stretched across The Centipede’s lips and couldn’t help but mirror it. His smile is dumb too. What a dork.

The Centipede looked as if he was enjoying himself and navigating as if by memory. Noah scoffed and rolled his eyes as it occurred to him that it was exactly what he was doing. The Centipede parked on top of Noah’s apartment building, Noah coughed. “I didn’t tell you that I lived here—” 

“Your identity was just released for anyone in the city to have. We’re lucky we beat anyone else who wanted to be here. No, I didn't know you lived here.” The Centipede paused and mumbled, “For very long.” Noah tapped his fingers on the seat belt.

The Centipede sighed. “After I fought you and Captain Miracle a couple of years ago, and I fled in a panic.” He paused, chuckling. “Do you remember the night of the winter festival where I dressed up as Father Christmas to ‘terrorize the city’?” Noah nodded, thinking first about the unnervingly thin Father Christmas, then about the mech’s jilted escape, half of its legs malfunctioning, “I wish I could credit your stellar handiwork, but no. There was a malfunction in the program that runs the joints. So, I fled, and I noticed you on the ground when you entered this building without your costume. That’s how I know. B-but I knew who you were before.”

Noah unbuckled himself and waited for The Centipede to open the hatch. The Centipede said, nervously, “I don’t know everything about you. I’d l-like to.” He watched Noah. Noah ignored what he had said and tried, uselessly, to pull the hatch open. The Centipede blinked and put his head down, finally realizing that Noah had been subtly indicating that he was trying to leave. 

He pushed the button to open the hatch and tossed Noah a small box. “I’ll be here, I’m going to do a few laps around the building. If for whatever reason I’m not here, press this button. It's a beacon.” The Centipede white knuckled the parking lever and rested his head in his other hand while Noah climbed out of the cockpit, embarrassed for him.

Noah took one last glance behind him, at the man in misery, and ran down the roof access stairs to his floor. His apartment complex wasn’t very good, but they didn’t give him too many problems the times he was late with rent. The ceiling leaked. The floors were uneven. The toilet was an awkward size for the bathroom, so sitting on it was strange. He was always face to face with the mirror glued to the back of the door.

While working on a quick mental inventory, he unlocked the apartment door and walked in. Noah stood in his small apartment, taking in his situation. He knew that the small studio was eventually going to be swarmed with police and reporters and that he needed to be quick and effective. 

He could choose to stay there. He could stay there and be arrested for helping people. He could go back to the roof, where the villain he barely knew was waiting. At least, he seemed eager to help him.

Noah made the hard decision to go with The Centipede. The lesser of the evils, even if it wasn’t morally correct to not turn oneself in. There'd be time to apologize and make it right later. All of this had to be a mistake. 

He'd been arrested for vigilantism before, and Captain Miracle had made sure that the police knew that he was with him. “That's my boy, officer. It'd be easier for everyone if you just let him go.” He hadn't been able to get him out of CSC interrogation as easily when they’d decided his side kick costume was too “homosexual”. Noah knew that Captain Miracle could fix, whatever this was, easily. For now, he'd stay with The Centipede. There was something itching at the back of his mind telling him that it wasn't safe to turn himself in.

He grabbed all the ampules of his medication--he had no way of knowing how long this was going to be--needles, and his anxiety medication. He grabbed clothes and his glasses. He pulled out his contacts and sighed. The contacts limited his other power, and he regretted leaving them, but there wasn’t enough contact solution left in the bottle, and he still needed to see, so he sucked it up and put on his glasses.

The moment the contacts were out, he had a vision of police cars racing to the building. He threw everything into a bag.

He was lucky to have two powers, but realizing things right after they happened was next to useless. Being able to duplicate material based on whether he could lift the original? At least, that’s how he thought his power worked. Amazing! Super useful! Hindsight? It was sort of a lame power. He’d never trained it very much. 

He had a vision of The Centipede listening to music in the mech, humming and playing air drums. He had long bony fingers that reminded Noah of a spider he’d seen once. Noah shook away the vision and continued up to the roof. He rapped his knuckles quickly on the bulletproof glass of the mech. 

The Centipede jumped, startled, and dropped the pen and laser pointer he was drumming with. He started the mech back up, the quiet purr of her nearest, and only, working engine warmed up the cockpit while an overworked desk fan whirred on overtime to cool the area. Noah got in, and The Centipede grinned. “In a perfect world there would be a small engine per segment for a more realistic movement. Also, better summertime cooling,” he paused, “and better back up engine capabilities.”

Noah quietly listened to the man ramble about his mech and stared out the window. His hair was long and fluffy, strands barely being contained by a ponytail holder. He understood, conservatively, about half of what The Centipede was even saying about the mech, but Noah listened. After a moment of silence, The Centipede spoke, “I like you in glasses.” 

He grew quiet, and Noah finally tore himself away from the window. He coughed. “What are your intentions with me?” The Centipede tried to answer the question, but found the words trapped in his chest. Noah continued, “Why save me? Captain Miracle could have easily saved me. Did he say anything to you?” 

The Centipede sighed. “He didn’t say anything, but he could have stopped me if he wanted to.” But he didn’t stop you. “The fight was done.” The Centipede grimaced.

“So, I should be rescued soon.” Noah said with confidence. and The Centipede frowned. 

“I suppose. For now, let’s get you out of here,” The Centipede sighed. Noah watched as The Centipede gritted his teeth. He took a glance at the dashboard and grimaced. It was full of rings from various coffee mugs. It was filthy. Noah took a crumbled napkin from the floor and began to wipe the dashboard. 

“Just leave it be, I’ll clean it later. I didn’t expect to have a guest,” The Centipede grumbled. Noah looked up at the Centipede and snickered to himself. The Centipede set the mech on the city, making new terrifying trails onto the sky scrapers. Noah was grateful for the motion sickness pill. The view of The Crater wasn’t too bad in the sunset. 

Noah could see the Central Park Memorial Gardens, Truman Park, and the sunken neighborhood he had grown up in, colloquially referred to as The Crater. His heart stung. He wondered if his family still lived there. He wondered if it was still dangerously radioactive. He heard that they had gotten a Cosmonauts Coffee Shop, and people had quickly moved in with funky glasses and weird shaped dogs.

Noah asked, with the goal of being irritating to The Centipede, “You only clean when you’re expecting guests?” He grinned.

“Oh. So, you’re telling me if I go down to your apartment, everything is clean and organized?” The Centipede teased and smirked at Noah. Noah blushed and hugged himself.

He said quietly, “As organized as it can be. Hey, listen—” 

The Centipede laughed. “I’m listening. I’m just saying, in my own defense, coffee rings on a dashboard are a little different than a messy room.”

“Shut up!” Noah giggled, despite himself.

The Centipede continued, breathing unevenly. “No, I’m serious; it has to do with condensation—” He shook his head. Noah rolled his eyes and let the napkin roll back to the floor.

He smirked at The Centipede. “I bet your room is messy too.” He stuck his tongue out.

“Oh yeah, what makes you say that?” The Centipede raised an eyebrow. He beamed down at Noah. Noah directed his attention to the controls by moving his face, and The Centipede cackled. “I promise, I’m aware of my surroundings. It’s not like driving a car; a vehicle won’t come out of nowhere up here.” He made a hard left into a building and Noah shouted in terror. The centipede mech corrected itself and kept going toward the ocean.

The Centipede

Noah blinked then asked, “Then why are you paying so much attention? If the mech can do all that?” The Centipede didn’t want Noah to know the real reason was that he didn’t want to creep him out. His fingers tapped the steering apparatus, trying to make an excuse. He came up with nothing.

He decided to be brave. He couldn’t think of another reason and, well, he didn’t so much decide as blurt out, “I don’t want you to think I’m creepy!”

“But you are. Your whole thing is centipedes and other bugs,” Noah’s head tilted and he looked up at The Centipede, who was fighting to look out of the window. The Centipede deflated after a moment and Noah frantically added, “As a guy you aren’t really creepy— no. you did know where I live, and for sure I didn’t tell you. I'm sure not everything about you is creepy—”

The Centipede watched the amazing and adorable way Noah dug a hole for himself. Noah made good points: if he didn’t want to be creepy, he shouldn’t do creepy things. He stopped Noah. “It’s fine. It was a losing battle.”

“It’s okay. Captain Miracle will be here soon. and I’ll be out of your curls,” Noah sighed.

The Centipede pouted. “I’m not rushing you out. You can stay as long as you like.”

“What is it? You don’t want to admit that I’ll be rescued soon?”

The Centipede gripped the steering apparatus so hard that his knuckles were white as bone. His hands were sweaty, and he picked his words carefully. The Centipede smiled softly to himself. “If I was in the League, I wouldn’t rest until I knew you were safe and the real criminals were behind bars."

Noah tilted his head. “Isn’t that the whole point of The League?” He crossed his arms.

The Centipede mumbled to himself, “You’d think that, wouldn’t you?” They were quiet the rest of the way to the lair.

The mech crawled into the bay, and The Centipede turned to Noah. “I imagine it is a much easier journey inside the mech, правильно?” Noah made a noise and looked from his fist to the Centipede's nose. After a moment, he unfurled his fist and sighed. 

“You could have killed me, by the way.” Noah remarked, an edge to his voice. 

The Centipede scoffed. “Milli and I take that trip all the time. Sometimes, there isn’t time to get into the air sealed cockpit! I wouldn’t have done something that was dangerous for you.” He smiled. “It was funny to see you pouting around like a soaked котёнок though” He snickered and smiled at Noah. He mimed petting a cat and laughed evilly, his deep voice echoing off the air lock walls.

Noah grunted in displeasure, not noticing the foreign word, and grabbed his things. The Centipede was on top of the open hatch, in his way, and Noah breathed, “Thanks for taking me to get some things and letting me lay low here until we can get everything sorted out. Even if you did try to drown me, and somehow knew where I live. You must have some crush on me,” he teased with a grin and turned away. The Centipede shook his head, smirking.

His thoughts raced. You don't know a single fraction of the feeling I have for you. I know you're just teasing right now, but I'd give myself to you in a moment. I'd fight for your honor, for your life, for your happiness. I'm going to do everything I can to clear your name so you can live a happy life again. Even if I have to expose Captain Miracle myself!

The Centipede leapt down the hatch, offering to help Noah down. Noah slipped down, landing very coolly on the bay floor. The Centipede’s smile was infectious, and Noah smiled back. The Centipede said, “I think you might be on to something. I might have a little crush.” His accent peeked through and, he grimaced.

Noah stammered, “Y-you don't have a crush on me. You don't even know me. On m-me? D-Do you even see me with your eyes? Y-you're j-just toying with me to get me flustered so you can bully me!”

“Oh! I would never! I’d never bully you, and there are much better reasons to tease you!’ The Centipede grinned painfully wide. I don't want to give you the wrong idea, I'm coming on too strong. The Centipede adjusted his shirt and walked away, his head down and his face burning.

Maybe next time.
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