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​Issue 1: Flying Dysfunction Syndrome
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I’m stepping out of my door when I hear the phone ring. I momentarily debate answering it, but I’m already late to class and whoever’s calling can leave a message. And let’s face it, this class in particular, is really important. I don’t want to be late.

Why don’t I want to be late? I’ve got mandatory flying lessons because I’m not good in the air. I have an image to uphold as a superhero, a responsibility I take seriously, and not always being able to fly, well it’s a problem for the Superhero Bureau (also known as the SHB). They’ve told me that if I don’t get my act together with the flying they might have to take away my superhero license, maybe put me in the weather bureau or find some other use for my abilities.

The SHB has a rule book it enforces religiously when it comes to being a superhero, and one of those rules is that if you’re a hero you have to be able to fly. Nothing quite makes a dramatic entrance like a hero flying in to save the day and the SHB wants us to not just be heroes, but actually look the part too.

I step outside. It’s a cool day out. The sky is a pale blue with wispy clouds floating idly by, a promise of peace, but when is there ever peace? I have my costume on, a purple elasticloth form suit and a yellow cape with two S’s on it. Elasticloth is a substance made of plastic treated with special chemicals that make it very malleable. The costume fits the hero, showing off his or her physique to the smallest detail for the admiring public, but also acts as body armor against any bullets or power blasts.

I’m about to fly. I start running down my driveway, imagining that I’m a bird about to take off. My legs are pumping hard, my arms are outstretched so that I can fly. One, two, three, here I go. I feel a bit of lightness. Oh, yes, I’m taking off this time. I flap my arms and yeah, I know it’s ridiculous, but that’s how I imagine flying. My psychologist Dr. Mazdar says that creative visualization is the key to flying. I have to be up there.

I’m up in the air now, slowly wheeling upward towards the sky. A lazy flap of my hands and the wind feels so fresh, so cold, and yet the air is so thick, like swimming through the ocean. I tell you that because it’s the only way that you as a human could understand the experience. The difference is that I can move faster in the air than I could swimming in the ocean. There’s no density around me like there would be with water.

I can do this. I can fly today. I test the wind, feeling the streams of air. Air has currents that help a bird fly, and right now I’m a bird. Oh, my superpowers, what are they? You’ll just have to pay close attention, but you already know I can fly, if not all the time.

Okay, so I’m picking up the air currents getting ready to go. Ahh, perfect, this current is going over to the SHB’s Flying School, for flying-impaired heroes. I sniff the air, a bit of ozone, some smog; the perils of living in a city. I gather speed, moving in the air with a breaststroke. Each stroke is all that matters in my mind. Take it one at a time, nice and slow. 

***********
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I am a bird, flapping my wings. I feel incredibly light. The sky is blue, so blue that it becomes purple, and I’m swimming in this purple. There’s not a cloud in sight. I feel a euphoric high at the crown of my head as my endorphins begin to pump. The high can be described as the color of the sun, a mixture of yellow and orange that pierces me and raises my energy so that I can push off the ground and fly. Flying is a meditative experience and my spirit is a bird. I visualize myself as picking me up and letting me fly away from the ground and everything that could hold me down. I am flying and I feel free.

***********
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“Hey Nelson, that’s you up there?  Hey man, you’re flying!”

Shit! My annoying human neighbor is talking to me. I have to focus my mind here, not waste time on this guy. I can see him looking up at me, an expression of awe and envy warring across his face. He’s tall, with curly brown hair and brown eyes, dressed in a black suit, white shirt, blue tie, ready to begin his day in corporate world. 

“Uhm, hey I am flying and I really can’t talk. I have to go save the world and all the other stuff we superheroes do.”

“Oh, okay man. Sorry about that!”  

I breathe a sigh of relief. That idiot is quiet and I’m still up in the air. There have been occasions when I’ve been interrupted by a well-meaning person commenting on my flying and then I’ve plummeted to the Earth. It’s called Flying Dysfunction Syndrome and, despite the fact that I’m in my mid-twenties and should well and truly have my flying mastered, it’s been an ongoing issue all my life, much to the embarrassment of my mother. 

Enough of that though. It’s time to slip into the stream fully and kick this flying to a decent speed. I put my arms against my body and my legs are straight. I’m horizontal to the ground. A little shadow floats down there showing where I am. But it’s not really me. Suddenly I’m a streak of cloud, rocketing it toward the building, no longer a bird, no longer a plane. No I’m a cloud, a fast-moving cloud on a slipstream. Guess you know where I get my name. The bureau tells me that I won’t be able to keep that name if I can’t fly. 

Suddenly I’m at the building. The SHB building in this town is a three-story building with huge glass windows facing the street. There’s a large dome in the back of the building, which is where I meet with the rest of the flying impaired. In all the major cities in the world there’s an SHB building that monitors the super humans in the region, keeping them tagged and employing them in jobs that serve the world government in keeping everything relatively peaceful. They track the villains and make sure they’re only doing sanctioned villain activities and occasionally have battles with them. I live in the city of Boston on the North American Eastern seaboard so I report to the SHB building there. 

Now I have to go back to Earth, back to the land dwellers. I look around me and see a couple other heroes flying. They cleave the air smoothly with their supine forms. Hands are either stretched in front of them or held against their sides. Most heroes when getting ready to fly simply think that they’ll fly and suddenly they are no longer on the ground. They have used their energy to push themselves away from the ground and they don’t visualize being a bird. They just fly. There are a few other heroes, who, like me, have to flap their arms and do a running take off to start flying. As I understand it these heroes have the same problems with controlling their powers as I do. They all suffer from Flying Dysfunction Syndrome.

It’s such a disappointment when I’m not using my powers. They give me a feeling of life and I imagine that this is what the average citizen envies about us superheroes. That feeling of life, that passion, the edge of everything. I don’t envy them their ordinary lives. 

I land on my feet, a human again, down on the ground. On the school grounds is a statue of the first superhero, Blast Off, aka Jenna Bosworth. Her regal face looks to the sky and her arms are raised to fly- the very thing I want to do well so I can be a full superhero. I walk past her statue toward the glass doors leading into the school of super power improvements. There’s a red light to the right of the door. I slide my wrist over it and the red light turns green. Heroes and villains, and really anyone with a hint of superpowers, are required to be tagged. The tag contains a person’s DNA, medical records, driver’s license, police record, and home address. 

I step into building quickly and meet up with several other flying impaired heroes. Here we can acknowledge our secret shame. We can’t fly well and if we don’t improve we can’t be superheroes. I see Air One, our instructor, up ahead, going to the domed amphitheater where we train. Today will be the day we have a test.

Air One is an old man. I can’t guess his age, but super humans usually live to around 120. He was a superhero of the late twentieth and early twenty first century. One of the first and one of the best. He has gotten old though and his powers have faded with age. Oh, he can still fly, can still use his powers to kinetically heat up molecules, but he is old and we are young. We are at the height of our powers and under the right circumstances could easily beat him in a battle. As a super human ages he or she has less power, less strength, and less control over their super powers.

Air One is balding but has white hair on the sides of his head. He’s wearing gray pants and a gray shirt. He retired from being an active superhero two years ago. He couldn’t keep up with the youngsters, he said. His face is seamed with wrinkles, a parchment of adventures. There are a couple of scars he has on his right cheek from a battle with a famous supervillain, Moravo. When I look into his old weathered grey eyes I feel a chill pass through me. This will someday be my fate, to be put aside on the shelf, just a used- up superhero that can’t hack it anymore. Of course, for all of us this could happen sooner than later if we don’t succeed in flying when we want to fly.

“Line up, all of you! I want to take a look at you.”

We all line up in our proud costumes. Some of us have capes, bright blues, yellows, reds, and even my purple. There are even a few “heroes” with jet packs. They have super powers, but they can’t fly, so the jet packs are the only way to the sky for them. 

“Well, look at you all, lined up like ducks in a pretty little row,” Air One sneers. “I have to say I’m not impressed. How any of you expect to fly is beyond me. In my day superheroes didn’t to go to a class for remedial flying, but I suppose with you sorry fools it can’t be helped. Now did any of you successfully fly here, or did you little muffins have to take the car?” 

I look over at a few of the other heroes and then raise my hand hesitantly. No one else joins me. The rest hang back, their heads held down in shame. Suddenly, I’m glad I’m not in the back holding my head down. Today, I’m not a failure.

“What have we here? One of you jokes actually flew on his own power.” 

I feel self-conscious for keeping my own up, but this is important. Air One walks around me for several moments, muttering to himself and running an appraising eye over me as if I am a prize animal. Perhaps I am in this case. I can fly, and no one else could, not on their own energy.

“So, you can fly, is that what you are telling me, Slipstream?”

“Yes, sir. I can fly.”

“Now, isn’t that special. Why are you here then?”

“Uh...I can’t fly well sir. I’m not that good at it.”

“Not that good at it! Why not?”

“I can fly, but I get distracted by others easily. If someone notices me flying it’s hard for me to continue flying.”

“Oh, I see. Poor little baby is noticed flying and goes boom. That’s the way of it, is it? Heh, it takes all kinds to be superheroes Slipstream, and I’ve met your kind before. Usually they’re yellow. Are you yellow, Slipstream?”

I look down at my suit. 

“No. I’m not yellow anywhere, sir.”

“Oh ho, aren’t you cute. I don’t mean color, you fool. I mean you’re a coward aren’t you!”

“No way sir!”

“Then get up there and show these slackers how it’s done, and I don’t want to see none of this falling down crap on your part. You can either fly or you can’t. There isn’t any in between for us superheroes.”

I nod my head. I’m not able to speak. I have to fly now. I have to somehow fly with all these spectators watching me. None of them knows how hard it was to fly when I was younger. None of them knows I had to go somewhere alone and practice my flying. Anyone who saw, they laughed at me. Will it be this way now?

I hold my hands out like wings, visualizing the feathers. Suddenly the song “Rocket Man” as sung by William Shatner pops into my mind, and I visualize myself as a rocket. My hands fall to my side. I’m pushing downward and pulling upward at the same time. I want to fly, and today I have to do it. I feel a rumble as my energy pushes me off the floor. The other heroes look surprised and Air One is laughing.

“Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha! Boy, you’d better stop that now. No need to stink up the room. It’s obvious you tried and you can’t fly. If you think farting is how you fly, well heheeh, it’s not going to happen that way.”

My face colors with embarrassment. Everyone is laughing including the jetpack heroes. I’m not a superhero, I’m a super zero.

“Slipstream,” Air One calls out, “I want you to try one more time. I’m willing to believe that you did fly today, but this time you’d better prove it to me and the class or you’ll be fined for lying. And don’t fart this time. It’s not a legitimate means of flying. You aren’t a jetpack.”

I sigh, but I don’t want to be fined for lying. It’s a steep price for a superhero, a couple hundred for every violation. I guess that for today I am a bird.

I extend my arms gracefully, thinking of being a bird. I push the song “Rocket Man” out of my head. I’m not a jetpack hero. I’m a birdman. I start flapping my arms, ignoring the tittering laughter that comes from some of the costumes. I can fly and they can’t.

My arms are hollow, my entire body is hollow, and as I pick up speed running down the length of the large amphitheater I can feel myself lift off the ground. I stop flapping and begin to swim through the air, my arms making the motions of the backstroke. I test the wind, but there isn’t much at all. This is closed off from the outside world, sealing away our shame. I go into the slipstream and streak to the other end of the amphitheater. The laughter has stopped. I see Air One make a motion to come down and I lower myself to the ground gently.

“Hmm, so you can fly, Slipstream. Okay, take off leaves a bit to be desired, but even with us watching you were able to do it. Why?”

“Uhmm, well sir I’ve been doing a lot of visualization. It was suggested by my psychologist that if I visualized flying I could block out the fact other people were watching me. I-it does work. I can fly.”

“Yeah, I can see that, but you know what? I’m not impressed. You go see some shrink and you expect to block out other people watching you fly. Well it’s that kind of attitude that sees you or your friends dead on a battlefield or, even worse, some kind of building destroyed and your whole team paying for it. You have to concentrate when you are in battle, but you also have to be aware of your environment. With this visualization crap I don’t think you are aware of what’s going on around you. Do you?”

“S-sir, I respectfully disagree with you. I-I feel like this visualization helps me be even more aware of what I’m doing. I knew exactly when to stop being in the slipstream when I was flying for you. If I didn’t know where I was flying as you claimed I would’ve bashed my head against the wall.”

“I didn’t say you weren’t aware of buildings Slipstream. But what about supervillains? What if one attacks one of your teammates? What’ll you do off in dream land?”

“I’m sure I would know if a villain was there.”

“Oh, you’d stop flying ‘cause he’d be watching ya.”

“N-no sir I wouldn’t stop flying. With this visualization it just helps me not be so self-conscious about other people around me. I’m still aware of who is around me and all the action that occurs but it helps me fly better than I would otherwise.”

“Well then, Slipstream, why are you here? It seems to me that you don’t need to take remedial flying course from the likes of me.”

“I was told to go to this class by the SHB, and as you can see I’m not that good of a flyer. I want to fly like you do.”

“Hmm, well then you are going have to fly without that visualization crap. You shouldn’t need that to fly. Real flying comes natural to you, not guided like visualization has you doing. I want you to fly right now for me without any flapping arms, rocket farts, or anything else of the like. Now show me you can fly.”

No visualization this time, just pure out and out flying. I have to jump into the air and be able to fly, no not even jump, just fly. I will myself to fly, really I do, but I am so heavy, so firm to the ground, I can’t fly. Air One waits for five minutes, a disdainful smirk growing on his lips, and when I don’t fly he tells me that I have to join the rest of the superheroes that can’t fly. My first day at remedial flying leaves me envying even the jet pack heroes who Air One tells to come at a different time of day so he can train them how to fly without us taking up time. He watches the other failed flyers try to fly but they aren’t any better than me. Then he dismisses us, telling us to come back tomorrow where he’ll start our first lesson for remedial flying.

“Oh, and, Slipstream, no flying for you until you can fly without visualizing flying. Got it?”

I nod, but part of me wants to say no. Give up flying, give up being a superhero, not hardly, not for me. 
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​Issue 2: To the Locker Room and Beyond!
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After leaving the amphitheater of our shame it was time to go to the locker room along with the rest of the flying impaired superheroes. I didn’t want to go, didn’t want to hear the jibes and insults that’d come my way, fueled as they were by envy. Yeah, I could fly and they couldn’t, and that alone marked me as different. Or so I thought.

“Hey, well, if it isn’t the flyer in our little group of rejects!” one superhero clad entirely in red snidely remarks. 

“Yeah it’s him, but you know I wouldn’t call him Slipstream, no. You know what I’d call him?” another very tall superhero comments. His costume is a mixture of green and aqua blue with no initial, which means he hadn’t earned a superhero name. Although we can choose our superhero names it’s the SHB that authenticates them and lets us wear the initials on our costumes. 

“What would you call him?” the first asks. 

“I’d call him Fartstream, or maybe Boompants, cause he sure let out a boom, didn’t he?” 

Everyone laughs and my face burns as red as the first superhero’s costume, which just made the others laugh more. Another one I couldn’t see calls out to me.

“So you break wind every time you fly, or was that all the hot air coming out of you once you realized Air One wasn’t impressed?” 

I ignore all of them and walked over to my locker. The superhero code always says never stoop to their level and I’m not going to do it here, not in the locker room and not anywhere else. I’m above these so called superheroes and their taunts and I know it. I just wish they would follow the superhero code the way I do.

I get out of my costume and head toward the showers. I’m greeted with cries of Stinkystream along the way. Just what I need, another nickname, another way to bring me down. Some part of me is just glad none of my teammates are there. I don’t know what I’d do if they knew any of those names. Maybe just scream. 

By the time I’m done in the shower, everyone is gone. I’ll see them tomorrow, bright and early for another class of remedial flying. I get into my spare costume, determined to launder the other. As I head out of the SHB building I see a few of the female superheroes who attended the remedial flying course. They point at me and laugh. My head goes down to my chest. I know that story of the blasted fart will follow me around like a stink that just doesn’t leave your nose. 

Rocketman, doing everything a rocket can. William Shatner singing in my mind again. I’ll have to scrap that record by Shatner. Well, I do like his version of Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds. His voice at all the wrong places, yet somehow the song fits better than the original by that obscure band of dancing Beatles. He just had a dynamic nature. Maybe he wasn’t so bad. I resolve to be more like him. After all he’d been a superhero of sorts, on TV, in movies, as a writer and a singer, redefining all the genres with his words and ideas. Some of those ideas were even applied to the SHB, and good ol’ Will is considered to be a paragon of virtue. He lived true to his style, a superhero all the way.

Resolving to stay faithful to Will I decide to head home and relax. Today had been bad, but tomorrow would be better. I get ready to fly, certain that though the old man had forbidden me to fly no one would stop me. I begin to run, flapping my arms, a regular bird.

“Halt. No flying for you. Stop immediately!” a metallic voice calls out. It’s an SHB Droid, and it looks steamed, or so I gather from the curls of moisture rising from its lathered shiny aluminum skin. SHB Droids are robots made specifically to police superheroes and villains. They monitor all powered people and make sure that they follow the superhero or villain code. The SHB apparently already knows that Air One had told me not to fly and all the droids had been downloaded with that information. The droids get downloaded current information on superheroes at least once every hour. As for what the droids look like... 

Now imagine a flying cylinder with two skinny arms. The arms don’t have hands but have prongs on the ends instead. These prongs can electrocute you or shoot you with bullets, or even throw an energy draining netting at you. The cylinder hovers over the ground, using the air as its fuel to push itself around. It has four eyes, all of them red circles. They face in different directions so the droid can see everywhere. 

“Y-you are talking to me, aren’t you?”

“Well it doesn’t look like anyone else is here, does it?” the droid corrosively replies. 

“No. I guess there’s just me.”

“And don’t forget me. I bet you’re one of those fleshes who think we droids don’t have souls, brains or feelings, aren’t you?”

“I-I didn’t say that.”

“Hmmm. Yeah, but you thought it, didn’t you?”

“No, no, I didn’t think at all! What’s this all about anyway?”

“Oh-ho, a wise guy, are you?  Think you can tell me my job, can you? Well, I see how this going right now and let me tell you, Mr. Slipstream, keep up with the attitude and you’re going to get a discrimination charge filed on you. How does that turn your gears?”

I don’t answer, knowing at this point that silence is better than saying a word. He’ll just use it against me, like all droids are inclined to do. They always like to twist your words so they come out on top with a squeaky new shine, bright copper prongs, and a raise for being a good droid and juicing a person for all he’s worth. The SHB make sure they are especially hard on the superheroes, seeing the droids as a way of keeping the superheroes on their toes with their powers checked by the droids.

“The silent treatment, is it? Well let’s get this over with so I can get back to my beat.” The drone starts printing out forms, occasionally fixing me with a beady, suspicious red eye. He wants me to screw up, just like everyone else. Just like those superheroes at the Remedial Flying class. But I won’t do anything other than take it like a superhero.

“Here’s your fine. Enjoy paying it.”

“It can’t be this much. All I did was start running and flapping my arms!”

“Yeah, well, it wasn’t just for the attempt to fly. You seemed a little cheeky to me and unless you want me to add on to the fine, you’d best get your pink butt out of here.”

I fume and consider just frying his circuits. Though a droid can absorb energy, there is only so much that one can take before the circuitry would slag and the droid is fried. One less droid won’t hurt the world, and with all the crap thrown on me, the bastard deserves it. Still I can’t bring myself to do it. It isn’t the superhero thing to do and if I blast him, well, I’m not any better than a supervillain. He is, after all, just doing his job. So I turn around and started walking toward the closest air cab station. I’m going home the mediocre way, no wind in my face, just like an ordinary human, bound to the ground. And with that fine strapped on me I feel even more bound to the ground than usual. Eight hundred creds and that for just trying to fly. I can try to appeal it, but the SHB won’t believe me, not with those droids. The droids never lied or so the SHB maintains. They can access the recording of the droid and when a superhero or villain contests a charge, the recording is used to prove that the droid is correct.

The air cab station isn’t a far walk from the SHB building. It takes me about five minutes to get there, walking past quaint twentieth century houses that look the same. All of them have the same blue paint on the sides and a shingled roof. All the lawns have the prescribed single tree and several bushes. Several of the back yards have small gardens, which the world government allows, believing as it does in the conservation of resources and the avoidance of waste. Since all the oil has been used up, the politicians have quickly realized that wasting the environment further will just ruin everything good they have going for them. That’s why the droids use the air itself as fuel and for that matter all the cars do as well. It’s hover technology, and, unless you happen to use a bike or walk, or if you’re a superhero, you have an air car.

The air cab station is set up to facilitate fast and easy service for the flying impaired. Air cab fares have a standard rate of ten credits per fifteen minutes. The cabs float just slightly off the ground and they are painted a bright yellow, with the words “Air Cab” embossed in green on the sides of the vehicle. The cabs have an arch, like one of those Volkswagon Beetles people used to drive. The world government mass produces that type of model car as its safer than any other model car used in the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. The air cab building is small and white, with several tellers at booths. You go up to them and they give you a number. When your number comes up an air cab is hailed and off you go. A modest five credits goes to the teller for his or her service.

There are lots of people dressed in their ordinary business three-piece suits, all going home or going to work, not even aware of the adventure around them, and right now I am one of them, albeit more colorful. Most of them wore dark blue or black suits, with black hats on top of their heads. Suddenly I see my friend Simon in the crowd holding grocery bags and looking at everyone else furtively, while nervously tapping his foot.

Simon is a guy from China I’ve known since my college days. His actual name is Ju Ge Mao, but since he lives in what was formerly known as the United States he prefers an English name. Simon’s tall and fairly big, built like a tank. He is a master of video games, with incredible eye-hand coordination. Occasionally he and I get together and play Mah Jong. 

“Simon. Simon! Hey it’s me Slipstream!”

Everyone looks over at me as I call his name, and I realize that since there are no superheroes here I stick out with the costume on. A few frown at me, but most of the people turn away and pretend I don’t exist. 

“Uh, hey, Nel-“

“Simon,” I hiss, “its Slipstream in public.”

“Oh yeah, uh hey, Slipstream. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you.”

“Yeah, it’s been over a month. How are you?”

Simon’s mouth turns downward into a frown and his eyes grow dark. He utters one word with such passion that it surprises me for being the word it is.

“Terrible!”  

He emphasizes the T like it’s a thunderbolt crashing down to scatter all these people around us. And perhaps it is. I always wonder with Simon. He slouches down after saying the word and I take a breath before responding. 

“Ahh, I see. Well I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll hope you’re doing better tomorrow.”

Simon takes a deep breath and looks around furtively and then looks over at me. His mouth begins to curl downward again. I wince, ready to hear his next words. He’s usually so quiet, but you know what they all say about the quiet ones snapping, and right now Simon seems ready to snap. I forgot that you never ask Simon how he’s doing, not unless you want an emotional storm. That’s his super power. He’s an empath. He can feel all the emotions of the people around him or her. He can even turn the emotions into energy or send a particular emotion to a person but amplify the feeling so that the person can’t control the emotion.

“I WANT TO BE MEDIOCRE!!!!!!!” he yells. 

All of the humans, and quite frankly myself as well, run for it. An aura of light pulses around him, connecting us to him, and every one of us can suddenly feel every single emotion we’d ever had. That’s what I mean by an emotional storm. All your emotions- happy, sad, hatred, anger, love, any feeling you can think of- and you feel it all at once so you are joyously happy even as you are weeping, and part of you just wants to kill yourself because life is so unbearably depressing. I swear everyone is looking at me; they are all out to get me. That’s sort of what it feels like to be in an emotional storm and hurricane Simon is raging in rare form. He must’ve stored up a bit too much of the emotional energy. 

Now at this point a person might wonder why the empaths aren’t ruling the world. The reason is pretty simple. All those emotions drive empaths buggy. Simon tries to avoid people as much as possible- to the point that he’s rarely ever out among crowds. When he’s out in a crowd he picks up every emotion, making it hard to filter what he feels. When an empath is alone they only receive really strong emotions from themselves, instead of everyone else.

A few minutes later it stops. I look over and see that Simon is on his knees sobbing helplessly like a baby. I don’t envy him his power, or his desire to be mediocre. Sometimes our powers are a curse.

I head toward him quickly knowing he might need my aid, and sure enough I could hear the telltale sound of the droids, about to investigate the scene. I hurry my pace up and get to Simon.

“Simon, get up. The police droids are almost on us. I don’t need another fine, and you don’t need the attention.”

He feebly nods his head and pushes off the ground with his feet. We get a cab teller to hail an air cab for us and hop in quickly.

“Where ya heading?”

“Aldros Street, the Crying Wench bar,” Simon softly utters. 

The cabbie nods and a moment later we are in the air and not a moment too soon as the police droids arrive on the scene. 

“I’m sorry about that, Simon.”

“You should be.”

“Well, I didn’t think. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you.”

“Yeah, too busy being a superhero, hunh?”

“Well, there is that. You never seem to be home anyway,” I say.

“Oh yeah. I’m home, maybe I just don’t like picking up the phone. Ever hear of leaving a message?”

“I suppose I could’ve, but you know how I feel about talking on the phone.”

“Of course I know. I know how you feel about the damn phone, you being a superhero, the whole shebang. You’re a big walking complex. That’s why I never answer the phone, you know. I know it’s you calling.”

“Geez, Simon, that’s rough!”

“Yeah, well, you know I’m an empath, so deal with it. Besides, what I’m telling you is true. You always bring me your troubles. I mean, you’d already had a run in with a droid before you saw me. And then you get me to feel all those emotions in one moment and have to bundle me into this cab. You know how that makes me feel?”

“Not too happy?” I ask.

“Not too happy? I’m furious with you.”

“Hey your stop’s here. The Crying Wench bar. 50 credits,” the cabbie calls out.

“Isn’t that a little expensive for a five-minute drive?” I ask.

“It isn’t when you want my silence,” the cabbie retorts.

I sigh and wave my wrist through the credit charger, while Simon gets out of the cab. The cab lifts off the ground and whooshes away to help another customer.

The Crying Wench bar is a small building squatting in a filthy alleyway. You go there for discretion or to just be alone. The outside is brown brick with a small symbol of a woman crying. The doors are black and the windows are tinted.

I follow Simon into the bar, though I can’t help a shudder as I step through the doors. The place is dark. It smells of cigarette smoke, spilled beer, and the cheap cologne only sleazy men wear. Not the kind of place I like being in and not really fit for a superhero.

Simon takes a seat at the bar and orders a rum and coke. He pats the seat next to him and looks at me. I reluctantly sit down. 

“So here we are now well away from the droid and I’m calmed down, free of all those emotions for right now,” Simon whispers.

“Yeah, I suppose you are. Are you done blowing up at me?”

“Look Slipstream, Nelson, whatever you want to call yourself, I’m not in the mood for your attitude. I can read your emotions and to some degree your mind so I know what’s going on, but I don’t have empathy for heroes these days. Why do you think I avoid that gig? It’s too many problems rolled up into one and I have to feel all those problems. So you can’t fly that well, and I’m sure that sucks, especially with you feeling that it’s better to have powers than to be a normal human being, but I couldn’t care less. I have to feel all the resentment that people have toward superheroes every day.”

“They resent us because we have superpowers,” I say.

“No, they resent you because you destroy property, strut around like you rule the world, and otherwise make fools of yourself. Why do you think the SHB was set up? It’s to let humans know they still have the world by the balls, not us. As for me, I’m not a superhero, villain, or anything else. I’m just another person who works and lives life as it is, without the illusion that someone’s making it better.”

“That’s not an illusion, Simon. Think of all those supervillains and criminals out there. Think of what they could do to any of us without superheroes protecting the world. And don’t tell me you’re a normal human either. You have superpowers, you just don’t use them to benefit mankind like I use mine.”

“Like you use yours? Nelson you can fly, generate energy blasts and control the weather to some degree. What do you actually do? You whine and moan because you can’t fly well. Every damn time I see you it’s the same bitching complaints. As for superheroes in general and how society needs them - well, I have thought of it Nelson, and let me tell you, I wonder if all those supervillains and criminals aren’t a product of having superheroes. Right before the first superhero came out in the early 1950’s crime was at a low, decent rate, but once she came out it skyrocketed. Something I know you know a lot about, what with you being into all the superhero history,” Simon hisses. “And really it’s just an elaborate shell game anyway. Superheroes and villains both have rules, and you’re all policed by the droids and humans.”

I scowl at Simon for a moment. He’s being difficult just because of a question. I can’t and won’t believe that people actually feel this way about us. I never see that at all. I just see hope in the faces of everyone.

He just has to be depressing. Why can’t he ever lighten up?

“Stop feeling that way about me,” Simon says.

“Simon, I’m leaving. Give me a call when you’re more sociable.”

“Yeah, right. Look, Nelson, I’m just telling you the truth, what I feel from other people.”

“You sure of that, Simon? Maybe you’re confusing your own feelings with the feelings you get from others. You might want to think about that.”  

“Bye, Nelson,” Simon says softly and goes back to his drink.

I walk outside. I’m angry, maybe even a little disillusioned. The thought that nobody wants us around. It was preposterous, unheard of. People had been happy in the old days when superheroes came to the rescue. Oh, they complained some about the property damage, but they were happy with us around otherwise. I was sure of it. Of course, when I look at the peoples’ faces I don’t see much friendliness being directed toward me. Only a lot of scowls.

There are no air cabs around so I decide to walk home. No flying anymore until Air One approves me for flight. The thought of no flying...I can’t live without it, but I have to. It starts to rain and I think of how I could easily get past or avoid the rain if I was flying. Instead I am being drenched in water, just like an ordinary person. I am tempted to change the weather, but weather changing had to be approved by the SHB before it can be done. It’s actually fairly easy to change weather if you’re wired into the entire planet’s weather system. You can feel every change in the weather around you, and when you want to change it you have to check the possibilities. If there’s a thirty percent chance it’ll rain before you try and you want it to rain then you factor in the possibility that since moisture does exist in the air you can get the moisture to generate more moisture until rain starts to fall. The only exception to the SHB policy on weather making was if you were in a battle with a supervillain and needed to save yourself or some citizens. 

I get home about a half hour later. The house is just like all the other ones I described earlier, blue siding all around the house, brown shingles on the top. I’m thoroughly drenched. Once I get inside I see I have three video messages on the phone. Probably my mom and maybe Merle.

*Bleeeeeeeep*

An image pops up of a guy wearing goggles and a green helmet.

“Hello Nelson. This is Screaming Fits Jones. We used to go to school tog-“

Oh jeez, that guy. I hit the delete button quickly. Screaming Fits and I used to go to school together. He had been the middle and high school bully. It was a surprise to no one that he ended up being designated as a criminal. I hadn’t seen much of him since high school, even on the occasions when I battled villains. 

I don’t know why he called me or what he wanted. Villains and heroes rarely get together to talk. Villains also have their own code, their own training, everything else about what they can and can’t do, but it’s not as strict as it for us. If you’re a villain you can’t kill, but you can rob places, get into fights, and swear all you want. In fact, you’re supposed to do it if you’re a villain. If you’re a hero you’re supposed to stop the villain, put them in jail, and otherwise show humanity there are heroes there to protect them. 

*Bleeeeeeep*

“Nelson, honey, give me a call when you get home. Tell me all about how your first day at Flying School went.” My mom’s face is youthful, fresh, like she’s no older than me. She’s in her early forties and has been using a new drug that de-ages people. This means she has no wrinkles around the eyes or on the face or anywhere else on the body. You feel like a twenty year old, she tells me. Only the richest can afford it, but she comes from old money and the finances are handled real well by the accountants. Her hair is a platinum shade and it tumbles down her shoulders. She can shoot lasers from them, which is just one of her super powers. 

*Bleeeeeeeep*  

“This is the SHB Fine Collection Office. You owe us 800 credits. You have until tomorrow to pay us for your fine.” No face, just a gray screen. They no longer show faces after an incident where a superhero was fined for swearing and, after being reminded by video mail she decided to take it out on the clerk who’d sent the mail. I sighed and waved my wrist by the slot by the phone. Instantly eight hundred credits were wired to the SHB’s fine office. No more fine, but 800 less credits.

*Bleeeeeeeep*

No more messages. It’s time to eat, relax, and forget about this day if possible. Though doing that tomorrow, in class, would be impossible. 

Just a few minutes after I sit down, the phone rings again. I turn on the vid screen and Mom’s face appears. She looks cross, a crimson stain spreading across the paleness.

“There you are, Nelson. Why didn’t you call me when you got in?”

“Mom, I just got in and was going to relax for a bit.”

“Nonsense! When I call you I expect you to call me as soon as you get in, before dealing with anything else. I heard about today.”

“What did you hear, Mom?” My mom is in the elite of the SHB, helping to make policies and insure heroes do their jobs, so I’m not surprised she heard.

“The fine and the class. I didn’t think you could embarrass this family any further than you had before, but I guess I was wrong. I wonder if you’ll ever do us credit.”

“Mom, I’m trying to do the best I can. Why can’t you support me?”

“Why? Nelson, it should be obvious, but then this doesn’t surprise me with you. Look at your sisters and brother. They’re making the family proud by being superheroes. None of them have problems flying or controlling their other powers. Only you do.”

“Well I have had a lot to live up to and it’s not easy, mother. I’m doing the best I can, but with all this negativity from you, it doesn’t help me. You always were harder on me than on any of the others.”

“Oh, don’t start that whining argument, Nelson. You always fall back on the excuse of me being hard on you. You’re just like your father. He couldn’t control his powers too well either. If it weren’t for the fact that I knew I had you from my body, I’d swear you came from another woman. Even so, you take after your father more, with your sniveling and your inability to fly. He was the same way,” she said dismissively.

“Don’t speak badly of my father. You’re always so critical of him, but he did a lot for us.”

Mom sniffs. “Don’t be so sure of that. In any case, none of this matters. What does matter is this, Nelson:  If you don’t get your act together, no more credits, no more home, and no more help from me. I’m tired of dealing with your foolishness. You have one last chance so don’t blow it at flying school, and don’t get another fine.”
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​Issue 3: Love is a Bee Sting
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I breathe a sigh of relief after my mother gets off the vidphone. She and I always argue because she’s embarrassed by my failure as a superhero. I just don’t like the pressure she puts on me. But this time she sounds really angry. It was just as well she doesn’t know about the incident with Simon. She disapproves of my friendship with him, despite the fact he has powers. I can just hear her nagging me about him...

“He lives like a human. You shouldn’t associate with someone who wishes he was mediocre. That’s probably why you can’t fly.”

I eat a quick meal and collapse into bed. My bedroom is small, containing just my bed and some drawers for my clothing. It’s been a rotten day and tomorrow isn’t looking up for me. I had just turned off the light when the vidphone rings again. I sit up, dreading another call from my mother. Perhaps she found out about Simon. I could just imagine being told I no longer have money, a house, or anything and I shiver. The phone rings a couple more times before I get up and answer it. If it’s Mom, well I’ll just have to deal with her. 

I stumble into the kitchen and turn on the monitor for the phone before picking up the receiver. On the other end is...Merle. Not my mother. I breathe a sigh of relief and then speak.

“H-hello, Merle.”

“Hello yourself, Nelson. Why didn’t you call me tonight? You always call me, but you didn’t call me tonight.”

“I had a bad day and was really tired, Merle.”

“Tired? Well what about me, what about my needs, Nelson? Lately you haven’t been showing me much attention. You know I need to be entertained.”  

“Merle, look I can’t talk right now. I’m sorry I haven’t been around as much. I’ve just had a lot on my mind.”

“Sounds like you’re acting self-obsessed again. I thought we got past that. You know I don’t like going out with a boy who is self-centered.”

Yep, you guessed it. Merle is my girlfriend, though she makes it sound like it’s a privilege for me to be going out with her. My mom also thinks it’s a privilege that Merle is going out with me. She has good breeding and super powers befitting a true elite superhero. My mom tells me I’m lucky Merle is interested in me. Right now, I’m not so sure that’s true. I mean the sex is amazing, the best I’ve ever had, and she’s really hot, but we really don’t have much in common other than being superheroes.  

“Merle I’m not self-obsessed. I’m tired. I’ve had a bad day and I can’t deal with this right now. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Hey, wait, Nelson. You don’t go until I tell you to go.”  

“Goodnight.”  

I hang up the receiver and turn off the monitor. She looks rather shocked. Usually I don’t do that. Instead I listen to her tell me what she’s done to save the world or who she saved. She never really seems interested in me. When we get together, it’s always about what she wants to do and if I want to do something it’s considered to be massively inconvenient. It makes me wonder if she wants to be with me for me or for my family name. I try not to think of that as I go to bed, but it’s just another worry to add on and, needless to say, lots of worries make for a long night of restless sleep.

***********
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I wake up around seven in the morning. After I eat breakfast and shower I check the vidphone for messages. Only one message and it’s an angry one from Merle. She’s very pretty when she’s angry. Her brown eyes flash. Her super power is the ability to shift dimensions and even take on different dimensional rules than the ones we have. Think of her powers like this: There are dimensions of reality that most people can’t access. Merle is one of those people who can access such a dimension. She can use its physical rules in this dimension, but those rules only apply to her and 250 feet around her. So she can make herself light as a feather and fly if she uses a dimension that doesn’t place much importance on gravity as a rule of nature. Or she can make a bad guy lose his powers if she accesses a dimension where the laws of nature supporting that kind of power don’t exist. 

I delete the message, not wanting to hear her angry at me over my very real need for solitude. I begin to exercise, taking my stress out in the motions I execute with my hands and feet. I am one of the few superheroes who doesn’t rely on just his super powers to get him through the day. Of course, in my case that’s more by necessity than desire. I can’t fly and the other powers I have are weather-related, and the SHB frowns on manipulation of the weather. Even so, the exercises feel good. A few kicks take a lot of stress out of you. 

I finish the exercises with my meditation, focusing on flying. Air One might not think visualization is a good idea, but I know it is. I feel as if every time I visualize flying I’m that much closer to flying better than I was before. My meditation is pretty simple really. I lie down and just close my eyes and take some deep breaths and let my imagination take me to the clouds. I float for a while and then I come down. I know it’s simple, but for me it’s important.

After that I get into my costume and head out. I call a cab to take me to SHB.

“Hey, how are you doing?”

“I’m fine,” I reply. 

The cabbie looks at me. He’s a short man, with a squashed face, watery blue eyes and a black mustache. His cab smells of cigarette smoke and hotdogs. He sniffs for a moment, as he studies me.

“Where to, superhero?”

“Ah, I need to go to the SHB.”

“What, you can’t fly?”

“Actually, yes, I can’t.”

“A superhero who can’t fly? I never heard of that. Well I’ll take you over.”

“Thanks.”  

He starts driving, occasionally glancing over at me, but not saying anything. He doesn’t have to though. My face is beet red. I can’t believe this is happening. I can imagine that he’s wondering why the hell I’m not flying to work.

“So how long you been a superhero?”

“Uhm, well about five years.”

“Really? I thought this was your first day. Why aren’t you flying to the SHB?”

“I’m not allowed. I’m not a good flyer and so until I can fly the SHB doesn’t want me up in the air.”

“Oh. Hmm never heard of that. How come you have trouble flying?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. I can do it if I visualize, but the instructor wants me to just be able to fly without distractions, but when I try that way, it just doesn’t feel right.”

“If it doesn’t feel right, then you have to honor that. Have you told the instructor that?”

“I’ve tried but he’s pretty old school.” I find myself warming up to the driver. It’s nice to have someone who wants to listen and seems to care.

“Those old school types, you gotta watch them. They think they know everything, but sometimes you need to do things differently. Like take me for instance. I drive all over this town and I bet you’d think I go the same routes every day.”

“Yeah that’d make sense.” I say.

“I don’t though. I purposely go different routes each day. I do it to keep myself sharp. Plus, it lets me see different parts of this town and meet all kinds of people, like you.”

“Good point. I’m glad we’ve met today. You made my day better.”

The cabbie smiles at me from the rearview mirror. “Happy to help out, my friend. Well, here we are. Five credits.”

I slide my wrist over the slot on a black hand-held credit machine that the cabbie holds and get out, straightening my back and standing tall. Today will be different. Most of my fellow students-of-shame are also getting out of cars. For a moment I feel some kinship with them. We’re all in this together.

We head inside, me going quickly for the domed coliseum. Then I hear a voice tauntingly call out.

“Well, well, if it isn’t my favorite student, Slipstream. Are you ready to start flying for real this time?”

The rest of the students laugh as I face my newest nemesis, Air One.

“I am ready to fly.”

“I can’t hear you.”

“I am ready to fly, sir.”

“Close, but that ain’t the right answer either. Now again.”

I sigh and answer, “I am ready to fly for real, sir?” 

“That’s correct. You want to know why?”

I don’t answer, too embarrassed by this dressing down I’m getting.

“Hey, class, you wanna know why?”

“Yes, sir!”

Air one gives me a cruel smile, savoring for a moment how I’m feeling. He speaks to the class and me slowly, savoring each word and looking at me and the class to see the effect of the words on us.

“Slipstream, here, well he’s going to fly for real for one simple reason. And here it is: His mommy called me and told me that if he uses any of that visualization crap to fly, to flunk him out of class. And you know what that means, don’t you? He isn’t going to be no damn superhero. What do you think of that, class? His mommy!!”

They all laugh, even the jetpack heroes – especially the jetpack heroes. Air One looks over at me and he can see that I’m angry, but I know he isn’t worried.

“And what about you, Slipstream? How do you feel about this?”  

I don’t respond, really can’t respond because this is just too much. I turn around and walk out. I hear Air One call my name but I don’t give a crap, because this is the final straw for me. Love’s a bee sting, let me tell you. It hurts a lot, burns in fact, and those you love, well, you better believe they hurt you. That my mother could humiliate me like this, by having Air One put on a public display, it just makes me want to crawl in a hole and die from shame. 

I walk outside, oblivious to the people around me. All I know is my anger and those words. I get outside of the SHB and take a deep breath of fresh air. I need it and grab it like a drowning sailor grabs a line of rope thrown to him. Another deep breath follows as I seek to visualize that cloud, my cloud nine. I relax and my anger seems to seep away. Right then I feel a hand clap down on my shoulder.

“Geez, Slipstream, you just blew right out of there.” 

It is Air One. He gives me a sympathetic look.

“Seems I upset you a bit much, but your mom told me to do that. Said you had to know exactly where you stand with her.”

“And you had to do it in public?” I say through clenched teeth.

“Actually, yes I did. Your mom has some power here. Now if I were you I’d scoot right back into the coliseum and learn to fly.”

“Yeah.”

I let myself be guided back in. My mother rules my life and I can’t deny that. I can’t imagine life as a mundane human. I can’t imagine life in any other fashion. Could you if the life you knew was that of a superhero? 

When we get back inside, none of the other costumes are laughing. They just look at me quietly, surprised that I came back. I can’t tell them that I don’t have a choice in the matter. I doubt they’d understand that this is the family trade and leaving the class, well that would disgrace the family. Mom wouldn’t like it and there goes my lifestyle, everything I know. I’d have to be something other than a hero. I shudder just thinking about it. 

“Well class, our favorite hero is back. Now let’s all concentrate on flying.”

************
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“Nelson, are you listening?” Air One asks. Air One is at a blackboard, creating a diagram. 

I nod my head, although both he and I know I’m not really listening. I want to fly, but listening to someone lecture isn’t going to get me any closer to flying. 

Air One continues to talk about how flying manifests differently for different people. It seems to me that he doesn’t really know what he’s talking about, like he was reading a description of our powers from a textbook. The human scientists research how our powers work for us, but they’re about the only people who know how our powers work. They never tell us exactly where our powers came from or why they manifest the way they do. They aren’t allowed to tell us. It’s part of the original agreement made by the SHB when the super humans agreed to work with them.  

At the end of the day, I’m just glad to leave. None of the other superheroes call me a name or say anything to me. Outside it is raining again and I just want to go home, but there isn’t a taxi around. I start to walk when I hear my name yelled. I look around, but I can’t see who called me. 

“Up here, Nelson.”

I recognize her voice. It’s Merle. She’s wearing her costume, a maroon cape with a blue top and bottom. Very stylish according to her. 

“So you finally got done with the class. Do you have any idea how long I have been waiting for you?”

“I didn’t even know you were waiting for me.”

“Hmmph! That is so like you, so wrapped up with yourself you don’t even realize that I took time out of my day to wait for you.”

“How long were you waiting?”

“About a half hour.”

“That isn’t long at all.”

“It’s long enough for me, Nelson.”

“So why’d you even bother to wait?”

“I was dropping off a couple of villains for re-education at the SHB.”

I am still looking up at her. She loves to fly and isn’t bothering to come down to Earth. She does an occasional loop de loop or whirls around in the air for a couple seconds. I could tell from her expression that she’s wondering why I don’t come to her.   

“Who were the villains?” I asked.

“Hmm? Oh, the villains; no one you’d know. Come up here. I’m tired of looking down at you.”

“Uh...I’m not allowed to fly at all Merle, not until I pass the class and can fly any time I want.”

“Why not?”

“My teacher’s orders.”

“You mean I have to come down there to talk with you or do anything else for that matter?”

“Yeah.” 

Merle shakes her head in amazement for a moment.

“It seems like I have to deal with your hang-ups all the time, Nelson. I’m not sure I want to for much longer.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I was thinking about this today as I fought those villains. You seem to be a real liability to the superhero community. Why, I bet you are one of the reasons for the rise in property value. You’re always so self-obsessed that you hardly seem to know what you’re doing.”

“T-that’s not true at all. I’m just dealing with a lot of problems right now.”

“If that’s the case you should get some counseling. As for what I’m saying, I guess I’m telling you that we aren’t going out anymore. You haven’t really been satisfying me lately in any way or form.”

“You could be a little more understanding. I want to spend time with you, but I have to get some of these situations out of the way.”

“Oh, these situations of yours. That’s always your excuse for your narcissism. You can’t ever take responsibility and admit that you’re too busy with yourself to deal with me!”

“You are the one who’s self-obsessed, not me!  I have some problems to deal with, but if I didn’t I’d be spending time with you.”

“Come off it, Nelson. Calling me self-obsessed when I’ve been there to listen to you whine about your problems, but you have no time to hear what’s happening in my life.”

“Merle, it isn’t that simple. I haven’t really told you any of my problems lately.”

“Oh, but you have before.”

“Yeah, and so have you. I listened then, but right now I have to put myself first.”

“Well, you do that, but you can forget about having me in your life,” Merle says.

“If that’s what you want. I’ll be sad, but I have to do what’s best for me right now.”

“By the way Nelson, I lied when I said you didn’t know all the villains.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. I’m not going to tell you who the person is though. Instead I’ll let you find out up close and personal. Besides, I think some re-education might help you with your selfishness. It’s my way of showing you that I care about you and that I want you to live up to your family name and to what I know you can be. Or to put it another way, you’ve been acting suspicious and I think you’re working for supervillains.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“It’s called set-up and plot,” she said.

Merle smiles cryptically and then screamed several times. A bolt of light flashes around her. Suddenly I see several droids race toward us, and with a sinking feeling I realized that Merle has set me up for a fall.

“What is the crime here?”

“This supervillain attacked me,” Merle sobs. She points at me.

“Nothing happened,” I say. 

“Yeah right, supervillain. They all say that,” The lead droid replies.

A crowd of humans and superheroes alike was gathering. I can hear boos and catcalls.

“Damn supervillain. If it weren’t for you we wouldn’t have all these insurance problems! How could you attack a defenseless woman?” I hear someone, likely a non-powered person, yell out.

One of the droids cuffs me with power draining wrist bars. I look over at Merle and see her brown eyes bright with spiteful joy. She shrewishly smiles at me and then tells the droid her fabricated story. The other droid leads me inside the SHB when I see her take off and meet with a twinkling light in the distance. Who I can’t tell, but it’s clear they had planned something out.

The droid pushes me past a crowd of heroes, including some from my class. They shake their heads in disbelief. Air One stops the droids for a moment.

“What’s going on here? Why do you have my pupil under arrest?”

“Pupil? He’s a supervillain, Air One. He was attacking a superhero outside the SHB.”

“Is that true, Slipstream?”

“No Air One. I didn’t attack Merle. She just broke up with me.”

“Quiet, supervillain,” one of the droids says.

“Officers, I’m sure there has been a mistake” Air One says.

“There is no mistake. His energy signature was on the superhero. He attacked her.”

“His energy signature?”

“Yes, he used his weather powers against her. We could sense that lightning had been zapped at her and it has his precise genetic energy signature. This genetic energy signature allows us to differentiate who did what at different scenes of crime. Each hero and villain when using their powers has a genetic uniqueness that we droids can sense through spectral, thermal, and DNA sensors. All the data we have downloaded on the superhumans includes the genetic energy signature of all superhumans catalogued.”

“I did n- ,“ I start to say but I’m cut off as one of the droids electrocutes me. I scream and my head droops to my chest.

“Enough Air One. Do not seek to stop us in our duty.”

Air One steps out of the way, with a worried expression on his face. I’m surprised by that but can’t say anything. My muscles are spasming out of control. Two droids carry me by the arms into the remedial center for the SHB.
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​Issue 4: The Trial of Nelson
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Two days after being arrested for something I didn’t do and I still can’t believe I’ve been arrested. I keep hoping when I peek up from my hands that I will be somewhere else, but every time I look up I’m still in this dingy, gray cell with seven other people. There is no light bulb in the room so the sun gives us what light we have. The walls are off-white, the light streaming through the window giving this place a washed out appearance of life and death, black and white with lots of gray in between. I am in a gray section, just like my life. 

“Is he still blubbering?” I hear one of my reluctant cellmates shrilly ask. 

“No, he seems resigned to this now.” A more guttural voice says. 

“Well his head is still in his hands.”

“So what, who cares? Let him pretend we don’t exist. At least it’s quiet now. He isn’t crying for his mom anymore like he was for the last day or so.”

We’ve been stuck in this room for a day and a night and now today. There have been more people in here, but the judge had worked his way through the prisoners, leaving just us to his mercy. 

The cell door opens and a voice speaks, “Brian Rose, Sylvia Marquette, please come out. It’s time to be judged.”

Two people rise and walk out. I don’t see who they are, just focusing on my feet.

The door bangs shut and I can hear the judge yelling for quiet and all the people to rise. 

“Hey man, when are you going to take your head out of your hands and face reality?” says a soft, silky voice. I look up and see a thin, somewhat effeminate man. His nose is a small point on his face. His eyes are green, his hair short and black. He has a small chin and quivering thin lips. The way he moves is very pointed, calling attention to itself. His clothing are equally as bizarre. He wears purple pants and a red button shirt. His shoes are green. I look and don’t see any sigil that would identify him as a hero or a villain. Just an eccentric.  

“See that’s more like it.”

He sits down beside me and familiarly pats my thigh. I edge away a bit and he stops.

“You don’t like men, eh?”

“Not really. Why are you bothering me?”

“I’m just tired of seeing a slouched over shape with his head in his hands. It really depresses me and I think it’s depressing the others.”

“And I’m supposed to care?”

“The way you are dressed and the rumors I heard you’re a superhero, so yeah, you better damn well care.”

“Screw you, man. I don’t have to give a darn about you or anyone else in this room. I’ve been framed and if I want to sulk I can. If it depresses you then deal with it. Don’t tell me how I should act.”

“Oh, listen to Mr. Self-pity here. You’re a superhero and all you superheroes are supposed to be models of behavior for the rest of us lowly plebes, so why not show us how it’s done, hero?”

I don’t reply. He’s either mocking me or he’s expecting me to take on the hero’s burden, to be the light in the room and model the right behavior. Right now I don’t want to be a hero. I look away and he continues, “Man I’ll tell you what I like and you better wise up to it.”

“How are you going to make me wise up?”

The eccentric is about to respond when someone else speaks up.

“Stop razzing the hero, Alie. Obviously, he’d prefer to drown in his own tears.” 

Alie gets up and shoots me a disdainful glance. I hardly notice, looking over at the other prisoner who spoken up in my defense.

“Oh, don’t go thinking I’m your friend. I just think if people want to be left alone, they should be left alone. Speaking of which, leave me alone.” She glares at me and after a moment I awkwardly look out the cell window.

The cell door opens again and the voice speaks, “Nelson Eberly, your case is up.”

I stand up, and I feel my stomach quiver in fear. Now I know it’s real, now I know I’ll be tried for something I haven’t done. Tears begin to form at my eyes but I determinedly brush them away, wishing to show dignity to the court and to the people who will see me on video. I walk to the door and then out into the courtroom.

***********
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The courtroom has about fifty people sitting in the wooden benches. I don’t know who most of these people are, but I recognize my mother and Air One. My mother doesn’t look directly me. She somehow manages to not even look upset or distressed that I’m about to be tried. Her face is smooth and inscrutable. Air One, on the other hand, looks worried. 

Air One nods at me as I come in the room. I nod back and then reach the desk and face myself toward the judge. The judge is a stern looking man. He’s bald, old and wearing black robes. His hands are wiry and hold the gavel with a strong grip. He sits on a large chair with arms that look like a throne. A pink tongue licks his lips anxiously. Beady, blue eyes peer at me, sizing me up like an eagle looking for its breakfast. 

I briefly glance over at the prosecution. There’s a lawyer and Merle. The lawyer has sharp features and is brimming with confidence. His mouth is turned upward in a smile as he flirts with Merle. Merle sees me look over and smiles spitefully at me. She then politely laughs at a remark the lawyer makes to her. I turn my head away and grimace to myself. She doesn’t feel a thing, doesn’t feel bad that she has betrayed me and that only makes the pain worse. 

“Quiet in the court!” the judge yells with a loud, quavering, shrill voice. Everyone quiets down. “Now all rise for the honorable judge Gary Willard,” he softly says, and everyone rises.

I’m already on my feet. I just wait as he mentions a couple other things and then beginning formalities are out of the way. It’s court time.

“Now Nelson, why don’t you have a lawyer?” Judge Gary asks me.

“I wasn’t given one, your honor.”

“Damn straight you weren’t!! And do you know why you weren’t given one?”

“No.”

“Don’t interrupt me! That was a rhetorical question!” the judge screams. I flinch as does everyone in the room.

“I’ll tell you why,” Judge Gary continues. “The reason is that you are guilty until proven innocent in this court of law and none of us feels like wasting a lawyer on your miserable ass. Hell, this case won’t take more than ten minutes. Prosecutor, present your case.”

“Yes, your Honor. My client, Merle Hoyen was attacked by the defendant, Nelson Eberly. The droid who arrested Nelson scanalysis what occurred and has evidence to back my claim up.”

“You see, boy? Five minutes.” The judge snaps his fingers at me. “However, for the entertainment of the audience and myself let’s first talk with the witnesses. Lawyer, call your first one up.”

“Your Honor, I call Merle Hoyen to the stand.”

Merle saunters forward to a small chair by the Judge’s podium. He leers at her and she awkwardly returns a smile. 

“Ms. Hoyen,” the lawyer begins, “what can you tell me about the incident that occurred to you on the day of October seventh?”

“I had just dropped off a supervillain at the holding center and had seen Nelson coming out of his remedial flying class. I flew down to greet him and we talked for a moment. He was irritable about being in remedial flying. I told him he just had to bear with it and he told me I should be one to talk because I could fly. It was then I told him...” She pauses for dramatic effect and the judge plays on the drama.

“Told him what?”

“I told him we had to break up. He’s always so moody and so self-obsessed I just couldn’t take it anymore.”

“And what did he do Miss Hoyen?” the lawyer asked.

“He took it badly. First, he yelled at me and then, when he saw he wasn’t getting his way, he attacked me, trying to fry me with a bolt of lightning. Fortunately, I was able to defend myself and the droids came over quickly and arrested him.”

“I see. No further questions your Honor.”

“Alright, you may step down.”

“Wait a minute,” I say. “Don’t I get to question her as well?”

The judge chuckles and then says, “You evidently haven’t been listening. Must be that self-centeredness your ex was talking about. I told you no one paid a lawyer for your miserable ass, and if you don’t have a lawyer you can’t cross examine anyone. And as no one hired a lawyer for you, well, my boy, you are fucked. That’s why I told you that you were guilty.”

“It’s hard to believe that you won’t even give me a chance to prove my innocence.”

“Be that as it may, you have to understand that in the eyes of the legal system you are guilty until proven innocent. After all, you’re a superhero, and when you became a superhero you signed a contract with the state, the superhero code, and you told the state, and therefore the people, that you would abide by certain models of behavior. However, for my entertainment and the people here I’ll let you question the defendant, but only because I believe that you believe that you’re innocent. Now ask your questions,” the judge rasped.

“Ms. Hoyen, can you tell me exactly what I said the day you broke up with me?”

Merle looks a bit startled. She really isn’t expecting that she’d be questioned. She looks at the judge and he nods encouragingly to her.

“You told me that I was self-obsessed and selfish to demand that you spend more time with me. You told me I shouldn’t break up with you, but instead give you more time.”

“And what did you say?”

“I said no and then...then you attacked me!” Merle starts to cry and the judge scowls at me.

“Look at what you just did. This is why I don’t want you to cross-examine the witness. It’s obvious that you’ve psychologically scarred her.”

I just nod at the judge. He isn’t right, but I can see that he and so many others are caught up in her lies. I wonder why they even continue with this mockery of a trial. I watch Merle get off the stand. She looks fixedly ahead and I follow her gaze. My mom gives a stiff nod at her and suddenly I realize they cooked this farce up together. But no one will believe me. 

“Call your next witness lawyer.”

“I call Jack Saders to the stand.”

A man, Jack, walks up and sits down, looking at all of us with a condescending smirk on his face. He’s dressed in a suit and must be one of the ‘witnesses that happened to be nearby.’

“So, Jack what can you tell us about the incident that happened on October seventh?”

“I saw the superheroine over there talking heatedly with the defendant. She was telling him she wanted to break it off and he was objecting. Then, as she went to leave, he tried to fry her with a lightning bolt.”

“Are you absolutely sure that’s what you saw?”

“Yes,” Jack says. 

The lawyer puffs his chest up and says, “As you can see it’s not just a matter of he said, she said. I’m done questioning Jack, your honor.”

“Very well, step down from the stand. Unless you want to question him?” The judge asks me.

I shake my head no. I have a feeling that anything I ask will be used against me. 

“Your Honor, I have one last witness to call in, the droid who arrested the defendant.”

“Bring him in.”

The droid floats into the courtroom from the large entrance door and over to the stand.

“What is your designation, droid?” the lawyer asks.

“Designate 1204.”

“Designate 1204, did the power signature around Merle Nelson belong to Eberly’s?”

“Affirmative. Scanalysis was accurate to 99% that the power signature was Nelson Eberly aka Slipstream.”

“Do you have a recording of this scanalysis?” The lawyer asks.

“I do.”

The droid pulls out a disk with a red light on it and hands it to the lawyer. The lawyer pushes the red light and it displays my energy signature.

“Your Honor I’d like to submit this sensor as well as readings recorded of Nelson’s power by the SHB.”

“I’d like to see a printout of the droid’s scanalysis,” the judge shrills.

Designate 1204 prints out the scanalysis from a horizontal bar on its body. The judge rips the paper off and compares it to the sensor and the SHB’s report on my power signature. I should explain that the SHB tests our power signature once every year to have an accurate method of tracking us by our energy emissions. Or in this case to use in a court case.

“I don’t suppose I’ll get to see any of this?” I plaintively ask.

The judge guffaws and beckons me over. I look at the scanalysis and the sensor reading. The energy signature looked the same and I can see in both cases the name Nelson Eberly on the right-hand corner of the sensor display screen and the droid print out.

After looking over all the information for a few more minutes the judge seems to come to a decision. I already know what the decision is...I’m sure everyone does.

“Well after several minutes of serious debate with myself I have come to a decision, Mr. Eberly. That decision was not easy for me to make an-“

“Now hold on for a minute. Before you decide this person’s fate I’d like to speak on his behalf,” Air One says.

Judge Willard is livid and is about to say something but Air One continues.

“I know it’s probably not my place to speak here, but Nelson Eberly is innocent of these charges. The reason is quite simple he doesn’t have full control over his powers. He is going to school so that he can achieve better control of those powers.”

“As it is,” Air One continues, “Nelson isn’t a bad person. He’s much like any of the other people I teach in that he wants to be a hero and he is genuine about being a hero. He has been heroic as the records can show when he helped bring down some of the supervillains that have plagued this city. I suppose in some ways Nelson is pretty much like any other hero, a normal person with special powers and he uses those powers for right. Now maybe, just maybe he slipped up here, but that shouldn’t be a reason to condemn him. I’ll admit he may not stand out in the minds of the people as being heroic. Some might even wonder how he’s even worthy of being a hero seeing as how he’s an ordinary person with powers, but I know he’s a hero by his willingness to try and better himself with his powers. He’s a hero because he follows the superhero code of conduct.”

Air One sits down. I am touched by what he’s said.

“Be that as it may, Air One, I am still going to go with my original verdict, which is-“

“Let me guess,” I say, “I’m guilty.”

“Don’t interrupt me or spoil the surprise, dammit!” The judge shrieks. He pounds on his gavel and designate 1204 comes menacingly closer to me, his prongs eagerly juicing up with energy.

“You, sir, are guilty!” Judge Gary says with relish. “You are guilty of interrupting me and you are guilty of assaulting this young woman. And since you seem to know the verdict you must already know just how guilty you are. You broke the superhero code when you attacked Ms. Hoyen so I’m going to send you to a place where your attitude and your powers can be adjusted. I’m sentencing you to the SHB’s special education center, the DCA, where this attitude of yours will be fixed up right away. No more interruptions and no more assaults. Have anything to say to that?”

“Would it matter if I did?” I say, slouching as I hear the sentence.

“Not really, but it might amuse the viewer at home.”

“I have nothing to say other than that I was framed.”

“That’s a laugh! Get his sorry ass out of here and start the next case.”

Designate 1204 pipes up and asked, “May I take him personally into the center?”

The judge impatiently nods and the droid floats over and painfully latches onto my arms. 

“Move it superhero,” the droid scornfully says.

He pushes me forward, but I manage to keep my feet. I look around at the courtroom, but both my mom and Air One are gone. Merle watches me being escorted out and smirks at me.

The droid escorts me outside to a hover van. It pushes me into the back of the van and then shocks me once the doors are closed. I cry out in pain and the droid giggles.

“No one can hear you, bag of flesh.”  

“Why shock me? I’m cooperating.”

“I felt like it and I wanted to make sure you didn’t try and use your powers.”

“I have power shackles on” I protest.

“Oh, I hadn’t noticed.” 

“You liar!”  

Designate 1204 electrocutes me again.

“Silence meat shield! You should worry less about my lying to you and more about your future.”

The rest of the ride is in silence. Designate 1204 leads me out of the van and I see before me a hill with a black iron door in the middle of it. Designate 1204 lead me to the doors and they open. He prods me onto an elevator that takes me deeper into the ground. When it stops and the doors open I see a hallway of brick with very dull yellow lights lining the ceilings. It’s hard to see. There’s a smell of mustiness and human odor and I realized that people are being kept here. Designate 1204 leads me to a cell and pushes me inside, shackling me to the wall. I see the cell holds another occupant.

When the droid leaves I look over at my new roommate and ask, “So how long have you been here?”

I don’t get a response and soon begin talking to myself. It’s better than the silence.
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​Issue 5: Remedial Remedies
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I wake up with a start. It’s been a while (I don’t know how long exactly) since the droids put me here and the entire time I feel like I’m walking on eggshells. I’m in the remedial center for supervillains and superheroes gone rogue. 

“The droids and the SHB believe I’m a superhero gone rogue, but that really isn’t it. I have to tell myself that quite a bit to be sure of it. My ex-girlfriend did this to me, out of spite. She was breaking up with me and wanted to stain my sterling reputation, though with me it isn’t hard. I can’t really fly. I’m not a superhero. I’m a super zero,” I babble to my reluctant cell mate for perhaps the hundredth time. 

He's a small-time supervillain who got caught before his career could really go anywhere, or at least that’s what he told me the first time we exchanged stories. He rolls his eyes at my discussion but is too tired to tell me to shut up. 

In the Remedial Center they try to break us by beating us physically and mentally. The droids shock us, the telepaths fry our brains and the entire time there is nothing we can really do. We’re in jail cells that dampen our powers. Even trying to do something remotely super powerish is impossible. It’s like a human lifting a mountain. It can’t happen. I’ve already heard one supervillain break. And they are all supervillains here, except for me. I am a superhero. I’ve saved lives and upheld the status quo of society. I have to believe that I’ll be found innocent despite what my girlfriend did. Surely the telepaths can see that? Surely they can see the good deeds I did, such as the time I stopped Whirl Top from killing an innocent man when he refused to give him access codes into the SHB computer system. Or another time when I used my weather powers to stop drought in one of the bigger farming communities in the mid-west of North America.

The supervillain that broke was a terrifying sight to behold. He was the Blank Magenta, a villain who could blank spaces of reality out, which basically means he could cause sections of reality to disappear temporarily. For instance, you have a brick wall and Blank Magenta comes along. He puts his hand against the brick wall and suddenly the wall isn't there. He can now walk into whatever the brick was blocking and take whatever he wants. He apparently killed a couple superheroes by blanking them out of existence, but mostly used his powers to steal money. 

You would have thought he’d use his powers for more than getting money, but apparently he was the worst kind of villain there is, a former hero who’d gotten into a lot of debt with the credit companies and turned to crime to get himself out of debt. The droids finish shocking him and suddenly he begins to sob like a lost child. Tears just cascade from his beady green eyes and fall onto his thin, narrow, ratlike face. He screams for half hour claiming that he hadn’t killed the heroes, he’d just temporarily moved them to another dimension and that they had come back. Eventually the droids come around and unshackle him from the wall.

Then my cell-mate starts screaming, “Stop! Just stop! I can’t take hearing any more of the dribble! Being in here with this guy is worse than all the other torture you’ve put me through.”

I blink, wondering for a moment if he’s referring to me, but decide he must be tired of the psionic assault on his mind. One of the droids comes over to investigate and shocks my cell mate, but he still won’t stop yelling. It unlocks his manacles, slugs him in the belly and hoists him over its shoulder. I imagine it’s his time. 

Soon after I feel the psionic probing. It’s a weird feeling, a kind of tingling in the brain. At times it feels pleasurable and at other times it feels painful. A telepath can scan your memories and cause you to relive particularly painful ones. I’d relived all my painful high school memories and of course the two days before I got arrested. The idea is to break you down, deconstruct who you are. When it’s really painful I imagine the dentist with his drill as the most comparable physical pain I can think of. The pleasure I occasionally get is not from any memories, but rather just an intense stimulation of my endorphins and it reminds me of the moment right before a person orgasms while having sex, when every bit of feeling is at its peak and you feel like you are one with everything. I think that the psionic probes are trying to stimulate thoughts that will show them how I rebelled against society, but of course they won’t find any because I am a superhero. I would never violate the code of superheroes.

Being alone in that room doesn’t make me want to keep talking so I quiet down and begin thinking about Blast Off and how she had survived being a POW during World War 2, before she got her powers. She had been captured in the Pacific theatre and when the atom bomb was detonated she was far enough away to avoid a lethal dose of radiation, but she could suddenly fly and shoot bolts from her hands. She had busted out of the prison and freed the other prisoners and then flown back to the U.S, where she started her career as a superhero. I have recorded interviews of her talking about how she survived the prison, and one of things she did was focus on something that she wanted to change in her life. She would plan out what those changes would be in elaborate details in her mind.

After a long time of being shocked and probed I have to admit I’m feeling pretty grungy. My suit doesn’t sparkle so much and in fact the purple is beginning to look a drab gray. If I’m ever released I know I’ll have to be refitted for a costume, something mother won’t be too happy about. Since I don’t know when I’ll be let out and I haven’t heard from her on when she'll get me out I begin to imagine what my suit will look like. 

Some sequins, a bit of blue, maybe some black dots or even a splash of lime green. Yeah, I know it sounds garish, but a superhero has to look conspicuous so everyone knows who he or she is and I don’t want to be associated with the costume I’m wearing now. If people saw me now they’d be appalled by my look, by the entire situation. A hero gone bad and allowing himself to look bad. It's not the way a role model should appear. 

Every fourth day I get a shower. It isn’t actually a shower though because I can’t clean myself. I just have a bunch of water dumped on me. I see it go down the drain in the middle of the cell and it’s dirty. I can just imagine streaks of pearly skin showing amidst stripes of dirt. Another inspiration for my costume! It would look a little crookish, but it might be just the new look I need, screaming out reformed villain. A look like that can actually get the reformed villain quite some press and even some decent jobs working for the SHB.
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