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November 2020

Six days until Thanksgiving

Hero Academy

Denver, Colorado

“You sure you don’t want to come?” Frieda asked Annalisa as she zipped up her suitcase. “We’ve got a spare room. My mom makes amazing turkey and ham and my dad bakes pies.” The tall Black girl hefted her suitcase off the bed and turned to face Annalisa. “It’d be fun.”

Annalisa Torres smiled at her Hero Academy roommate. “I know it would, Free. Maybe I can come visit you over Winter Break. That’s only a month away.”

Their freshman year had flown by so far. Annalisa dreamed of the Academy ever since she was old enough to understand she had parahuman powers. The Hero Academy! Even the name carried connotations of greatness, like the Citadel for the military or Harvard for doctors. It was the path to Just Cause and transforming herself into one of the cavalcade of legends like those who’d come before her. Someday, perhaps, people might mention La Capitána alongside names like Lady Athena, Lionheart, Crackerjack, and of course, Mustang Sally.

Of course, it was all well and good for her to be La Capitána, but she was only one part of a crew of young heroes who’d been together since middle school. Her teammates included her boyfriend Breezy, her best friend Aighleigh, and two other boys: Cole and Vinnie. They’d all grown up together in Loveland, and they all had parahuman powers. When you had powers, and your friends had powers, the unwritten rule was that you formed a superhero team, and thus the Neighborhood Watch had been born.

“I can’t believe you’re staying here instead of visiting your folks in Mexico,” Frieda said. “I’d love the chance to go to sit on the beach and dip my toes in the ocean.”

Annalisa’s dad owned a construction company specializing in concrete work, and he’d won a lucrative contract for a resort in Acapulco. Her mom had flown down for the holidays since Annalisa was boarding at the Academy. She could have joined them. She’d never been to Mexico and Acapulco sounded awesome when it was cold and windy in Denver. But instead, she really wanted to get a jump on her studies and training, and a few days without the interruptions of a regular class schedule would be just the ticket. Annalisa’s lifelong dream was to be in Just Cause, the world’s premier superhero team, just like her idol Mustang Sally. If that meant staying on campus over the holidays to work instead of slacking off on a Mexican beach, well, superheroes did what needed to be done. Even if it was cold and windy.

“They’ll be back home by then,” Annalisa said. “My dad’s job will be finished.” She grinned. “Maybe we can go there for our senior trip.”

Frieda snorted. “That’s, like, years away.” Her phone buzzed and she looked at it. “My mom’s here. You want to come down and say hi?” She picked up the hockey gear bag she used as a suitcase and slung it over her shoulder. Frieda’s older brother had no powers, but he was apparently a pretty good goalie on his minor-league hockey team, and Frieda was proud to show the colors when she could.

“You bet.”

The girls left their room and went down the hall toward the elevator. Another room door opened just as they were passing and Gremlin stepped out, nearly running into Frieda. It couldn’t have been timed better if Annalisa had been directing a sitcom. “Oh, hey Jeremy!” Annalisa sang out in her brightest, cheeriest tone.

“Hey,” he said. He was slender with ears that stood out like cookies and kind of cute for a white boy, Annalisa thought. He could disrupt electrical systems with his touch, like a walking electromagnetic pulse. And since human beings ran on electricity, he could affect people too. He had a wheeled suitcase clutched in one hand. “You, uh, heading downstairs?” he asked, giving Frieda the side-eye. For her part, Frieda was busy staring at her shoes, at the carpet, at pretty much anything else besides Jeremy.

Annalisa thought it was delicious. “We sure are. You can ride down with us.”

Frieda made a faint growl deep in the pit of her throat.

“I, uh, I thought I might . . . take the stairs?” Jeremy said, as if trying out the idea.

“Nope.” Annalisa took his arm and firmly steered him along with her. As she was strong enough to lift a car, he didn’t have much chance to resist. “Frieda’s leaving for home. We can walk her out and send her off.”

“Oh. Uh, okay. My folks are here too. So . . .” he looked helpless as he ran out of small talk.

They stepped onto the elevator. Annalisa and Frieda moved to the back of the car while Jeremy stood awkwardly in the middle, facing the doors with his back to them.

Stop it! Frieda mouthed at Annalisa.

Annalisa made kissy-lips at her.

I mean it! Frieda’s body creaked as she grew a few inches taller in an unconscious threat response. 

Annalisa lifted herself off the elevator floor to hover in midair so she was at eye level with her roommate. He likes you, she mouthed, and made a hopeful, wide-eyed smile at Frieda.

The elevator bumped to the main floor and Jeremy practically ran out ahead of the girls. Annalisa didn’t bother to touch back down and floated out instead. At her middle school, using powers like flight or super-strength would get her suspended. Here it was totally fine, so long as her power use didn’t interfere with or harm other students, faculty, or school property.

“Hey, Jeremy!” Annalisa called after him as Frieda hurried toward her parents’ car and he fled toward a small SUV with Iowa plates. When he turned to look, she said, “Have a nice Thanksgiving!” And then she pointed at Frieda and mouthed, She likes you!

Frieda turned to look back at Annalisa, who made a quick show of waving cheerfully at Jeremy, whose ears burned red as he suffered an embrace from his mom.

“Hi, Annalisa,” Frieda’s mom said. She was tall like her daughter, with the kind of comfortably soft build that came with moms who weren’t afraid to eat real food and gave the best hugs.

Annalisa gladly accepted one of those hugs. “Hi, Mrs. Tomlin.”

“Girl, don’t be so formal. Call me Candy.” She stepped back and held Annalisa at arm’s length. “Free tells me your folks are out of the country. You are more than welcome to come stay with us over break.”

“Last chance, roomie,” Frieda said, glancing in Jeremy’s direction. “You want to come home with me and eat until you can’t move? We can watch terrible movies and play video games and live in our pajamas for a week.”

“Thanks, Free, and Mrs., uh, Candy, but no. I’ll be heading back to Loveland to eat with Breezy and Aighleigh. I’m just going to stay on campus for a few days so I’m out of the way. Get a lot of training done. Get my papers written for Intro to Para and English so I don’t have to worry about them later.”

Frieda laughed. “You’re such a nerd, Capitána.”

“Takes one to know one, Fifty-Foot Girl.”

The girls embraced, Annalisa having to float a little higher to do so. “Maybe I could come hang out some over Winter Break?”

“We’d love that. None of this ridiculous cold in L.A., I promise you,” Candy said.

“Land of No Weather,” Frieda said with a laugh. “See you a week from Sunday. Text me.”

“I will,” Annalisa replied, and watched her roommate shrink herself enough to fit comfortably in the back seat of her mom’s rental.

“Yo, Torres,” said a young man’s voice with a Hispanic lilt to it. “You stayin’ here over break?”

Annalisa turned to see Ruben Maldonado, regarding her from within his oversized hoodie. He was small—even a little shorter than her—with his hair cropped close and a valiant effort at a mustache staining his upper lip. She could see the gleam of the golden chain around his neck, mostly hidden beneath his hoodie. She knew a gaudy medallion hung from it, like something a wrestler would wear. It bore the words knock knock. He exuded the confidence of a giant. Annalisa knew it was because as small as he was in his human form, he could transform himself into a rhinoceros as powerful and tough as a battle tank. As Overwhelm, his medallion hung from his primary horn like the brand badge of a car.

“Just for a couple days,” she said. “I’ve got some extra training and schoolwork to do before heading home.” She didn’t have to tell him when she was leaving, or that the home she was going to was Aighleigh’s. In fact, she saw Aighleigh’s dad’s van pulling up to the circle drive in front of the Academy dorm. That meant her two closest friends in the world would be emerging from the dorm momentarily. “Have a nice Thanksgiving, Ruben.” She said it with an air of finality, subtly letting him know the conversation was done.

He didn’t get the message. “It’s gonna be quiet and shit while you’re here and the rest of us are gone, huh? Pretty lonely for you.”

Boys, she grumbled to herself. “I’ll be fine Ruben.” She cleared her throat. “See you after Break.” As in, we’re done here, she thought.

The building doors opened and Aighleigh rolled out in her wheelchair, accompanied by Breezy, who pulled a wheeled suitcase in each hand.

Aighleigh spotted Annalisa and immediately recognized her need to be rescued from Ruben’s attentions. “Hey, Annalisa! You coming with us after all?”

Annalisa flew over to them and high-fived Aighleigh, careful to keep her strength at a minimum. “Nah, not until next week.” She felt Ruben’s eyes on her and was glad she wasn’t wearing her form-fitting costume. It was still packed away at home, as freshmen weren’t permitted to wear them on campus. “But he doesn’t need to know that.”

“I wish you was coming with us,” Breezy said. His dreads had grown longer since the summer and were now tickling the points of his jaw. His smile still made Annalisa’s knees grow weak. “I’m gonna miss flyin’ with you.”

Annalisa pulled him into a hug. “We’ll fly together real soon, B. I promise.” Ruben’s interest in her had caused some friction between her and Breezy, and Breezy was suffering some jealousy issues. It wasn’t like he thought he possessed her or anything so caveman. They’d talked about it both before and after they’d slept together that first and only time. Breezy had some deep fears about abandonment thanks to his dad’s disappearance. Annalisa was important to him, both as a friend and as a girlfriend, and he was perpetually afraid she might decide he wasn’t good enough for her.

When he grew morose and full of self-doubt, she did her best to allay those fears. Not only was he good enough for her, he was the best thing that had happened to her, and she capital-L-Loved him.

That was a bond stronger than even a super-strong were-rhinoceros could break. 

Aighleigh picked up the subtext in her seemingly innocent statement and coughed in embarrassment. She and her boyfriend Vinnie, the dashing skateboarding hero known as Rascal, hadn’t gone as far as Annalisa and Breezy had. Annalisa suspected it wouldn’t be long before they did, though. Their relationship was much more complex, because Vinnie had come out as bi, and he was involved with their friend Cole as well as Aighleigh. The three of them had formed a stable triad and they were all satisfied with the developing relationship.

Aighleigh’s dad opened the van and shouted a cheerful greeting to the group. Annalisa flew past the others to give him a quick hug, then spun to give another hug to Aighleigh before she rode the wheelchair lift into the van. “I’ll see you on Wednesday,” Aighleigh said. “I got some new modules to install in the suit. I might have them running by then.” Aighleigh was a technomancer, with parahuman abilities involving creation and control of advanced technologies that couldn’t be reproduced by normal engineers. Just Cause had given her a robotic horse built by former supervillain Destroyer, and she was re-engineering it into a high-tech battlesuit. It would be a significant upgrade from the wheelchair she’d been designing and building since middle school. Once it was done, she’d said she wouldn’t be called Wheels anymore—she wanted to be called Cavalier.

Annalisa was excited about it, and couldn’t wait to fly into battle—metaphorically speaking—with her best friend galloping beneath her. “Awesome,” she said. “Where are Vinnie and Cole?”

“Here they come now,”Aighleigh said, and waved.

Annalisa turned to see her other two Neighborhood Watch teammates exit from the dorm. Cole had been growing out his strawberry blonde hair to match Vinnie’s shaggy mop. He was chatting with Vinnie, who was on his skateboard despite being warned many times not to do so in the dorms. They saw Annalisa, Breezy, and Aighleigh and waved back.

Vinnie popped his skateboard into the air with one foot, caught it, and placed it against his back where it stuck thanks to his adhesion ability. He bent to kiss Aighleigh’s cheek. “Hey, Sweetness.”

She smiled back at him. “Hey yourself. You boys need a ride? We’ve got room in the van.”

Cole draped an arm across Vinnie’s shoulders and Vinnie reached up to clasp his hand. “No, my dad’s coming. He had an interview on one of the networks today.” Vinnie’s dad was a longtime professional skateboarder and always in demand as an analyst or participant in extreme sports events.

A bright blue hatchback with expensive wheels, a coffee can exhaust tip, and a big wing spoiler on the back rolled into the drop-off lane. It sounded like a tuned chainsaw. Annalisa caught a glimpse of the bearded face behind the wheel. “Vinnie, your dad’s here,” she said.

Vinnie laughed. “I heard him coming a mile away. He loves that stupid car. Come on, Cole. If his interview went good, we can talk him into tacos and horchatas.”

“That sounds amazing, Vin,” Cole said. Sparks danced in his eyes and it wasn’t just a metaphor. As he moved into adolescence, his powers were growing. Not only could he ignite himself on fire, he’d learned all kinds of new ways to express his abilities. He could use them to fly and to spray jets of fire like a human flamethrower. Under the careful tutelage of the Hero Academy instructors, he was growing more and more confident in the use of those abilities. Annalisa loved seeing him grow into himself. For the first few years she’d known him, he defined himself through anger. Now that he was out and proud, his rage was channeling into more positive directions.

The two boys walked over to the hot hatchback, hand in hand, and dropped their bags in the back. They waved to Aighleigh, Breezy, and Annalisa once more before getting into the back seat. Vinnie’s dad saluted the kids as he pulled away from the curb. Despite the fearsome appearance of tattoos covering every inch of his arms and the massive beard down to his chest, he was one of the nicest people Annalisa had ever met. She waved back at him.

“We’re going bowling tonight.” Aighleigh said to Annalisa, and snorted in amusement. “Me. Bowling. Can you believe it?”

“How are you going to . . . you know, do it?” Annalisa asked.

Aighleigh grinned. “Oh, I’ve got some actuators back home in my workshop. I can throw them onto the chair and make a bowling ball catapult.”

Annalisa burst out laughing. “I’m not bailing you out if they arrest you for blasting a hole through a wall, Wheels.”

“Property damage is more your thing, isn’t it, Capitána?” Aighleigh rolled her chair onto the van’s elevator.

“Only when it’s deserved. I’ll see you in a few days.” Annalisa clasped her best friend’s hand in hers.

“Can’t wait. After being around all these boys, I’m going to need some girl time.”

“Breezy, you coming?” Aighleigh’s dad asked.

“Yes, sir.” Breezy cleared his throat and turned back to Annalisa. “You need anythin’, anythin’ at all, I’ll fly down here in a heartbeat.”

“I know you will, B,” Annalisa said. She kissed him, a chaste peck on the lips so as not to embarrass him in front of the other students and parents. Deep down, she wanted to take him in her arms, fly into the clouds, and wrap herself around him. “I . . . love you,” she whispered. It was the first time she’d said it to him.

His eyes widened in surprise, and her heart sank. Had she been wrong? Then his eyes crinkled and his nose wrinkled and he grinned. “Duh. I love you too, oh Captain my Captain.”

Aighleigh put her hand over her mouth to keep from braying laughter. But Annalisa thought it was the sweetest thing she’d ever heard.
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November 2020

Six days until Thanksgiving

Hero Academy

Denver, Colorado

Annalisa was one of eleven students staying at the Academy for some or all of Thanksgiving break. Of those eleven, eight—including Annalisa—were leaving at some point during the next few days. She was the only freshman in the group. At dinner that evening, the upperclassmen made a special effort to invite her to sit with them instead of dining alone with her nose buried in the textbook on her tablet.

She accepted their invitation and found herself recanting the tales of the supervillains she and her friends had vanquished in her hometown. Most Hero Academy students had never even come close to one before, and the Neighborhood Watch had faced three. It made her feel like a celebrity as the older students grilled her about it.

“What was it like?” asked Butterfly, a senior with gorgeous, iridescent wings. Her antennae wiggled in constant motion as she ate.

“It was scary,” Annalisa said. She and her friends had only been in seventh grade when they faced the supervillain who used morphing powers to facilitate his bank robberies. Then only a few months ago, civil unrest had raised its ugly head in Annalisa’s hometown after police officers killed an unarmed Black man. Two more supervillains had turned up during the ensuing chaos. Annalisa and her friends, though battered and bloodied from days of trying to save the townspeople from themselves, had managed to defeat both.

“You’re Just Cause material, that’s for sure,” said a brown-skinned junior whose real name Annalisa didn’t know but whose super-name was Pele. Her hair looked like flowing lava and she radiated heat—although not uncomfortably so.

Annalisa shrugged. “I just want to do the right thing.”

“You’re in the right place for that,” said Dynamo. Electricity sparkled around his clenched fists. “I wish I’d had the chance to fight one of them. I’d give him a blast from these.”

“Not the way you aim,” said Bass Drop, and everyone laughed.

After dinner, Annalisa returned to her room. She was the only person left on her floor. Under normal circumstances, she’d have welcomed the peace and quiet for studying. She really did have a paper to write for Introduction to Parahuman History. She opened her laptop, but the words wouldn’t come. Being alone felt oppressive. If she’d been at home, she could have drawn a bath to unwind, but the Academy only had showers.

She pulled on her warmest fuzzy socks, sweatpants over tights, and a fleecy hoodie and sat on her bed, laptop forgotten in favor of her phone. She checked Parable, the social networking site originally developed for interschool communication that had since become more or less a private network for parahumans. Academy graduates had started keeping their accounts open and active after graduation. Many actual Just Cause members were on Parable, which made it the coolest place in the world to hang out online as far as Annalisa was concerned. She responded to a few messages from classmates around the country who had returned home or were in the process of doing so. Frieda sent her a video of her dog Beanz chasing his tail. Aighleigh sent her some pics of the progress on the Cavalier suit.

Breezy sent her a quick video from his bedroom—nothing dirty, just him lying on his bed with one hand behind his head, saying “Hey, just wanted to say I miss you and I’m thinkin’ about you.”

She smiled and turned on her selfie cam to check her face and hair and decided she looked good enough without having to use one of the app’s filters. She pressed the video record button on her phone. “I miss you too, B.” She made kissy lips at the camera and then sent it.

She lowered the phone and realized someone stared in through her window at her.

Whomever it was wore a full-face gray mask with only white slits for eyes, swimming inside a dark hood. Their gazes met—at least, Annalisa assumed they did, for the stranger’s mask prevented her from seeing their eyes. Then realization crashed into Annalisa as she remembered her room was on the fourth floor. “Hey!” she yelled, and the stranger flew upward. Annalisa caught a glimpse of a gray bodysuit and flapping dark cape and then nothing.

She leaped to her feet and froze with momentary indecision. Should she call for help? No, there was no time. She unlatched her window and slid it open, letting the cold November breeze into her room. She popped out the screen, knowing she might get in trouble for it later if she couldn’t put it back undetected, and leaned out the window to look up.

The stranger peeked over the edge of the roof, then vanished from her view.

Annalisa flew out her window and skimmed up the face of the dormitory to the roof. The stranger was flying across it, staying low, but their cape flapped and Annalisa saw it clearly enough. “Hey!” she called again and flew after them. If it was another student, they were being a Peeping Tom and that was a serious charge that could get them expelled. What if Annalisa had been undressed when they looked in? That made her angry beyond words. How dare they?

Cold wind tore right through Annalisa’s clothing, which wasn’t even close to appropriate flying garb. Her hoodie flapped around her sides and sweatpants threatened to slip right off her hips and she was glad of the tights she had on beneath them. Her toes ached from the cold, thick fluffy socks or not. She squinted her eyes against the frigid wind and pushed herself faster.

What if it wasn’t a student after all? Just Cause airspace was supposed to be secure. With the superhero headquarters part of the same complex as the Academy, the school’s airspace should have been monitored as well. The only way someone could fly in from outside would be if they were careful, sneaky, or had help.

Staring in a window was sneaky, but it certainly wasn’t careful. Annalisa poured on the speed as her mystery opponent did the same, dropping down to almost ground level. That was smart—probably below the level of radar that Just Cause used to keep tabs on the surrounding air. The fleeing parahuman dodged around a stand of trees, leafless branches swaying in their passing. Annalisa tore after them, hitching her sweats back up as they slipped halfway down her thighs.

They flashed across the small lake, kicking up rooster tails of icy water in their wakes. The fleeing parahuman’s dark cape flapped like bat wings in the darkness, and its motion made it easier for Annalisa to spot even when they flew through shadows. They broke out of the trees at last and tore across open grassland, scant inches above the ground, racing toward the fence.

The fugitive went up and over the fence, barely clearing it before dropping back to ground level and tearing across the former Rocky Mountain Arsenal grounds. Annalisa struggled to fly faster.

And she needed to do so, because the fleeing parahuman was faster than she was. She gained altitude, trading speed for a better vantage. The fugitive did the same and soon they both raced over the sprawling residential neighborhood to the south. A medium-sized hotel arose from the lower-height buildings as they neared the highway, and Annalisa’s quarry made for its roof. The gray-and-black costumed figure landed upon the roof and turned to look back toward Annalisa, arms folded across their chest.

Annalisa dove toward the hotel and touched down upon the roof, scattering pebbles and dust in a cloud upon landing. She lunged for the stranger, grabbed a handful of bodysuit, and lifted them into the air. “What do you think you’re doing?” she yelled. “Staring at me like that! Who are you?”

“Annalisa, it’s me,” said a feminine voice. The stranger reached up and pulled off her mask. “It’s Brittany! Brittany Arnold!”

For a moment, the name didn’t register, but then Annalisa’s brain caught up with the rest of her and she lowered Brittany to the rooftop. “Brittany? What are you doing here? What’s going on?”

Brittany straightened her costume where Annalisa had grabbed her. Her chiseled fashion-model looks had only sharpened in the past two years. She was one of a set of triplets who had grown up in the same town as Annalisa and the rest of the Neighborhood Watch. Brittany and her sisters Brianna and Brooklyn had parahuman powers too, albeit all were different. In a town of less than a million people, it would have been unusual to have a single native-born parahuman, and Loveland had eight, making it a statistical outlier. Brittany and her sisters had been rivals to the Neighborhood Watch, calling themselves the Culture Club and stealing the limelight for themselves.

Ultimately, they’d found out they were victims of a cruel hoax perpetrated by a supervillain masquerading as their father. The Culture Club had teamed up with the Neighborhood Watch to bring him to justice. After that, they’d moved away to be with their mother, an iconic fashion designer. Annalisa had lost touch with them, but she’d expected to see them once more at the Hero Academy. She’d been surprised when they hadn’t been part of her class, but then promptly forgot about them under the onslaught of classes, homework, and training regimens.

“You’re faster than you used to be,” Brittany said at last, looking Annalisa up and down critically.

“So are you,” Annalisa said. She felt plain and underdressed compared to Brittany’s costume, which was designed with an impeccable sense of superheroic fashion. It was a dove gray body suit of soft, textured leather. A stylized V icon in shiny black came down from each shoulder to meet at her navel. Thigh-high boots and mid-arm gloves in the same shiny black disappeared inside the dark shadow of her nonreflecting cloak. It swirled around her ankles and rose to form a hood over her featureless mask. If she pulled the cloak around herself, Annalisa figured she could probably disappear into a shadow like the best nighttime vigilante. “And you have a cape. I told you, capes are cool.”

Brittany smiled. “I remember you saying that. I also remember thinking how stupid it was.”

Annalisa’s teeth chattered. “You want to go get a cup of coffee?” Brittany asked. “My treat, unless you remembered your wallet before flying after me.”

Annalisa nodded. She didn’t like coffee, but anything hot sounded amazing. “Maybe we c-can go back to the school and I c-can get my c-coat? And some shoes?”

“No need,” Brittany said. “We’ve got you covered.” She flickered and suddenly she was no longer wearing her costume. Instead, she was dressed in regular street clothes—jeans and tennies, a parka and yellow beanie. Her face had changed slightly as well, filling out a little around the cheeks. “Hi, Annalisa,” she said. “It’s Brianna.”

“Brianna?” Annalisa gasped. “How’d you—”

Brianna flickered again, lost an inch in height, and her beanie changed color to navy blue. “Brooklyn now,” said the girl. “Brook’s changing into civvies. She’s also grabbing you some boots and a spare coat and hat. It’s cold where we are too.”

“Where . . . where are you?” Annalisa asked, her freezing feet forgotten with the new mystery confronting her.

“New York. Well, basically New York. Little town called Peekskill. You’ve probably never heard of it.”

Annalisa hadn’t. “I don’t understand.”

Brooklyn flickered away and Brittany appeared in her place, dressed the same as her sisters except for a pink beanie. She held out a pair of Ugg boots in one hand and a quilted parka like the one she wore in the other. “It’s complicated. And simple, too, I guess.” She tapped her ear, and Annalisa caught sight of an earbud wrapping around her ear. “We can hear each other and talk to each other. We’re working with someone named Swapz. They can, well, switch us back and forth instantly.”

Annalisa gratefully pulled the boots on over her aching feet. They fit a little tight but had enough give not to be uncomfortable. “They’re teleporting you back and forth from New York? That’s a crazy long distance.” Annalisa prided herself on her skill in identifying and defining powers. It was the kind of expertise that could get her an internship at Fort Justice in New York City. “I never heard of anyone who could teleport that far.”

“Swapz can only switch people, and they have to be with one of them to do it.”

“I guess with that kind of limitation, it makes sense that they’d have longer range. So what’s going on in New York? I haven’t heard from you guys since you left Loveland after . . .” Annalisa didn’t want to come right out and say after you found out a supervillain was impersonating your dead father.

Brittany nodded. “Yeah. I know.” She stared off into the distance for a moment, perhaps reliving a moment from that devastating history. “We’re reinventing ourselves,” she said at last. “The Culture Club is no more. Mom’s attorney said it was a trademark thing because of some band, so we couldn’t keep using it. We call ourselves Variable now.”

Annalisa zipped up the parka and pulled her hoodie up over her head. “How about you tell me the rest over hot drinks? Anywhere warm sounds fantastic.”

“Sure,” Brittany said. “Lead the way.”

“Me?”

Brittany laughed, not unkindly. “I’m from New York now. I don’t know my way around your hick cowtown.”
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November 2020

Six days until Thanksgiving

Aurora, Colorado

Annalisa wrapped her hands around a venti hot chocolate with extra whip and let the steaming drink warm them since it was still too hot to drink. Brittany ordered something drizzled with crisscrossed caramel and chocolate syrup and apparently had enough caffeine and sugar to kickstart a mule. “So . . .” Annalisa began. “Why are you here now? And for that matter, why aren’t you at the Academy? I kind of thought we’d see you there.”

“I’ll answer the second part first.” Brittany sipped at her drink. “We talked it over—me, Brianna, and Brooklyn. Also with our mom. We just don’t think the Hero Academy is for us. Our interests lie in different directions.”

“So, you want to be independent heroes?” 

“Something like that,” Brittany said. “We’re training on our own, with a guy named Kioto who’s like all of our old tutors rolled into one. He’s really knowledgeable about, well, pretty much everything.”

“Sounds neat,” Annalisa said. “But can he cook like Carson did?”

Carson was the triplets’ former private chef, and also an undercover agent the Parahuman Resources Agency sent to monitor them.

Brittany smiled at gustatory memories. “Nobody can cook like Carson did,” she said.

Annalisa knew not every parahuman joined Just Cause. Some became Champions. Others were affiliates, called upon if needed. Still others never went into the business of superheroing. Plenty of industries had opportunities for people with abilities, so they never needed to put on a costume or beat down a bad guy.

And then there were the vigilantes—those who followed their own paths and worked outside the law. Most of the time, they were tolerated because they more or less worked for the common good. But every once in a while, someone would take something too far. People would end up dead, and then there would be an uproar over unlicensed parahumans. It was the superpowered equivalent of school shootings and gun control—a disturbing but accurate metaphor.

“So you’re training. And you said you were calling yourself Variable?”

Brittany nodded. “Instead of taking the triplets angle, we figured we would work with Swapz and become a single costumed persona. Swapz can instantly teleport us back and forth, so whichever one of us needs to be doing something can be doing it. It’s like we’re a single person with a whole bunch of powers instead of three people.”

“That’s a neat idea,” Annalisa said.

“It was Kioto’s. He knew Swapz and brought them in. We’ve got our own secret headquarters now and everything.”

“You had a secret headquarters in Loveland,” Annalisa said. “It was in your basement.”

“This isn’t a basement” Brittany said cheerfully. “It’s a house.”

“So why are you here and not there?”

Brittany’s face grew serious. “Mom had to go to Paris for several months. We asked if we could stay and train and she said okay. That means we’ve got a lot more freedom to run around on our own without me always having to fly, or Brianna levitating herself.”

“Okay-y-y . . .” Annalisa prompted, wondering what Brittany was on about.

“We decided it’s time to find out where we came from. All of us. My sisters. You and your friends.”

“You’re talking about the statistical anomaly. About our powers,” Annalisa said.

“Yeah. Why do we all have powers and not the Musashi gene? Haven’t you ever wondered?”

“Sure. I mean, it’s a mystery, but what can we do about it?”

“A lot, actually,” Brittany said. “That’s why I’m here. This is where we were all born, so this is where the investigation has to start. And we—and I hope you will be a part of it.”

“You want me to work with you? Be in the Culture Club again, or whatever you’re calling it?”

“No, not like that. We know you’re free this week, so we’re offering.”

“How do you know I’m free?”

Brittany’s cheeks grew red. “We’re, uh, we’re stalking you on Parable.”

Annalisa sipped at her hot chocolate, which had finally cooled enough for her to enjoy. “How are you on Parable if you’re not at the Academy?”

“Kioto’s good with computers. He hacked a student number for someone who dropped out and reactivated it,” Brittany said. “And nobody’s careful. You probably don’t even remember accepting my friend request back in August. Everyone did. You’re all so sure of yourselves and nobody stops to think about an outsider stalking you through Parable. Lucky for you, I’m not a threat.”

Annalisa grimaced. “I’m glad of that, I guess.” She’d have to pay more attention to what she was doing and saying on Parable, and with whom she shared her thoughts. First thing she’d do when she got back to the dorm would be to comb through her contacts list and her security settings. Her thoughts turned from her own protection to the safety of the triplets. They’d been taken in by a clever ruse before. Even though Annalisa hoped they’d learned from that tragedy, sometimes people were too close to each other to see a problem. “This guy Kioto. He seems almost too good to be true. Where did he come from? Can you trust him?”
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