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  VELVETEEN


  vs.


  The Introduction


  by Jim C. Hines


  IF SEANAN MCGUIRE WERE A superhero, her power would be—


  Oh, who am I kidding? You and I both know Seanan would be a supervillain. She’d wear a sparkling tiara and a glittering orange and black costume (complete with machete and a builtin battery pack for the chainsaw attachment). She’d laugh from her secret virology laboratory as she manipulated a hundred strains of beautiful, microscopic, viral doom. Naturally, her home would be guarded by giant genetically enhanced mantis shrimp in a dazzling rainbow of colors. And also velociraptors. And maybe a zombie or two.


  On the bright side, when she destroys the Earth, you can bet it will be both exciting and so much more than you were expecting. Much like the Velveteen stories.


  The first time I started reading “Velveteen vs. The Isley Crawfish Festival,” I smiled and settled back for a fun, fluffy tale. I enjoy Seanan’s sense of humor, and she did not disappoint me. But Seanan is a devious one, and in the tradition of authors throughout history, she used that sense of fun and whimsy to do something far more powerful.


  She told the truth.


  Not about the existence of an ex-superhero who can bring stuffed animals to life and control them like her own unstoppable army, of course. But about the world around that superhero. About our world. About evil and villainy. Not just red-clawed supervillains, but the much more mundane and human variety.


  Enter The Super Patriots, Inc., the organization behind the heroes. If you think their marketing division is implausible, think about any pre-teen Hollywood star. Think about child labor laws, which have existed for less than a century in the United States. Think about the many places where such laws still don’t exist, or are ignored for the sake of convenience and profit.


  Seanan McGuire thought about those things. She thought about power and the people who manipulate that power from the shadows. She thought about what would happen to the youngest superheroes, so powerful and yet so vulnerable. And then she created Velma “Velveteen” Martinez, the girl who brought toys to life. The girl who saw the truth behind the glitz and the glamor. The girl who grew up and walked away, choosing a civilian life over the superhero lifestyle.


  The truth is that supervillains are easy. When Lex Luthor launches a nuke at the San Andreas Fault, planning to dump the California coast into the ocean, it’s pretty obvious who the bad guy is. And we all know the Boy Scout in red and blue tights will swoop out of the sky to save the day. In real life, evil is rarely so straightforward. Bad guys don’t come with their own minor-key soundtrack. It can come from those people you’ve been taught to trust. It can come from children too young to question what they’ve been told. It can come from an old boyfriend whose biggest flaw was that he wasn’t strong enough to follow you.


  And occasionally it comes from coffee-worshipping cultists. Because sometimes the world is just that ridiculous.


  Velveteen is a very human hero. She drives a crappy car. She struggles to cover her expenses and takes minimum wage jobs to get by. She struggles with her feelings for her ex. Her powers help her to fight a variety of super-nasties, but it’s her humanity that gives her power over her mundane foes. Her stubbornness, her determination, and her friendships.


  Somehow, Seanan takes all of this insight, all of this truth, and wraps it in a big old crinkly ball of pure, shiny fun. Much like her music, which is both delightful and powerful. Or her blog, which combines quirky humor and powerful emotion. Or her artwork, or her novels, or—


  You know, maybe that’s her real superpower. I’ve often envied Seanan for her ability to do so much, so well. I wondered if she had super-speed, or could create energy-based multiples of herself. Maybe she had her own personal TARDIS or a time-traveling DeLorean. But having read this collection, along with much of her other work, I think I’m finally starting to understand her true power: unreserved honesty.


  Seanan McGuire gives herself to every story, every song, every sketch she creates. Velveteen’s fears and pain are McGuire’s own. Genetically mutated lobster-hero? An out-of-work woman who can turn your stuffed Snoopy into a vicious attack beagle? Yeah, those are pure Seanan McGuire too. Whatever the words or the medium, the emotions she puts into her art are genuine and true.


  Like your favorite teddy bear, these stories are much more than mere fluff. Sure, they’re fun and comforting, but their snuggly surface masks their power. Read on to unmask that power as they come to life, show us some truths about our world, and punch evil right in the metaphorical giblets.


  For Justice!


  VELVETEEN


  vs.


  The Isley Crawfish Festival


  IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL SEPTEMBER afternoon in the sleepy little town of Isley, California (population 840, on a good day, when no one had decided to drive up to Sacramento for some big city thrills). The sun was shining, the birds were singing, and best of all, the crawfish were practically crawling out of the river all by themselves


  All the fishermen had to do was scoop them up.


  Naturally, the locals were ecstatic. Islay’s one real claim to fame—a claim made often and loudly, since there wasn’t much else to talk about—was their annual Crawfish Festival. Four days of fun, frolic, festivities, and, of course, food. Any kind of food you could imagine. . . as long as your imagination was fond of putting crawfish in everything.


  Crawfish stew. Crawfish casserole. Pasta with sautéed crawfish and crawfish sauce. Deep-fried battered crawfish on a stick. Crawfish pie. Crawfish salad. Vegetarian crawfish sculpted from tofu and cunningly painted with food coloring to mimic the real thing. Crawfish ice cream (not for the weak of stomach or the faint of heart).


  And, of course, the festival’s crowning glory: the steam tables, where fat river crawfish were steamed to a bright, celebratory red, tossed into bushel-baskets full of steamed corn and potatoes and zucchini, and dished up by the pound, filling the bellies of every hungry tourist between Sacramento and San Francisco.


  The annual Crawfish Festival had been happening in the town of Isley for over a hundred and sixty years, ever since the day when one of their founding fathers realized they needed to do something if they wanted to keep themselves from becoming just another ghost town on the river road between Vallejo and Sacramento. Since they didn’t have a citrus crop and six other towns in the area already had artichoke celebrations of one stripe or another, they needed to find a gimmick no one else had thought of. Something new. Something different.


  And then Michael Donnelly, who was the closest thing they had to a village idiot, fell into the river and came up with half a dozen crawfish in his pockets. In that moment, and in the screaming of a half-witted man being pinched in the most sensitive of places, a tradition was born.


  It was a tradition that certain lurking figures had come to Isley intent on bringing to a fast and, most of all, final end.


  *


  The life of a professional superheroine (or, if you want to be politically correct, “super-powered member of the civil service”) involves a lot of complications that nobody outside the business ever really thinks about. Giving up carbs, for example, because the sexist assholes in Marketing continue to insist that the only properly heroic attire for a female protector of the people is based primarily on spandex. A sensible haircut that requires a minimum amount of maintenance and can still look good even after a hand-to-hand battle on the back of a moving Cessna. Lipstick that needs to be removed with turpentine and probably comes with an increased risk of cancer, but doesn’t smear and always looks good in the photos.


  All these reasons and more played heavily in Velma Martinez’s decision not to become a professional superheroine. Anyway, the dental plan was lousy, retirement was non-existent, and the paparazzi were flat-out diabolical. After spending seven years as part of The Super Patriots, Inc.’s stable of child heroes, Velma had been happy to walk away, quietly hanging up her tights and her rabbit-eared headband as she slipped into obscurity. The identities of child superheroes were protected under federal law, and she’d never been flashy enough, or wacky enough, or even—as honesty demanded she admit—pretty enough for anyone to bother tracking her down.


  When they wrote the inevitable history of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, she doubted that “Velveteen,” known in her civilian life as Velma Martinez, would rate so much as a footnote. That was a-okay with her. Been there, lived that life, worn that spandex, and moved on.


  All she had to do was keep telling herself that. Every morning, for the rest of her life.


  Not that “moved on” was looking all that much better than supervillains and spandex just at the moment. Velma pulled her car to a stop in the lot in front of the Isley General Store, unfolding her road map of Northern California and subjecting it to the latest in a succession of baleful glares. The map did not respond by helpfully restructuring itself. The map didn’t respond by doing anything of any use at all. Finally, with a deep and irritated sigh, she crumpled it into a ball, tossed it onto the passenger seat, and clambered out of the car.


  There was a painting of a cheerful cartoon crawfish in the store window, accompanied by a sign proclaiming “Isley Crawfish Festival—Fishin’, Food, and Family Fun!” In Velma’s admittedly limited experience, “family fun” usually meant “Mama cries herself to sleep after Daddy passes out drunk, and Velma and the teddy bears clean the whole place before morning.” Not exactly what you’d call “fabulously functional.” More like “fantastically fucked-up.” And then Velma got too tired to control her powers during a class field trip to the museum, and things got even worse, fucked-up times fifty.


  It turns out the management of The Super Patriots, Inc. will pay a lot for legal guardianship of budding superheroes, especially ones as easy to market and family-friendly as Velma. It also turned out that Velma’s family had never been as attached to her as she thought they were. One little accident and she’d suddenly found herself a ward of the company, wearing a costume designed by Marketing and standing on a stage in front of what seemed like millions of people, trying not to vomit.


  Fucked-up times five thousand.


  Velma shook herself, shrugging off the memories of those bitter, by-gone days, and stepped into the Arctic, air-conditioned chill of the Isley General Store.


  *


  “Well? Have you seen The Great Injustice?”


  Clattering, clacking, and the sound of hundreds upon hundreds of tiny, hard-shelled legs tapping against the riverbank gravel.


  “Have you seen The Terrible Mockery?”


  More clacking, angry now, as if hundreds of serrated claws were snapping open and closed in mute and passionate fury.


  “Have you seen The Horrific Preparations?”


  The clacking rose in volume, seeming almost to echo off the peaceful shores of the Sacramento River. Any innocent river-rat who’d happened to wander along at that moment would almost certainly have sworn off all controlled substances, from marijuana to caffeine, just to make sure they’d never see a scene like that again. The normally pebble-gray banks of the river were red and brown with the bodies of hundreds of crawfish, all waving their claws in obvious rage. If they’d had tiny pitchforks and tiny torches, they would have looked prepared to storm a tiny castle.


  At the center of their crustacean congress stood a tall, almost regal figure with his hands folded out of sight behind his back, his pointed chin jutting forward to present his finely-pointed black goatee to his appreciative audience. He cut a striking figure. Almost striking enough to overcome the fact that nobody really looks all that menacing when they’re wearing a giant lobster suit.


  Almost. Not quite.


  “My brethren and. . . sistren. . . tonight we bring the horror that is the Isley Crawfish Festival to an end! Tonight we march upon the biped bastards, and we teach them the true might of the crustacean empire! Tonight, we strike with all the speed and fury of a claw closing around its intended prey!” The clacking and clattering of the crawfish was becoming deafening. A manic grin splitting his face, the man in the lobster suit raised the enormous claws that had replaced his hands, and shouted, “TONIGHT WE TEACH THEM THE TERRIBLE PRICE OF BUTTER SAUCE! TONIGHT, MY BRETHREN AND SISTREN, TONIGHT THEY FACE—THE CLAW!!!”


  Evil laughter and the clacking of crawfish claws echoed out across the Sacramento River, scaring several ducks, a stray cat, and a large bullfrog that had just been minding its own business.


  The hour for crustacean vengeance was drawing nigh.


  *


  “Look,” said Velma for what felt like the ninety-first time, schooling her tone to one of calm friendliness. No, sir, no anger management issues here. No irrational desire to take unhelpful clerks and pitch them into the river here. No-siree-Bob. “I just need to know how to get from here to Portland. I’m supposed to be at a job interview tomorrow, and if I don’t get back on the road soon, I’m not going to have time to get a good night’s sleep.” With the state of her résumé, she needed all the help that she could get.


  “Well, missy, I don’t rightly know how you ended up in Isley—”


  Neither do I, Velma thought spitefully.


  “—but you’ve picked the right night to fetch up! Why, this is the opening night of our world-famous Crawfish Festival, and you wouldn’t want to miss a party like that one, would you? Pretty little thing like you, you’d be the belle of our ball!”


  “Heh,” said Velma, fighting back the urge to punch the old geezer square in the dentures. “It’s tempting, but—”


  “An’ of course, if you come to the Festival, you can talk to the Chief of Police about getting your car back. Why, he’d probably be happy to. . .”


  Velma was already accelerating toward the door at a speed that would have seriously impressed the speedsters back in The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, most of whom had never seen her move at anything faster than an irritated trot. The clerk shook his head as the door slammed shut behind her, setting the bell jingling madly.


  “Now there’s a girl in painful need of some crawfish fritters,” he opined, to his empty store.


  *


  Despite arriving on the scene while her car was still in the process of being hooked to the tow truck, Velma had had no luck whatsoever in convincing the Chief of Police that he should just give it back to her. Finally—and disturbingly—he’d agreed to let her off without a ticket and return her car without impound fees . . . if she was willing to wait until after the Crawfish Festival. The town’s passion for their little party bordered on pathological, and would have been starting to unnerve her even if it hadn’t taken away her car. Still, no car, no Portland; no Portland, no job interview; no job interview, no gainful employment, and another damn year of temp jobs and excuses. She was tired of temp jobs and excuses, especially since failure to pay her annual bribes to the parents was way too likely to result in the “accidental” revelation of her former line of work to six or seven of the finest reporters the tabloids had to offer.


  Nuh-uh. A little festival was a small price to pay to avoid the spandex set. And at least Isley was too small to rank a resident superhero. Velma sat on a bench in the town center, watching the little booths going up, and tried not to dwell.


  It wasn’t easy.


  As the hours ticked by and the smell of crawfish fritters began to drift across the river, it became downright hard.


  After a horde of small children thundered through, dousing her pants with genuine Isley Crawfish Punch—which she could only pray didn’t contain any genuine Isley crawfish—it became impossible.


  “That is it,” Velma snarled, surging to her feet. “I came, I stayed, now they can give me back my car and I can go.” She turned, intending to stalk off and find the Chief of Police, and nearly walked straight into a tall, almost regal man wearing what looked like a full-body lobster suit. He froze. So did she. For a moment, the two of them just stood there, staring at one another.


  Finally, in a tone that couldn’t decide between “delight” and “irritation,” Velma asked, “David? David Mickelstein?”


  The lobster-man’s antennae twitched. They were the only crustacean trait in an otherwise human face, making their motion seem even more out of place. “Velma?”


  “Oh, wow! You were just about the last person I expected to find here!” said Velma. (The actual last person was, of course, Sparkle Bright, the former leader of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, and the girl Velma had voted privately most likely to drive people to supervillainy, just so they could become Sparkle Bright’s archnemesis and squash her like the annoying insect that she was.) “I thought you were still fighting crime on the rivers with the Mississippi Queen. Vacation?”


  “Something like that,” said David “The Claw” Mickelstein, rubbing the back of his neck with one claw. “What are you doing here?”


  “Car got towed, waiting to get it back.” Velma smiled. “Gosh, you haven’t changed a bit. You’re still the same nice Jewish boy genetically combined with a giant crustacean by his scientist father in a vain effort to save him from the inexplicable genetic wasting disease.” The habit of recapping in conversation was hard to break, especially when dealing with other superheroes. “What have you been up to?”


  “Oh. This and that. Stuff. You know. Figuring out what I want to do with myself. You?”


  “Just temping. Secretarial work, mostly.”


  David looked increasingly uncomfortable. “Look, Vel, I know we haven’t really seen each other in a long time, but would it be okay if you, I don’t know, went to Starbucks for the next two hours?”


  “Are you asking me out?”


  “No, I’m asking you to leave.”


  Velma blinked at him. “You’re . . . what?”


  Screams erupted from the booths nearest to the river.


  David sighed.


  *


  Wave after wave of angry crustaceans poured up out of the Sacramento and swarmed through the Isley commons, clacking their claws and attacking anyone foolish enough to have worn sandals to an outdoor summer festival. There were a great many targets to be found. The screams increased, ringing through the night until they almost drowned out the constant susurration of the menacing crawfish now threatening to overrun the town.


  “Sorry about this,” said The Claw, and conked his former teammate on the head with one mighty chitinous claw before running off to join his crawfish army in their revolution.


  *


  Velma Martinez had always possessed a wide variety of positive attributes. Good knees, good vision, good teeth. . . and a very, very hard head. Picking herself up off the grass, she cast a furious glare after her former teammate—now clearly turned supervillain—as he went running off toward his little army of crawfish minions.


  Velma Martinez had always possessed a wide variety of negative attributes. Among them, her temper. Pledges about “retiring from the business” and “not using your powers for anything more obvious than sending teddy bears to the kitchen for a refill” were entirely forgotten in the wake of getting bonked on the head. For the first time in six years, Velma was ready to get her Velveteen on.


  *


  Twelve years ago . . .


  “This is just a fascinating hero name we’ve picked for you, Velma,” said the man from Marketing, smiling benevolently over his clipboard. Velma squashed the urge to send her Barbie to scratch the eyes out of his smug face. “And why do you think we chose that name for you?”


  “‘Cause I bring toys to life, and they said that ‘The Puppeteer’ and ‘Bride of Chucky’ had negative connotations,” she said.


  The man from Marketing laughed. “No, silly! You bring toys to life with love.”


  That was the exact moment when Velma knew that the man from Marketing was an idiot.


  *


  The Isley Crawfish Festival, like small town festivals everywhere, had invested in a small midway with toys and games for the kiddies to win. Sadly, none of the kiddies at this year’s festival had been given the opportunity to win so much as a stuffed bunny before the untimely invasion of the crawfish minions. Even more sadly, many of them would be denied the pleasure of soft toys for several years after their parents saw those same toys sprout teeth, fangs, and independent motion, climb down from the prize shelves, and wade gleefully into the fray.


  “KICK THEIR ASSES!” shrieked Velveteen, who, after a long day of driving, detours, and idiots, was glad to finally have something to smash.


  “DO YOU OPPOSE ME?!” demanded The Claw.


  “Oh, David.” Velveteen sighed, and slapped her palms together over her head. “Grow up.”


  And that’s when the bear-shaped bouncy castle kicked his ass.


  *


  The ruins of the hundred and sixty-third annual Isley Crawfish Festival glimmered in the first light of the morning as the Isley Chief of Police dropped Velma’s car keys into her hand. “Ah. . . sorry about this,” he said.


  “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “The tank of gas and the road provisions are worth it. And the promise that no one will ever, ever know what happened here. Because if one person breathes so much as a word. . .”


  The Chief went satisfyingly pale. Velma smiled.


  “Great party,” she said, and turned to head for her car. Along the way, she scooped up one last discarded stuffed bunny from the gutter, tucking it under her arm.


  Just in case.


  *


  “Hello? Yes, this is the Marketing Department. Really? Are you quite certain? Excellent. Send your proof right over. Yes, the bounty still applies. Thank you. Yes, we’ll be in touch.”


  The man from Marketing hung up the phone, leaned back in his chair, and tapped the button for the intercom. “Heloise? Contact Retrieval, if you’d be so kind?


  “It would appear to be rabbit season.”


  VELVETEEN


  vs.


  The Midnight Coffee Society


  AFTER GETTING OUT OF ISLEY, California—home of the Isley Crawfish Festival, the least helpful police department Velma had ever encountered, and oh, right, roughly ten thousand pissed-off crustaceans bent on getting vengeance for the years of oppression and butter sauce—the simple monotony of Interstate 5 had been something of a blessing. Hundreds and hundreds of miles of blacktop running straight the length of the West Coast, filled with drivers and roadkill and police speed traps and no crawfish. No crawfish at all.


  Unfortunately, I-5 also ran straight through the some of the hottest regions of California. If Velma had been driving a car with little amenities like “air conditioning” and “recent maintenance,” everything still might have been okay. But she’d been paying the bulk of the proceeds from her low-paying jobs to her parents for years, and automobile upkeep had just fallen by the side of the metaphorical road. Which led, perhaps inevitably, to the car breaking down by the side of a much more literal road, leaving Velma to kick the wheels and swear at it like she expected it to make a difference.


  It did not make a difference.


  “Fucked-up times five million,” she muttered, when her (rather impressive) stock of expletives was finally exhausted.


  One good Samaritan, a tow-truck ride, and a stop at the Red Bluff repair shop later, Velma was facing a two-thousand-dollar repair bill and another delay in getting to her increasingly delayed job interview in Portland, Oregon. The job interview that was supposed to save her from a life of temping and excuses . . . all assuming she could get there, of course. A trip that depended on somehow finding a way to pay a two thousand dollar repair bill when she was down to little more than the cash she needed for gas and convenience-store hot dogs.


  Six years of waitressing, working retail, and crappy temp jobs had left Velma with something verging on a sixth sense where job openings were concerned. Not the most useless superpower on the market—not even the most useless superpower someone had tried to build a hero career on—but at the moment, that was all she had. One of the coffee shops she’d passed on the way to the mechanic had a “Help Wanted” sign in the window.


  Begging. Pleading. Promises. And finally, she was set: she’d work at Andy’s Coffee Palace and sleep in the room behind the mechanic’s place until she’d paid off the cost of her repairs. Then she’d be free and clear and ready to grovel in Portland, far away from California, from Crawfish Festivals and engine trouble and The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division.


  Two thousand dollars. That was all that stood between her and freedom.


  *


  Ask the average man on the street “what’s it like to be a superhero?”, and all you’re going to hear is how amazing it is. Superpowers. Everybody wants superpowers, right? The ability to fly, so that you never have to ride another public bus with shitty shocks. The ability to read minds, so you never have to worry about people lying to you. The ability to walk through walls, to move things with a thought, to teleport, to change shapes, to control plants—at last count, the federally recognized list of superpowers filled over a hundred pages, and of those powers, maybe half were unique. Only one hero had ever demonstrated the specific power to control lamps. Only one heroine had ever appeared with the power to force people to speak in actual word balloons. The big powers had hundreds of entries, the little powers, maybe one or two. There was even a section for theoretical powers, the ones that should exist but hadn’t been verifiably documented yet.


  “Semi-autonomous animation of totemic representations of persons and animals, most specifically cloth figures, including minor transformation to grant access to species-appropriate weaponry” has been officially listed in the “animus powers” list under “unique.” For years, the entry contained no specific details as to the hero or heroine who originally displayed that power. This is entirely because the heroine who displayed it was under the age of eighteen when her powers were first identified, and did not choose to pursue a career in professional heroing when her majority arrived.


  Because there’s a dark side to superheroing, a side that’s actually worse, in its own fucked-up little way, than finding loved ones stuffed into refrigerators and having costumed supervillains constantly trying to kill you. It’s the side where most heroes don’t actually do anything to wind up with superpowers. When Velma was first sold—pardon, “recruited”—to The Super Patriots, Inc. to become part of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, she’d gone through the standard barrage of tests. The scientists determined that her powers were the result of cumulative mutation coming from both her parents, activated by exposure to a mysteriously irradiated stuffed bunny while she was home sick with the chickenpox. They figured the radiation from the television probably didn’t help.


  Most people who aren’t born superheroes wind up with great powers and the attendant great responsibility because they met dying aliens, or found magic artifacts, or were exposed to some sort of toxic waste. Velma got hers from a child hood disease and a thrift store bunny rabbit with one eye missing. If anybody had ever wondered why she wasn’t as committed to the cause of justice as some of her teammates, they should really have taken a look at her crappy origin story.


  *


  Tying her garish green apron around her waist, Velma bared her teeth at the mirror in what was intended to be a cheery smile. That was instruction number seventeen in the helpful Employee Handbook provided to her by Cyndi, the general manager. Cyndi dotted the “i” in her name with a little heart. As far as Velma was concerned, that actually told her everything she would ever need to know about Cyndi. Still, this was the only job in town, and she was determined not to lose it over something as simple as refusing to smile when she was told to. Even if smiling was hurting her cheeks and likely to frighten customers.


  “Ve-el-ma!” called Cyndi merrily from the front of the store. Cyndi did everything merrily. Cyndi probably vomited in a merry fashion, with cartoon birds helpfully holding her hair out of the splatter radius. (That was an unfair thought, and Velma scolded herself accordingly. The Princess was a very effective superheroine, and one of the nicest people she’d ever worked with during her own short career as Velveteen, in addition to being one of the few heroes to stick by her after she retired. Since the Princess’s powers largely manifested themselves as stereotypical icons of the “princessing world,” she was forever tied to cartoon birds in Velma’s mind. It was just that the cartoon birds in question were usually vultures.)


  “Yeah, boss?” called Velma, turning away from the mirror.


  “Come on, silly bunny! It’s time to meet your public!”


  Shrugging away the thousand horrible memories that came with the word “bunny,” Velma gritted her teeth, forced her smile to stay in place, and turned to meet her fate.


  *


  There was a single table in the darkest corner of Andy’s Coffee Palace, an otherwise pleasantly well-lit haven for the caffeinated, the cool, and those who just wanted free wireless access. At the table, there were two chairs, each of which seemed to be located in its own pool of slightly darker shadow. And in those two chairs were two dark figures, both casting shadows twice as dark as they should have been, both jittering with the slow, constant vibration of people who have consumed far more coffee than the human body is really equipped to deal with.


  “Everything moves toward r-r-r-readiness,” said the first of the two, voice dropped to an unnaturally low register that was probably meant to project an aura of menace. All it managed to project was the over-wired mania of a man who should really have logged off his MMORPG hours ago and given his body time to forgive him for the traumas of the day.


  “Our G-G-Glorious Leader has confirmed that the final shipment will be arriving tonight, ready to b-b-b-brew and consume at the very stroke of midnight.” The second voice was almost an exact mirror of the first. Only the most careful of listeners would have been able to hear the stutter for what it really was: not a speech impediment, but the slight delay of a speaker unable to process the amount of data it was receiving at a realistic rate. A listener that careful might also have had the perception to see the way the hands of the speakers trembled as they reached for their coffee mugs, fingers blurring in and out of visibility as they forced themselves to slow enough for those brief moments of contact.


  “And then—”


  “—at last—”


  “—we will have a sufficient quantity of the sacred fluid—”


  “—to baptize this Godforsaken town in the sacred name of the bean and the brew and the beginning of all things!” The two spoke faster and faster as their words began to overlap, until the artificial deepness had been shed entirely, replaced by a chittering buzz that sounded almost like a coffee grinder going into full deployment.


  One of the shop’s other patrons glanced over toward the table in the room’s darkest corner. The table where no one was willing to sit, since the air conditioning never seemed to reach into that corner—something about the air currents and the way the vents were configured—and the wireless didn’t really work. The table where cups would just spill for no reason anyone could see, where newspapers tore, where sugar packets disappeared at an unrealistic rate. Some of the coffee shop’s patrons said that the table was haunted, possibly by the spirit of the coffee shop’s missing owner, Andy. Andrew Patterson, who disappeared under mysterious circumstances immediately following the receipt of a rare new type of coffee bean from somewhere in Central America.


  Unseen, the two dark figures at the darkest of the shop’s tables cast longing looks toward the brighter tables around them, their eyes lingering on the coffee cups they were unable to reach.


  “Tonight,” they whispered, with a single voice consumed by longing.


  *


  After six minutes, fourteen seconds in Cyndi’s presence, Velma was starting to forget exactly why she had decided to quit the superhero business. Sure, the hours were crap, no amount of medical insurance would help you out after aliens from the seventh dimension removed your spine, and bulimia was such a part of the status quo that most superheroines were essentially supermodels in capes, but the pay was great. Merchandising alone could make a hero or heroine with a salable power a multimillionaire. Assuming they lived that long.


  They certainly didn’t work minimum wage jobs for chirpy-voiced Barbie dolls who believed that Valley Girl culture was the ultimate expression of mankind’s development as a species.


  “And I just want to, like, say how totally and like awesomely delighted we are to have you working here at Andy’s Coffee Palace, where we, like, revere the sacred bean in all its totally bitchin’ forms.”


  And I don’t believe you just said “bitchin’,” thought Velma, resisting the urge to puncture her eardrums with straws. “Well, I’m really grateful for the job,” she said carefully. “Although I didn’t realize this was a church. I’m not really a church-going kind of person.”


  “Oh, like, don’t worry about it,” twinkled Cyndi. “We don’t require that you keep the faith before you’ve tasted your first cup of midnight coffee.”


  Velma blinked. “I was kidding.”


  “That’s okay. I’m not.”


  The crazy just kept upping the ante in this town. Forcing her smile to stay in place, Velma said, “Midnight? I thought we closed at eleven.”


  “Well, like, technically we do.” Velma breathed a silent sigh of relief, only to catch Cyndi’s next words and wish that she hadn’t dared to drop her guard that far: “It’s just that the local branch of the Midnight Bean Society rents the place every Wednesday, and they, like, really pay well, so it means we can keep offering free wireless access.” She gave Velma a pleading, doe-eyed look. “You can stay tonight, can’t you?”


  “Well, I don’t think that I can—”


  “You’ll be making double-overtime plus tips after you’ve been on the clock for eight hours.”


  Velma nodded so firmly she was afraid her head might fall off. “I’m absolutely staying.”


  *


  Velma had worked in coffee shops before, and knew the basic routines the job required. Sure, the details changed from place to place, but except for that one New Age vegan coffee shop in Berkeley (which only served coffee brewed from cruelty-free beans), the big picture remained essentially the same. After an hour on the floor at Andy’s Coffee Palace, she could probably have done the job in her sleep. She tuned Cyndi out—as much as it was possible to tune out someone whose voice could probably have been used to cut glass—and just served coffee, cleared tables, and wished that she hadn’t broken her iPod a week before leaving the Bay Area.


  “—ooOoooOoo!” squealed Cyndi. “My favorite show is starting!” Grabbing a remote control from beneath the counter, she clicked the coffee shop’s television into sudden, blaring life. A few patrons looked up, scowling, but settled once they saw the screen. Apparently, Cyndi’s tastes were well known to the regulars, and tolerated because of her place in the circle of coffee. Velma had her back to the screen, and while she heard the set click on, she didn’t see the channel, or realize what Cyndi was turning on.


  And then the theme music flooded the room. The damnable, familiar theme music, with its bouncy major key and its easy-to-sing lyrics that burrowed into the brain like tapeworms. The theme that had haunted her dreams for years, and her nightmares for even longer. The theme that was like Pavlov’s bell for middle school students all over the country, causing them to turn and start begging their parents for the latest toys, clothes, and tie-in novels.


  The bane of Velma’s existence.


  “Welcome!” shrieked the announcer, sounding like he’d just been told that failure to show the proper enthusiasm would result in the execution of his entire family. “Welcome to the show you’ve all been waiting for—the end of the annual talent search that introduces you, America, to the latest members of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division!”


  (As if it were really a contest. As if most of the “hopeful applicants” weren’t paid actors faking super powers through special effects and cunning bluescreening, to make it seem like the latest products of the Marketing Machine had actually done something to earn their places on the team. Hell, as if most of those new members had actually volunteered to be there. Velma wasn’t the only kid superhero to be essentially sold to her handlers. She was just one of the only ones where the conditioning didn’t take, and there was nothing she could really be blackmailed with. Threatening her parents made her giggle, and threatening to suppress her powers did much the same.)


  “We’ve had a great run this season, with everything from the awe and terror of the aerial battles—all supervised by our very own Sparkle Bright, current co-leader of The Super Patriots, West Coast Division!—to the mind-boggling intellectual battles conducted under the watchful eye of String Theory and Uncertainty. But now, at the end of our journey, only six contestants are left standing to compete for the three precious slots available on this year’s lineup! We’ve taken a moment to talk with our judges, and see what they have to say about the matter.”


  Sparkle Bright’s familiar, dulcet tones, more annoying in their own way than Cyndi’s squeaking: “Well, Brian, we haven’t had a selection like this in years. As you know, we’ve sometimes been forced to take special-needs supers by a lack of available talent. Not this year. This year, it’s all gold.”


  Sparkle Bright was talking about Velveteen, of course. They served together as children, and they would have been archrivals during their teen years, if only Vel had been able to stir herself to give that much of a crap. Shoulders locked, Velma kept clearing tables, not even glancing at the screen.


  “It is probable that one or more of the remaining contestants will be elected to join the team,” said Uncertainty, with his usual vague air of “I am doing eighteen things at the same time, and you need to just stop irritating me.” “It is equally probable that all three positions will be filled. The probability that a giant monster will attack the arena is eight point three percent. The probability that you are about to cut away from me is—”


  “Uh, hi, Brian.” The voice was deep without being pretentious, hesitant without being unsure, commanding without being arrogant. It was, in short, perfect. “Yeah, this is the last lap of the contest. I like some of the new kids. They’re okay. Mobius has some neat powers, and I think the Candy sisters would be a total asset to the team.” Hastily, he added, “Oh, and The Loch. I mean, when was the last time we saw a power set like that?”


  “Action Dude always does that,” said Cyndi conspiratorially. “He totally spills the winners during the pre-show interview, because they always film it after the contest is over. It’s a little treat for the fans.”


  “No, they don’t,” said Velma numbly. Her fingers were locked so tightly on the coffee cups she’d been collecting that she couldn’t really feel them anymore. Gangrene. That would be a change. “The interviews are filmed before the show.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I have to take my break now,” Velma said hurriedly. Turning, she shoved the coffee cups at a surprised Cyndi, and then bolted for the back room, hoping that she could make it before she broke down crying.


  She almost succeeded.


  *


  Seven years ago . . .


  They’d just finished battling Dr. Dodo, a mad scientist bent on returning the planet to its pristine, pre-pollution condition. A goal which seemed to involve cloning vast numbers of previously extinct animals and unleashing them on unsuspecting population centers. It seemed sort of inefficient to Velveteen—messy, too—but since she wasn’t the supervillain, she supposed she didn’t get a vote. Anyway, they’d come through mostly uninjured, at least in part because Velveteen’s powers extended to animating the robot dinosaurs from the local science museum and sending them out to smash some saber tooth skulls.


  “You shouldn’t let Yelena get to you,” he said, standing between Velveteen and the door with his arms crossed. Some one who didn’t know them might have thought he was holding her against her will. Someone who knew them at all would have realized the truth: he was protecting her from whatever was on the other side, ready to play living wall if it was required. “She just does it to upset you.”


  “She does a good job,” muttered Velveteen, wiping viciously at the tears that had managed to escape beneath her brown velvet domino mask. “I shouldn’t be here anyway. I’m not a real hero.”


  “You’re hero enough for me,” said Action Dude. Putting a finger beneath her chin, he raised her head, leaning toward her. Velveteen closed her eyes, leaning toward him in turn, and—


  *


  “I thought that was you,” said Cyndi, shattering Velma’s flashback into a thousand pieces. Startled, Velma turned toward her, blinking. The manager was standing in the break room doorway, almost echoing Action Dude’s pose from all those years ago. “I had the poster when you were still with the team. It hung right over my bed. So I thought that was you.”


  Shit, thought Velma. “What do you mean, Cyndi?”


  “Do you have any idea how much free wireless I could provide to our customers with what the tabloids will give me for pictures of you? I mean, the Super Channel has a reward out! They’ve done six ‘where are they now’ specials begging for any word on your secret identity.” Cyndi smiled. Velma wondered how she could ever have thought this woman was guileless. “You’ll totally be able to get your car fixed after this. It’s going to be awesome.”


  “I think you’re mistaking me for somebody else.”


  “I think you’re mistaking me for an idiot.”


  Velma took a deep breath, finally forcing a smile. “Okay, you got me. Just . . . can we talk about this maybe? After we get off shift?”


  “Sure. As long as you’re not thinking this is a chance to run for the hills, since you’re on the store’s CCTV, and that would just mean I didn’t have to share the profits.” Cyndi glanced at the clock. “It’s time to start preparing for the Midnight Bean Society, anyway. We’ll talk after.”


  Granted a temporary stay of execution, Velma followed Cyndi out of the room.


  *


  The coffee for the Midnight Bean Society didn’t look like any coffee Velma had ever seen before. For one thing, it was black. Not dark brown; not almost black; black, like the deepest pit of a supervillain’s loveless heart.


  Velma shook herself. One little television special, a flashback, and a blackmail threat, and she was falling back into the dangerous habit of thinking in metaphors. That way lay capes and action figures and talk show appearances. Better to think in literal terms, and leave the shitty poetry for the comic books.


  The coffee was black.


  “Where did you say these beans were from?” Velma asked dubiously, eying the pot as Cyndi reverently began pouring its contents into the Midnight Bean Society’s “special mugs.” They appeared to be made of obsidian, and were even blacker than the coffee. Probably not a good sign.


  “Oh, they’re specially cultured in the natural caverns beneath an Aztec temple and sacred burial ground,” chirped Cyndi.


  Velma sighed. “Of course they are.”


  The doors of the coffee shop swung open at exactly eleven fifty-nine, allowing fourteen black-clad people to file inside. They ranged in age from “grandmotherly old woman” to “Goth kid who should probably have been in bed already,” and approached the counter without making so much as a sound. Cyndi beamed at them, passing one cup after another into their crowd.


  When she was done, there were two cups remaining on the tray. Cyndi picked up one, giving Velma a meaningful look.


  Velma, faced with the possibility of being forced to drink a cup of pitch-black coffee worshipped by a secret society and grown under a burial ground, responded in the only sensible manner:


  “Oh, hell no.”


  Cyndi sighed. “Well, poop,” she said. “Then I guess we kill you.”


  *


  Andy’s Coffee Palace offered little to no opportunities for Velma to use her powers. Unlike Imagineer and Mechamation, she couldn’t animate things that weren’t at least partially shaped like living creatures—a class designation that didn’t include espresso machines or slightly stale biscotti. Her emergency bunny was locked in the trunk of her car inside the mechanic’s shop. And the Midnight Bean Society was closing in around her, looking confident of their seemingly-inevitable victory. Why not? They had a cornered second-string superheroine, they had plenty of the sacred fluid. . . life was going pretty good for them, really.


  “It’s so simple, Velma,” said Cyndi, cradling her cup against her chest and watching as the black-clad figures surrounded Velma. The room was getting darker, filled with flickers and flashes of motion in the corners. “Andy was a visionary. He always knew that coffee would be the key to elevating man to a higher plane of being. When he found the Sacred Bean—”


  —a sigh ran through the room, like the adoring whisper of a church congregation—


  “—he opened the door to his own re-creation. He’s with us now. He’s always with us. And soon, when we ascend, we’ll have enough power to take this whole town to a higher plane. We’ll be gods! We’ll be heroes!”


  “I thought you were going to sell me to the tabloids,” protested Velma, casting frantically around for anything she could use to save her own ass. Sadly, she’d mostly slept through her improvisational heroing classes. At the time, she’d never gone anywhere without a small army of animated plush, and there hadn’t seemed like much point.


  “Oh, no. That was just to distract you.” Cyndi dimpled. “See, we’ve never managed to elevate a superhero. Once we have, I guess we’ll be just about unstoppable. The world’s going to be ours! We’ll be bigger than The Super Patriots!”


  . . . bigger than The Super . . . “Wow,” said Velma, stopping in her attempts to escape and simply looking at Cyndi as she calmed herself and cast her mind outward, searching, searching. It had taken her almost a year of training to learn to do this; she hadn’t even tried in almost six years. “You’re a major super-fan, aren’t you? I mean, super-major.”


  “I am,” Cyndi confirmed proudly. “That’s how I knew what we’d need to do to exploit the amazing properties of this bean. I just brewed it at ten times regular strength and the super-ability awakening qualities totally started to manifest them selves.”


  “Right.” One of the coffee cultists grabbed Velma’s arm. She didn’t resist. Her questing mind had found what it was looking for. It was barely there, but she was almost certain that it was in range. If it wasn’t, well . . . no harm in trying. “So you totally have the action figures, right?”


  Cyndi froze.


  Velma closed her eyes and pushed.


  And the entire action figure lineup of the last ten years of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, and The Super Patriots, West Coast Division, burst out of the break room and swooped down on the bad guys like a tiny avenging horde.


  Opening her eyes, Velma commanded, “Go for the coffee!”


  “You can’t do this!” shrieked Cyndi. Velma could almost see a second shadowy form behind her, a man’s form, looking suspiciously like the picture of Andy that hung on the break room wall.


  “You people need to get some new dialog,” Velma snapped, and slapped her palms together over her head. “And lay off the coffee already. It’s making you jittery.”


  Cyndi never saw the tiny Mechamation swooping down behind her. She just felt the suddenly animated wireless router as it rose up and smashed her against the back of the head. The Midnight Bean Society let out a despairing wail, dissolving into shadow.


  Velma wobbled.


  The action figures fell.


  “Wow,” she said, somewhat distantly. “I didn’t know I could do that.”


  And then she collapsed.


  *


  Velma woke up in “her” bed—technically hers, at least for the moment, at least until the mechanic realized she’d gone and lost her job by attacking her boss with a squadron of animated action figure versions of her former teammates—with a damp washrag against her forehead. She sat up, catching the cloth as it fell, and looked bemusedly around the room.


  The mechanic (Paul? Mike? Chris?) was sitting in a chair off to the side of the bed, watching her with a measuring expression. “Andy’s got sucked into another dimension last night,” he said. “Pete saw it go, says it looked like the place was shunted off into a world of eternal shadow.”


  “. . . oh,” said Velma faintly, unsure what sort of reaction was expected from her. She was equally unsure of how she’d managed to get out of the coffee shop before it got “shunted off into a world of eternal shadow.” That would probably have put a damper on getting to Portland.


  “Guess that means you can’t pay your repair bill.”


  “No, I guess not.”


  “Guess that means I won’t charge you.”


  “I can—what?” Velma blinked at him. That response hadn’t been in her internal script.


  The mechanic shrugged. “Them damn shadow cultists have been threatening the town for months now. Guess it was about time some masked man swept in and took care of ’em. Can’t charge you after that.”


  “I’m not masked. And I’m pretty sure I’m not a man.”


  “Ma’am, you got carried out of the place by an army of tiny plastic superheroes. You get your repairs for free.”


  Velma decided not to argue, electing to go back to sleep instead. The mechanic laughed.


  “Superheroes,” he said wryly, and stood, walking straight through the wall.


  *


  A deep pool of shadow had formed at the center of the vacant lot where, until recently, Andy’s Coffee Palace had been located. The shadow appeared to be moving. That probably would have worried people, if anyone had been there to see it. It was almost midnight again, twenty-four hours after the coffee shop’s collapse, twelve hours after Velma “Velveteen” Martinez got into her car and got the hell out of town.


  At midnight exactly, the center of the shadow writhed, and a floating figure made of darkness shot through with blue glimmers of light shot up into the air.


  The creature that had previously been Cyndi Davis, superhero wanna-be, looked down at itself and began to laugh hysterically. Then it turned, diving smoothly into the nearest unsecured wireless network, and was gone.


  VELVETEEN


  vs.


  The Flashback Sequence


  THE DRIVE FROM RED BLUFF to Eureka took several hours, largely because traffic slowed to an inexplicable crawl for almost fifty miles. Velma sat behind the wheel and fumed, trying to distract herself by coming up with more and more unlikely causes for the delay. She’d just reached “alien cows have landed and are demanding reparations for the slaughter of their colonists” when things started moving again. She hit the gas, all thoughts of colonist cattle forgotten in her urge to find a truck stop where she could get food, coffee, and a much-needed nap before continuing on toward Oregon.


  She was still about fifteen miles outside the Eureka city limits when the Good Time Gas-n-Go truck stop appeared on the side of the highway in all its tacky neon glory like a gift from God. Truck stops always had the biggest portions at the smallest prices, largely due to supply and demand; truckers demanded a hell of a lot of food, and were willing to supply a minimal amount of cash for the privilege. At the same time, truckers generally didn’t demand high-quality or healthy meals, as long as the cooking was good and there was plenty of ketchup available. Velma pulled into one of the few open parking spaces and made her way inside, visions of giant cheeseburgers dancing in her head.


  It wasn’t a surprise—a disappointment, maybe, but not a surprise—to see that the television behind the bar was turned to the results show for the latest Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division “talent search.” This was the official reveal, giving the viewing public their first look at the newest members of the team. Velma knew that the recorded announcements that accompanied their unveiling would be so much vapid official bullshit, all of it designed to make the people watching at home overlook the fact that they only needed new team members because they’d managed to break the old ones.


  Rookie members of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division only had about a fifty-two percent survival rate. Such was the life of the professional superhero. There was a reason that Velma had decided to get out of it. Several reasons, actually, only eight of which were related to the fact that she’d buried six people she actually sort of liked by the time she turned sixteen.


  At least the sound on the television was turned off, and she wouldn’t have to listen to that god-awful theme song.


  Velma ordered a stack of pancakes without syrup, a plate of country ham, coffee, and an overnight stay in the diner’s attached no-tell motel. Portland could wait long enough for her to get a nap. If it couldn’t, Portland could damn well take delivery of her corpse. She was on the road, she was out of Red Bluff, out of everywhere she’d ever been, and she was leaving everything—every scrap of spandex, every stupid theme song—behind her. Everything.


  The pancakes were delicious.


  *


  The age of power manifestation varies from hero to hero, depending on their type of origin. A magical hero like the Princess could manifest at just about any time, depending on when they run afoul of whatever magical doo-dah decides it needs them to be its new best buddy. A scientific hero generally manifests after a crippling injury, or after they get their hands on some hypertech from the sixteenth dimension. Mutants manifest whenever they damn well feel like it. After subverting the human genome to your own surreal ends, slinging fireballs just sort of happens when it happens. (A surprising number of mutants manifest at their senior proms. Stephen King’s estate has thankfully thus far failed to sue.)


  As a natural mutant who’d been exposed to still-unknown radiation and an exotic pathogen at the same time, Velma was officially classed as an “enhanced mutant,” that horrible middle step between “mutant” and “enhanced human.” With a freaky label and an effectively useless power, she’d never quite qualified for any of the legal help that the mutant and enhanced human political lobbies controlled. They just kept bouncing her between them like a funky-looking rubber ball stuffed into a pink and brown spandex super-suit. Eventually, she stopped trying to find someone who could help her.


  Velma’s powers actually manifested for the first time at seven-sixteen in the morning on a Saturday when her father was in jail on yet another minor assault charge, and her mother was sleeping off the drinking binge to end all drinking binges. Velma was six, and not yet allowed to use the kitchen on her own, no matter how hungry she was. The Power Rangers were on TV, fighting a bad guy who could talk to lizards and make them attack people for him, which was wicked cool. After that would come the latest episode of The Super Patriots, where cartoons made from really real superheroes fought bad guys way worse than evil lizards. It was all totally enthralling, and Velma didn’t want to miss a second.


  In retrospect, it probably wasn’t all that surprising that she didn’t notice when a stuffed bear brought her a bowl of cereal and some hot toast. She was, after all, six, and at six, everything seems entirely normal, even breakfast-by-bear. Velma and her teddy bear watched cartoons until Mommy woke up hungover and mean, and smacked Velma around for going in the kitchen without permission. That was the only time Velma tried to tell her mother she had superpowers—at least until the ill-fated field trip that would eventually tell the world. She couldn’t sit down for a week after the spanking she got for that one.


  Once a superhuman has manifested their powers, they’re required to register with the government, and, should they wish to practice their powers outside the home, to obtain a hero license for the state in which they reside. Some states do require and enforce mandatory “civic service” time in exchange for licensing; in short, if you want to live in one of those states and be a licensed superhero, you’d better be willing to do your heroic duty. This doesn’t apply to child heroes, obviously enough. While superhumans under the age of eighteen are not subject to child labor laws in the exercise of their powers, they can’t be forced into heroic service.


  In theory, anyway.


  The reality of the matter is much simpler, if substantially more cold. Once a superhero team—especially a team connected with The Super Patriots, Inc.—has its claws into someone, their age doesn’t really matter. There are a thousand small, practically invisible ways to keep someone quiet, loyal, signing merchandising contracts, and generally standing up in front of the world with a smile. Most kid superheroes made kid stars look well-adjusted, sane, and absolutely well-socialized.


  The glamorous world of the professional hero. There’s nothing like it. And, as Velma had been declaring since she turned sixteen, “Thank God for that.”


  *


  The rooms at the Good Time Gas-n-Go’s no-tell motel were small, dingy, spotlessly clean, and, most importantly of all, cheap. Finances were tight, and they kept on getting tighter every day that Velma stayed on the road. She tossed her backpack into the room’s one small chair and tossed herself across the bed, grabbing the TV remote off the nightstand in a gesture born purely of habit.


  The credits were just starting to roll on the annual cattle-call for The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division. That meant a photo opportunity for the new kids, where they could stand alongside the old guard trying to look cute, and clever, and cunning, and marketable. Trying to look like they weren’t scared out of their minds, like they were going to beat the odds and be in the business forever. They’d probably be in it for the rest of their lives; that much was certain. Those lives just weren’t likely to last as long as they might have wanted them to.


  The Super Patriots, West Coast Division looked good positioned next to their newest junior heroes. Sparkle Bright in her rainbow costume, tiny rainbows decorating her hair with glints of brilliant light. Uncertainty, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, looking like he was afraid he’d left the iron on. Imagineer, tinkering with something she’d pulled out of her lab coat, while Mechamation flirted with one of the cameras. Not one of the cameramen; one of the cameras. Jack O’Lope, Spirit of the American West, chin jutting and chest puffed out, looking noble and heroic and only a little silly in his bright red cowboy hat.


  And Action Dude. Aaron. In that iconic orange and blue costume that sold a million knock-offs every Halloween, with that little domino mask that Marketing said made his eyes pop—like they needed help—and that little wave in his surfer-boy blond hair. The American Dream in brightly-colored spandex. (No, wait; the American Dream was another hero. This was Action Dude. This was Aaron.) He was standing shoulder to shoulder with Sparkle Bright, their shoulders almost touching. Just enough to make the public wonder if everyone’s favorite on-again, off-again hero couple was on or off this week. Action Dude. Most popular hero on the West Coast.


  “ ’member when we were on that stage, Aaron?” Velma murmured sleepily, and closed her eyes while the theme song played over the closing credits.


  *


  Thirteen years ago . . .


  Velma Martinez, age twelve, fledgling superheroine facing her very first battle against evil: the Marketing Department of The Super Patriots, Inc. They’d been called in by the local authorities after the class field trip to the museum, the one where—Velma’s cheeks burned again just thinking about it—the one where she’d finally been so tired, and so upset that she’d lost control of her powers completely, bringing the entire Natural History wing back to life. The dinosaurs had been so pretty when they started to jump around. But that didn’t matter now, because now she was In Big Trouble. The Biggest Trouble ever, maybe.


  Both her parents had answered the corporate summons, and they were sitting there wearing their very best clothes (Daddy hadn’t worn that suit since Grandpapa’s funeral), with their hands folded just so, listening to every word the man from Marketing said.


  “A power like Velma’s is, well, it’s a large blessing, Mr. and Ms. Martinez, and it’s also a large burden, especially for a family that’s never had to deal with the challenges of raising a superpowered child,” said the man from Marketing, his expression composed into one of utter sincerity. Velma hated him. Her parents, on the other hand, were nodding solemnly, looking for all the world like they believed Velma had acquired her powers the same day she lost control of them. They knew better. But they were still listening to him. “Now, we here at The Super Patriots believe in guiding young heroes—nurturing them to be the very best that they can be, and helping them learn the control and compassion that will be so important to them in their heroic lives.”


  “You can’t make me be a hero,” Velma said, speaking up for the first time since the meeting started. All three of the adults turned to look at her, their expressions betraying the fact that they’d almost forgotten she was there. She was extraneous to the business that was happening, even though it would determine her entire future. “That’s illegal.”


  “You hush,” hissed her mother, with surprising rancor. Her eyes were glittering bright with anger and excitement. Looking at those eyes, Velma felt her stomach sink as understanding that was far too old for her twelve years flooded through her. She was for sale. That was why they were here. She had super powers—not because she’d done anything to seek out or earn them—and that meant she wasn’t really a little girl anymore. She was something else, some pretty little toy that could be bought and sold by anyone who was willing to meet the price. “You just hush your mouth.”


  “Sorry, Momma,” Velma said, sinking back in her seat. “I just—”


  “I don’t care what you ‘just,’” said her father, sharply. “Quiet now.”


  Wisely, Velma was quiet. She didn’t say another word. Not as the cost for her legal guardianship was agreed upon, not as they argued out a payment schedule, not as the lawyers came in with the papers that would transfer custody from her parents to the corporation. Not as her parents got up and left the room, effectively washing their hands of her. Not even when the woman with the plastic smile to match her plastic breasts stepped into the room, murmuring to her like she was a much younger child, and offered to take her to her new “special room.”


  Velma wasn’t sure she’d ever say another thing ever again.


  *


  The home base of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, was split into three distinct sections. There was the public-facing area, where tour groups could come to ooh and aah at all the cute kiddie superheroes as they trained in their brightly-colored, theme park-esque “workout zones;” there were the team quarters, where the various official, auxiliary, and training members of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, were housed; and then there were the bunkers.


  “It’ll be just like going to camp with your very best friends!” gushed the woman from Marketing during Velma’s orientation. “You’ve always wanted to go to camp, haven’t you?”


  “No,” said Velma.


  If she’d been expecting her lack of enthusiasm to slow down the woman from Marketing, she was sorely mistaken. Her orientation continued to barrel full-speed ahead, rushing her through all the duties she’d be expected to perform as the newest member of The Junior Super Patriots family. Most of them involved submitting to endless tests of her powers, at least for the first few months.


  “And if you’re very good, and you do very well on your tests, you may get the chance to try out for the team! Won’t that be wonderful?”


  “No,” said Velma again, but her protests fell on deaf ears. The wheels of her future were turning all around her, and there was nothing she could do to stop them. They were going to have their way with her, whether she liked it or not. So she let herself be shown into a tiny white room that wouldn’t have been out of place in a hospital, them gushing promises of a bright tomorrow, her sullen and silent. She just stood there after they’d gone, head bowed, wishing she knew whether or not they were watching her.


  Until she knew, she didn’t dare break down and cry.


  *


  Her solitude didn’t last for long. Velma hadn’t been in her cell—sorry, “guest quarters”—more than a day when the door opened, allowing, not a company scientist, but a girl about her own age to step inside. The newcomer was willowy and blonde, with huge blue eyes that seemed to make up the bulk of her face. She looked, in short, nothing at all like Velma, except in the tears that were still running down her cheeks.


  Catching sight of the small, dark bundle of sullen that was Velma, the new girl wiped her nose with the back of her hand, sniffled, and said, “They said this was going to be my room.”


  Velma didn’t respond.


  “Are you my new roommate?”


  Velma didn’t respond.


  “My name’s Yelena. What’s yours?”


  Velma didn’t respond.


  Yelena sighed, walking over to the room’s other bed and putting her tiny suitcase down next to the pillow. “I guess your parents sold you, too, huh?” She kept her head bent as she opened the suitcase, beginning to remove a few shabby articles of clothing. “They’ve known I had powers for years. Wasn’t ever a problem until somebody said they’d give them money for me.”


  “What do you do?” asked Velma, actually focusing on her roommate for the first time.


  Yelena looked back, offering a small, anxious smile before waving one hand through the air. A trail of rainbow glitter followed the gesture, shimmering in place for just a moment before dissolving.


  “Cool,” said Velma, and smiled.


  *


  Six months had passed since her acquisition. Velma squirmed, still uncomfortable in her new “uniform,” even more uncomfortable in the bright lights of the studio. They’d only received their trial costumes that morning, the supposedly home-sewn and kid-designed attire that would be the first thing the nation ever saw of them. She wasn’t sure what sort of girl would voluntarily accessorize a brown leotard with Halloween-costume rabbit ears and a puffy tail, but that was apparently the sort of girl she was supposed to be. Yelena was even worse off. They’d shoved her into a pair of rainbow-striped tights and a white sequined leotard that made her look like she couldn’t decide whether she wanted to be a figure skater or a circus clown.


  The boys in their “class” were in a little better condition, largely because they were supposed to look “tough” and “manly.” Privately, Velma wasn’t sure that David Mickelstein could look tough or manly if his life depended on it. Mostly, he just looked miserable. She supposed she’d look miserable, too, if her father had decided to genetically meld her with a lobster. Although since he would have died without the treatment, it was sort of a good thing. Aaron, on the other hand, looked dreamy in his blue jeans and his white shirt with the big red “A” painted across the chest. Aaron always looked dreamy. He probably would’ve looked dreamy in Yelena’s costume.


  Well. Maybe that was going a little bit far.


  According to the people from Marketing, there were four slots open on the team, and twenty kids just their age trying out for them. Velma wasn’t so sure about their numbers. She didn’t recognize any of the other people “auditioning” from the compound, but a few of them looked familiar, like she might have seen them as extras on her favorite shows back before she spent all her time training and didn’t get to watch television. The way they kept failing their challenges was even stranger. They’d be flying or fighting or phasing just fine, and then they’d lose their concentration just seconds before time ran out. The longer she watched, the more convinced she was that everything was fixed.


  Yelena caught her eye and offered an anxious smile across the electrified field that represented their shot at the semi-finals. With two flying candidates and two candidates whose powers fell into the “unique” classification, their last challenge was one of teamwork and communication. All they had to do was make it to the door, together, unshocked, and they’d be almost in.


  “NEXT UP,” boomed the announcer, his amplified words almost drowned out by the roar of the enthusiastic crowd, “WE HAVE OUR NEWEST POTENTIAL HEROINES—VELVETEEN AND SPARKLE BRIGHT!” The massive video screens cut to their “audition shots” as their brand-new superhero names were called, showing Velma directing a tea party where all the toys were active participants, and Yelena skipping rope with a rainbow. So cuddly-cute and perfectly predictable that it still made Velma want to gag. Although not as much as the thought of crossing that electric field.


  But Yelena was counting on her. And Aaron was already on the other side with David. They were waiting. They’d be waiting until Velma got up the nerve to join them.


  She hated the men and women from Marketing, with their whispers of positive image and toy lines. She hated The Super Patriots, Inc. She hated her parents. But she didn’t hate the people who wanted to be her teammates, who just wanted her to stand up and join them. She could be a superheroine, if that was what they wanted from her. She could learn to be Velveteen, instead of Velma. Who knew? Maybe people would like Velveteen better. Maybe hiding behind a mask was exactly what she needed.


  They’d tested her powers pretty thoroughly, but they could only test up to the limits of her participation, not up to the limits of what she could actually do. Placing two fingers in her mouth, Velma whistled shrilly. And the giant statues of the founders of The Super Patriots stood up, scooped her and Yelena into their hands, and carried them into the future.


  There’d be time to regret it later.


  Lots of time to regret it.


  *


  “LADIES AND GENTLEMEN!” The announcer’s voice boomed out across the arena in exactly the way that it was meant to, carrying undertones of barely-suppressed excitement, and the twinkling glee of a man who was about to give out the secrets of creation itself . . . or at least the names of the newest members of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division. The arena, predictably enough, went nuts.


  Behind the shimmering curtain of Interrogation’s invisible wall, Velma squirmed, trying to get her leotard to stop crawling up her butt. It wasn’t working terribly well. At least her “official” costume was less offensive than her audition costume had been. She still had the unwanted leotard-and-tights combo, but her new leotard was dark brown, and her new tights were a tolerable shade of pink. And they’d given her ankle boots and a utility belt (even if they’d made her keep the tail). With that, the rabbit ears, and the domino mask, she really looked like the heroine they were pretending she was going to be.


  “I think I’m gonna throw up,” said Yelena conversationally. She looked distinctly green, although that could have just been her rainbow powers kicking in again. They had a tendency to change her skin tone when she got stressed, and being presented in front of thousands of screaming fans was definitely stressful. “Do you think they’d notice?”


  “They’d notice,” said David morosely. David did almost everything morosely. Probably because his costume didn’t require him to wear any pants, which had to be bad for his ego.


  “YOU’VE WITNESSED THE BEST AND BRIGHTEST OF THE NEW GENERATION OF HEROES! THE SAVIORS OF TOMORROW! THE STARS OF THE FUTURE!” The announcer was really hitting his stride now, and the audience sounded like they were going insane.


  Velma gave Yelena’s hand another squeeze. “Don’t worry. They’re going to love you as much as I do.”


  “They’re going to love you, too,” murmured a voice next to her ear. Velma turned to find herself looking straight into the eyes of Aaron Frank, also known as “Action Dude.” She felt herself go red. He grinned.


  She was still blushing when the invisible wall came down and the four of them were exposed to their public in costume for for the first time.


  “SPARKLE BRIGHT! THE CLAW! VELVETEEN! ACTION DUDE! I GIVE YOU—THE NEWEST MEMBERS OF THE JUNIOR SUPER PATRIOTS, WEST COAST DIVISION!”


  The screaming of the crowd seemed almost loud enough to drown out the pounding of Velma’s—of Velveteen’s—heart. She squeezed Sparkle Bright’s hand tightly in hers, and smiled out at the arena, and knew, then and there, that she was going to be a superhero forever.


  *


  Thirteen years later . . .


  Velma’s room at the Good Time Gas-n-Go’s no-tell motel was as dark as the thin mesh curtains could make it; they were drawn shut, but the neon lights of the truck stop still filtered through. No matter; the room’s single occupant was out cold, too deeply sunk in sleep for anything short of an all-out supervillain attack to wake her. Even that might have just earned a thrown pillow and a muttered demand that the combatants keep it down already. She’d fallen asleep with the television on, blaring the night’s third rerun of the most recent Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division results show. Various garishly-clad contestants flew, fought, and used psychic powers to navigate a series of improbable obstacles. At the end of the maze, the prize to end all prizes: membership in The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, and eventually—if you were quick and clever and could keep yourself breathing long enough—ascension to the ranks of The Super Patriots, West Coast Division, where the marketing dollars and the really cool supervillains were found. The blue ribbon.


  It was fixed. It was all fixed, always, every year, because there weren’t nearly as many superhero hopefuls as the media wanted people to think. Too many of the superhumans that manifested in any given year were flawed in some way, driven insane by their powers, killed by the radiation that made them, or simply unable to survive in an atmosphere that they were no longer suited for. So they recycled the same twenty or thirty extras over and over again, hiding their faces behind brightly-colored masks, and used them to promote the illusion that only the best of the best of the best would ever have the right to call themselves Super Patriots.


  It was all a lie, but once upon a time, that hadn’t mattered, because once upon a time, that syrupy theme music had been the song of hope, and those horrible costumes had been the flags of freedom. Of a world where it didn’t matter if you weren’t normal, because normal didn’t stop the alien invasions or crush the giant robots. Superhumans were licensed because people were afraid of them, just as much as people idolized them. But once, that didn’t matter. Once, it was all going to be okay.


  Velma slept with teddy bears and action figures guarding her bedside, like a princess of toyland, and the song of The Super Patriots eased her deeper and deeper down into her dreams.


  *


  Might and flight

  Defend your rights

  Protectors of the skies,

  While tele-s port

  And tele-s path


  Stop evil where it lies.

  American as apple pie,

  Enhanced by liberty,

  Look up and wave as they pass by,

  Those heroes, flying free . . .


  *


  The identity of the first superhumans has been a subject of hot debate for decades, and is unlikely to be resolved any time soon. After all, so many superhumans manifest with powers that are easy to overlook, and it could have been years before any showed up with a combination of abilities that would get them noticed. Before superhuman screening became commonplace, how would Garden Show, with her uncanny ability to raise any flower to perfect health—providing she was given access to gardening supplies, and had the standard growing period—have ever been spotted? Or Kennel Club, the champion dog trainer who was later found to be a command telepath whose powers only worked on the dogs he worked with? No, there’s no way of knowing how long the superhumans were among us before their cover was blown. But once that cover was removed, there was no going back.


  Every schoolchild knows the identities of the first three. Majesty, first superhuman to manifest both flight and superstrength (oddly, one of the more common combinations), raised in a small town in upstate Vermont. His abilities were later linked to irradiated maple syrup. Several more cases of superhuman manifestation would occur during the years following his first appearance, as that irradiated syrup found its way from IHOPs around the country into the transgenically susceptible bellies of children and pregnant women. Jolly Roger, the first of the so-called “fantasy heroes,” who drew his power from the world’s obsession with pirates through a psychic link that scientists have remained unable to explain even to this day. And Supermodel, subject of a million erotic fantasies and source of two million severe eating disorders, whose mutation made her the most beautiful, irresistible thing in any given room, yet inevitably drained the beauty from everything around her. They were the first Super Patriots, serving their country through the use of powers that no one came anywhere close to understanding. They were amazing. They were awesome. They were everything the common man wasn’t.


  They were too good to be true. And in the end, they weren’t true at all.


  The reality behind what happened to the first three Super Patriots was quickly and quietly suppressed by both The Super Patriots, Inc., and the United States government. It wasn’t Super model’s fault, they argued; her powers were uncontrollable on a quantum level, and she had no way of knowing that they were quietly and constantly eroding the goodness of her teammates. Nor was it the fault of Majesty or Jolly Roger, driven to evil by Supermodel’s constant presence. Majesty, Super model, and six of the company’s eleven trainee heroes died in an epic battle that has been attributed to everything from alien mind control to evil duplicates from a parallel dimension. By the time the spin doctors were done, the truth didn’t matter anymore. All that mattered was keeping it hidden.


  Every schoolchild also knows the identity of those five trainee heroes, suddenly elevated to the ranks of Super Patriots in the wake of their tragic loss. Imagineer. Trick and Treat, whose daughters, the lovely Candy girls, have only recently followed in their parents’ footsteps. Deadbolt. Second Chance. They rebuilt a company. They founded an empire. They sleep just fine at night, thank you very much.


  All communities have their secrets, and their mysteries. Where did the superhumans come from? Who was the first?


  What happened to Jolly Roger?


  *


  Thirteen years ago . . .


  Velma wasn’t entirely sure what she’d expected to happen after she and the others made the team. They’d never really been given details on what membership in The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, would mean, although she had the vague idea that it would include ice cream, and possibly a trip to the circus.


  The most immediate change was in their living quarters. They’d barely left the stage before the woman from Marketing was whisking them off to a new part of the compound, chattering away a mile a minute as she led them through the increasingly twisted hallways. “—pay upgrade means, of course, that you can absolutely afford all of this,” she was saying, with high-pitched glee. “Only the best for our newest heroes! And of course, the pay increase is effective immediately, although contract negotiations won’t be able to start until next week, you understand, of course, we need to get the legal team back from the Inverse Dimension, and notify your parents that you’ve been elected to the team. All release forms were signed and filed before you were allowed to enter the trials, of course—”


  Velma had been holding tight to Yelena’s hand ever since they left the stage. Leaning toward the other girl, she murmured out of the corner of her mouth, “I think she gets a quarter every time she can manage to say ‘of course.’”


  Yelena smothered a giggle.


  Coming to a sudden halt, the woman from Marketing turned to shoot a venomous glare back toward the quartet. “I hope you realize what an honor and a privilege it is to serve with The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division,” she said sharply. “There are a great many children who would give anything to be standing where you are right now. Anything. Do you understand me?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Aaron, in his best “dealing with the crazy grown-ups” tone. He was very good at that tone, and at the things that came with it—the getting along, the getting on with other people. Velma was too cranky (“a lot of repressed anger,” said the company psychiatrist), Yelena was too timid (“serious self-image issues”), and David was too morose (“we’re not even sure where to start”). Aaron, on the other hand, was the all-American boy on whose prepubescent shoulders the Marketing Department was already planning to build a fresh new empire. “We’re just excited because of the trials, ma’am, that’s all.”


  From anyone else, it would have sounded smarmy. From Aaron, it just sounded sincere. Predictably, the woman from Marketing’s irritated expression melted into the sappily understanding look that adults tended to have around him. “Well, all right,” she said. “I guess I can’t quash youthful high spirits. Anyway, we’re here.” She waved a hand dramatically, indicating the two nearest doorways. “Your new living quarters.”


  Of the many lessons that Velma had learned since accidentally reanimating the museum’s Natural History wing, the one that currently seemed to matter most was that anything people called “living quarters” was not actually the same as “bedroom.” At least these rooms seemed less generic from the outside; their names had been stenciled on the door, hers in warm chocolate brown, Yelena’s in glittery rainbow. Or rather, their hero names had been stenciled on the door. Here, inside the compound, there was no place for Velma and Yelena and Aaron and Dave. Just the heroes that they were intended to become.


  “They look . . . nice,” said Yelena, timidly. Yelena was always timid around adults. Velma was starting to suspect that she wasn’t the only one who’d had a less-than-happy home life.


  “Oh, they’re better than nice,” enthused the woman from Marketing. “They’re yours.” Before any of the four could decide how they were supposed to react to that, she stepped forward, opening one door with each hand and stepping back, fingers spread in a dramatic flourish. “Welcome home.”


  On the other side of the beautifully-painted doors were . . . tiny, white, almost featureless rooms that wouldn’t have been out of place in a hospital. They were, in short, identical to the bedrooms in the bunkers, with the exception that Velma and the others had taken the time to personalize their rooms in the bunkers. These rooms were devoid of any such familiar little touches. They weren’t anything like a home.


  Seeing Yelena’s eyes starting to fill with tears, Velma gave her hand a fierce squeeze and asked, “Do we get paint or construction paper or anything that we can use for decorating? They’re sort of, well. Empty right now.”


  “That’s your first test, you darling little rascal,” said the woman from Marketing, an almost malicious glimmer coming into her eyes. “You can decorate your rooms just as soon as you find a way to do it with your powers. Now, I realize none of you have material capabilities, so that just means you’ll need to figure out ways to become profitable all the faster. Then you’re welcome to use your share of the merchandising and appearance fees to do whatever you like.” Still smiling, she took a step backward. “Now, you’re all expected for a press conference first thing tomorrow morning. Why don’t you go ahead and get some rest? We want our newest heroes to be at their very best when they meet their public!” Turning quickly, she went striding down the hall, leaving the four to stare after her in dismay.


  “I thought we fought supervillains,” said David, sourly. “Nobody said anything to me about working for them.”


  That was too much for Yelena. She began crying silently, her tears leaving glittery trails down the sides of her face. Sighing, Velma gathered her into a hug. “It’s okay. You’ll see. It’ll be okay. We’re going to make so much money we can build palaces if we want to.”


  Yelena sniffled, eying her suspiciously. “Promise?”


  “Yeah.” Velma gave a firm nod, matching it with an even firmer squeeze. “Promise.”


  *


  Ten years ago . . .


  Velma Martinez, age fifteen: almost more comfortable in costume than she was out of it, equally likely to answer to “Velveteen” and “Velma” . . . although she strongly suspected that was only because both her names began with “V.” Action Dude still answered to “Aaron,” after all, while David and Yelena had practically abandoned the names that they were born with. Those kids were gone, entirely unmoored, because two much brighter stars had risen in their place: The Claw and Sparkle Bright, two of the core members of the current lineup of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division. Velma and Yelena had been rooming together for three years, and Yelena didn’t cry in her sleep anymore. Not as much, anyway. Whatever she was trying to put behind her, it had been bad, bad enough that she’d embraced the company conditioning with open arms. Unlike her roommate and best friend, who continued to view the whole situation with grudgingly accepting suspicion.


  Velma Martinez, age fifteen, better known to the world as Velveteen, mistress of the toy box, holder of no fewer than six global spokes-kid contracts with various toy shops and manufacturers. Velveteen was the one who’d been invited to participate in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, waving from her place on Santa’s sleigh. Velveteen was the one whose action figures were distributed as an intentional rarity, due to their “awesome power” over the rest of the set (more crap from Marketing, but oh, how the public loved their crap. . .), leading to an incredible price tag on the collector’s market. Velveteen was the one that they wanted. Not Velma.


  Velma Martinez, age fifteen, wearing an itchy, formal version of her usual costume—itchy, formal, and made entirely out of black and gray—and wishing like hell that there was a way for her to actually step aside and let Velveteen run the show. She’d never been to a funeral before, had always managed to be out of the dimension or in the infirmary when they happened. She didn’t know how you were supposed to act or what you were supposed to say. The media was bound to be in attendance. The media was always in attendance for something like this.


  She wasn’t even sure whether or not she was allowed to cry.


  Velma Martinez, age fifteen: still standing frozen in front of her mirror, wondering if she needed to adjust her ears, wondering whether it was too late to claim that she was sick, or frozen in time, or stranded in the Inverse Dimension, when the door to the bedroom opened and Action Dude stuck his head inside, looking like his own ego twin in his black and gray costume.


  “Vel? They said to come and get you.”


  Velma didn’t answer.


  Sighing, Action Dude came into the room and walked up behind her, resting his hands on her shoulders. “There has to be a funeral, Val,” he said, gravely. “All the precogs looked forward, and she’s not slated for a return in the current timeline. Unless there’s another cosmic event, Diva’s gone for good.”


  “I never liked her,” Velma mumbled, glancing down at her hands. Anything was better than meeting Aaron’s eyes in the mirror.


  “What?”


  “Diva. I never liked her. They said she was what, Super model’s little sister? Only smarter, and prettier, and in control of her powers? Supermodel was twenty years ago, and her parents were dead. That origin story didn’t even make sense, but everybody believed it. And she was just such a stuck-up, nasty, snotty little—”


  “Clone.”


  Velma blinked, looking up. “Really?”


  “Uh-huh.” Aaron nodded solemnly. “They made her from a mix of Supermodel and Majesty’s DNA. They were going to ‘reveal’ her parentage when she moved up to The Super Patriots. Only she went and got herself killed first, and now they have to bury her under that stupid cover story. She’s not even old enough for them to blow her secret identity and bury her under her real name.”


  “What was her real name?” Velma asked, curious despite herself.


  “Heidi.”


  “Seriously?”


  “The scientist who made her liked the classics.”


  “How do you—”


  “The scientist who made her was David’s father.” Aaron offered her a tiny smile. “C’mon, Vel. Just come to the funeral? For me?”


  Velma took a deep breath; held it; let it slowly out again. “For you,” she said, only a little sullenly.


  “There’s the most awesome heroine I know,” he said, smile broadening to become that ear to ear grin that made her heart turn over in her chest, and he led her out of the room, and she didn’t stop him.


  *


  Velveteen and Action Dude kissed for the first time the night of Diva’s funeral, after the services were done, while The Super Patriots—all five adult branches and all five Junior Divisions—posed for pictures and offered solemn sound-bytes about what a tragedy it all was. It was raining. It always rained for superhero funerals. Dewpoint and Flash Flood were on duty for this one, standing at their stations with heads bowed in what looked like grief but was really deep concentration. Appear ances must be maintained, after all, and appearances said that it always rained at superhero funerals.


  Velveteen had managed to stay still through the endless eulogies and stories of Diva’s heroism, but fled before the media could catch up with her, taking shelter in the shade of Majesty’s crypt. Her ears were soaked and sagging, making her look almost like a lop. She was trying to decide how much she’d get docked for breaking costume if she took them off when a hand tapped her shoulder, and she turned, and Action Dude was kissing her, and she really didn’t care about the ears anymore.


  He’d had about as much practice as she had, which was to say “really none to speak of.” He made up for it with enthusiasm, and with earnestness. Velveteen felt her knees going weak, and wrapped one arm around his shoulders to keep herself steady. That just seemed to encourage him, and he kept on kissing her, kept on kissing her until they were both dizzy and gasping for breath.


  When he finally let go, his cheeks were red enough to make him look like he’d been the target of one of Sparkle Bright’s attacks. “So, uh,” he said.


  “Yeah,” said Velveteen, breathlessly. “Uh.”


  “I hope you don’t—”


  “Oh, no. Not at all. How long have you—”


  “Since you used that stuffed octopus to make Paperclip shut up and sit down. So you’re—”


  “Oh, absolutely. For even longer, I think.”


  A smile crossed his face. “Then it’s okay if I do it again?” he asked.


  Velveteen very nearly threw herself into his arms.


  The pair was so involved in their kissing that they didn’t notice the paparazzi flashbulbs going off, photographers tipped off to the chance to capture some “unrehearsed young romance” by the folks from Marketing. Photographers and unwanted candid pictures were just a part of their daily existence now; they’d learned to tune them out. They just continued to explore the possibilities in front of them—possibilities that were maybe a little more innocent than most of their peers, given how sheltered they were from the popular culture of their time, but possibilities all the same. What their peers hadn’t taught them, their hormones were more than willing to supply.


  They didn’t notice the photographers at all. And they didn’t notice the small figure who sparkled with a corona of rainbow glitter, standing in the shadows of the nearby trees. Tiny, furious rainbows danced in her eyes, lighting them from side to side in a constant shimmer of color.


  If anyone had asked Sparkle Bright, or Yelena, she would have said that was the beginning of the end.


  But no one ever did.


  *


  Ten years later . . .


  Banging on the motel door. Banging that quickly turned into hammering, and was just as quickly joined by the sound of a man shouting, “Hey, lady! Lady, are you dead in there?”


  Groaning, Velma forced her eyes to open and stared up through the gloom at the ceiling. The hammering continued, almost drowning out the daytime talk show discussing the merits and flaws of the newest recruits to The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division. Velma waved her hand, and one of the action figures scattered around her bag jumped up to shut off the television while she struggled to get herself into an upright position.


  “What?!” she demanded. Pants. Where were her pants? She’d been wearing pants when she arrived, she was almost certain of it . . .


  “I asked if you were all right, lady. You slept through your wake-up call, twice, and then you didn’t check out of the room.” The shouting had died down. That was a blessing. There was a note of concern in the man’s voice now that was almost as bad. “I won’t charge you for today if you can get out in the next fifteen minutes, but you sure gave my desk clerk a scare.”


  “I’m fine! I was just—” Dreaming of every mistake I ever made in my entire life, thank you so much for waking me up before the really big ones, “—a lot more tired than I thought I was.” There were her pants, halfway under the edge of the bed. Velma grabbed them and yanked them on without bothering to do up the button before rushing to open the door.


  The motel manager was standing right there, a worried expression on his round, florid face. “You’re sure you’re okay?” he asked.


  Velma smiled. It was an entirely insincere smile, but that didn’t matter, because she’d been trained by the best. Like it or not, she was a product of The Super Patriots Marketing Machine, and they always smile like they mean it. “I’m fine,” she said. “Thank you so much for checking on me. I’ll just be a minute getting my stuff together, and then I’ll come and settle my bill.”


  “You gotta take care of yourself on the road, lady,” he said, worry starting to ease out of his face. Thank God. She’d paid enough to learn that smile; it’d be a shame if it stopped working. “Nobody else is going to do it for you.”


  The memory of Aaron’s eyes behind his black funeral mask still fresh and hot in her mind, Velma nodded. “Oh, I know,” she said. “Believe me, I know.”


  It was a new day. And the past was very, very far away.


  *


  It’s all right,


  They’ve won the fight,


  And freedom was the prize.


  This gift they give:


  You’re free to live,


  And justice never dies.


  American as apple pie,


  Enhanced by liberty.


  It’s time once more to say good-bye,


  Those heroes, flying free . . .


  Those heroes, flying free.


  VELVETEEN


  vs.


  The Old Flame


  VELMA MARTINEZ—OCCASIONAL RELUCTANT SUPERheroine, former child star, bitterest of all bitter twenty-somethings, and prime candidate for serious therapy—stepped out of the Chevron Extra Mile, arms loaded down with road snacks and half a Twinkie still sticking out of her mouth as she tried to figure out how to chew, swallow, and find her car keys all at the same time. It turned out that this was nowhere as easy as it ought to be, and the woman who once led the charge against the evil forces of the Anti-Santa was forced to stop next to her car and dump the contents of her arms on the hood before digging through her pockets. At least that made chewing, and hence swallowing, somewhat easier. And the sugar was doing a lot to make her homicidal urges return to a low, almost placid roar.


  According to her map of upstate California, she was a little less than sixty miles from the Oregon border and potential financial freedom. The owner of the last motel she’d stopped at had been kind enough to let her have her room for free (something about being afraid she’d slipped into a coma or something), and that meant she still had enough cash in her pockets to pay for gas and eat, providing she wasn’t overly particular about what she was eating. She’d done worse than day-old baked goods and discount Hostess products in the past. She’d probably do it again in the future. For right now, what mattered was that she was fed, she was free, and she was getting closer all the time to leaving California behind her like a bad dream.


  A month ago, she was working her series of dead-end temp jobs, sinking a little deeper into debt and depression every day, and starting to wonder whether Sparkle Bright had been right after all—she was just a worthless waste of oxygen whose only purpose in life was to fight evil or die trying. Now she was remembering who she was, what she was good for, and most importantly of all, why she’d felt so compelled to get out of the hero business while she still had the chance. Fight a little evil and more evil was bound to seek you out, out of some weird, misguided need for revenge.


  Evil was fucked-up times five billion, as near as she could tell.


  For all that she was trying very hard to leave all that behind her, she’d entered her training with The Super Patriots, Inc. when she was barely twelve years old, and they had remained her sole legal guardians until she turned eighteen and demanded her walking papers. That much time working and training with the world’s premiere hero team taught you a few tricks. How to spot a supervillain’s tells. What kind of names went with what kind of powers. How to spot the sidekick in a crowd of identically dressed minions.


  How to tell when someone who possessed the power of selfguided flight was landing in the parking lot behind you.


  Abandoning the search for her keys, Velma heaved a sigh that seemed to originate at the base of her toes, squared her shoulders, and turned around. It felt like the world was holding its breath, but she knew, deep down, that she was the only one.


  “Hello, Aaron,” she said.


  *


  Like most people, superheroes prefer the company of like minds: a community of fellows. Tales of superhero/civilian romance are all well and good for the comic books, but the fact of the matter is pretty simple, if one is willing to set romantic notions aside and really consider the situation. A man who can fly isn’t going to marry an investment banker. A woman who can talk to plants isn’t going to settle down with a bus driver. Maybe one relationship in a thousand between a powered and a non-powered individual will work out happily. Relationships between superheroes, on the other hand, may be fraught with evil twins, crossover events, worlds in need of saving, and the occasional archenemy at the wedding, but they are, on the whole, permanent things. Psychiatrists theorize that this is due to the difficulty in finding someone whose powers are not only compatible, but tolerable. The human mind is a complicated thing, and the whole truth may never be known.


  Hero or civilian, bus driver or savior of universes, one truth does hold constant: your first love is the one that haunts you, the one that you can never quite recover from. Some people believe that Jolly Roger’s ongoing absence stems from the loss of his first true love, although no one can quite agree on whether that person was Majesty or Supermodel. Others believe that superheroes only really fall in love once, their brain chemistry permanently altered by the accidents or mutations which granted them their powers. The tabloids beg to differ with this story, boasting tales of superhero love, marriage, estrangement, and divorce, but the myth lives on. People want to believe in happily ever after, even when they’re never going to have it.


  The average life expectancy of most heroes is just short of thirty-five years. The fact that this may have some impact on the supposed “success” of superhero marriages—which are, after all, still considered to have been perfectly successful if they end with the death of one partner, rather than in divorce—has been consistently and conveniently overlooked by all groups with a stake in the matter. Apex Diamonds, a fully owned subsidiary of The Super Patriots, Inc., has been the most vocal detractor of the argument. After all, they say, their diamonds are cruelty free and made with love by their employee heroes. How could souls not destined for true and lasting romance of their own ever craft anything so perfect?


  Regardless of the truth of the matter, Velma knew that it didn’t really matter, because she knew what was true for her. She knew, for example, that she was a twenty-four year old woman (with twenty-five looming ever closer in the rear-view mirror of her life) who had only ever kissed a single man. Who had only ever wanted to kiss a single man, a man who’d started out as a broad-shouldered, golden-haired boy with a lopsided smile that sometimes darted in her direction like a gift. Whatever the truth was for heroes as a whole, for Velma, there had only ever been one man. Near as she could tell, there was only ever going to be one man. The man who was right in front of her, floating half a foot above the ground in his iconic orange and blue costume, cape billowing gently in the wind. There was always wind for people like him. Anything to increase the drama of the moment.


  He looked about as uncomfortable as she felt. That was something, anyway. Not much, but something.


  “Hi, Vel,” he said, almost reluctantly.


  Despite her growing sense of dread, Velma felt those two little words vibrate all the way down to the core of her body and then back out again. He’d always called her “Vel,” in and out of costume. It was the best way to keep himself from blowing it and calling her the wrong thing at the wrong time. (Not that she hadn’t blown it a time or two—they all had—but the media was surprisingly good about bleeping out the names of child heroes. Maybe because the government would come down on them like a ton of lead if they ever let the secret identity of someone under eighteen see the light of day.)


  Swallowing hard, Velma forced the feeling away. “This is how we’re going to do this,” she said, secretly marveling at how reasonable she sounded. “There’s a Starbucks down the street. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. If you’re not there, in street clothes, with a venti mocha for me, I’m going to get back in my car and keep going.”


  “Vel—”


  “Are you here on your own? Or are you here because Marketing sent you?”


  Silence.


  “Have I done anything that you can legally arrest me for?”


  More silence.


  “Yeah. I thought not. Meet me at the Starbucks, or leave me alone. And don’t you dare tell me I’m being unreasonable, because you always knew where I was. You’re the one who didn’t call.” Holding herself as regally as a queen, she turned, gathered her snack foods off the hood, and got into the car. She didn’t let herself look back at him as she started the engine and drove away, fighting against the tide of people who were already rushing to get an up-close and personal glimpse of a real live superhero.


  She was able to tell herself that the tears in her eyes were just there because she wasn’t used to flashbulbs anymore; she hadn’t blinked quickly enough when the cameras started going off.


  She was almost able to make herself believe it.


  “Fucked-up times five billion,” she whispered, and drove on.


  *


  Eight years ago. The headquarters of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division. The private quarters of Action Dude, also known as “Aaron Frank.” The entire junior team had been moved to separate rooms in the last month, supposedly because they were growing up and earning the right to a little more space. Privately, Velveteen believed it was because the Claw had been complaining about Action Dude sneaking her in after lights-out. Marketing didn’t mind a little teen romance, as long as the participants were photogenic and careful to avoid unwanted complications. The Claw complained, and suddenly, Action Dude was sleeping solo.


  Velveteen felt a little sorry for the Claw, when she stopped to think about it. He wasn’t photogenic, that much was certain; he was barely even human after the things his father had done to him. Sure, those were the things that were keeping him alive, but he was never going to make the front cover of Secret Identity, the superhero set’s answer to Tiger Beat.


  She’d made the cover. Three times, actually. Once since she started dating Action Dude, and that was the first cover she’d actually cared for. “Secret Lovers?” said the caption, making her blush all the way down to the tips of her toes. Lovers? Not yet. But . . . maybe.


  Maybe soon.


  She was stretched out on the bed with her chin propped in her hands, watching as Action Dude did one-handed push-ups against the ceiling. They were substantially harder than normal push-ups, he’d confessed to her; gravity kept trying to yank him down to the floor, and the combined strain of staying aloft, pulling himself back to the ceiling with nothing to hold onto, and maintaining proper form was enough to make even him break a sweat. He definitely looked good doing them. Velveteen blushed, burrowing further down under the cape that she was using as a blanket.


  “Aren’t you done yet?” she called, trying to sound coy. (Privately, she thought it made her sound like she had a head cold. But it was a try, and he’d appreciate that much.) “Girl friend getting cold.”


  “Maybe girlfriend should be dating Heatwave,” said Action Dude, laughing. “Just ten more.”


  “Cut it short and I’ll make it worth your while.”


  “Cut it short and Marketing will cut my recreation time for a month,” he replied. . . but there was a new urgency to his movements as he pulled himself up to the ceiling, pushed down, pulled up. Velveteen smiled lazily, watching him, counting in her head. Her count and his reached ten at the same time, because that time when he pushed away, he didn’t pull himself back up. Instead, he came drifting down to the floor, landing gracefully next to the bed. “Hi.”


  “Hi,” Velveteen said, and pulled back the cape in invitation. “Come on. I’m lonely under here.”


  “I’m sweaty,” he cautioned.


  “I like you sweaty,” she said. After that there was nothing but giggling and snuggles, and feather-light touches under the safety orange Kevlar weave of his cape, where even the in-room security cameras wouldn’t be able to record the location of their hands. They’d been going a little further all the time, feeling out one another’s boundaries as their relationship got more secure. A hand under a uniform strap. A foot hooked around a knee. Fingers slipped beneath utility belts.


  Velveteen’s power set was one that kept her grounded, and she’d always liked it that way. But as Action Dude lowered his mouth to the hollow of her throat, her breath caught, and for just a moment, she believed that she could fly.


  *


  Velma pulled into the Starbucks parking lot approximately seventeen minutes after leaving the Chevron. Locking the car doors, she jammed her keys into her pocket and stalked toward the coffee shop. He won’t be there, she told herself sternly. That was a warning, and they thought you’d play nice if they sent Aaron, but you didn’t. He’s gone back to headquarters by now to report his failure. Yelena’s laughing. She’s saying that she told them so. She’s saying that they were idiots to even try. He won’t be there. Don’t you dare hope, because he won’t be there, just wait. He won’t—


  He was there.


  Like so many career superheroes, Aaron really had no idea how “normal” people dressed when they went out for things like coffee, the newspaper, or donuts. He was dressed like he was on his way to a job interview or a funeral, in a suit that was such a studiedly nondescript gray that it actually demanded further study, just to determine whether or not the wearer was in mourning. His tousled blond curls were slicked into what he clearly thought was a “normal” haircut, and black-framed glasses hid his eyes. Not well. She would have known them anywhere. Behind sunglasses or implanted in a cybernetic killing machine, she would have known them.


  There was a cup in front of his table’s other seat, and a slice of blueberry coffee cake. Velma’s eyes started tearing up again. Wiping them with the back of her hand, she ordered herself firmly not to cry, and stepped into the Starbucks.


  Aaron had been gazing anxiously around, but his attention focused on the door as she entered, his shoulders suddenly going rigid. He half-stood, nearly knocking over his chair, then seemed to think better of the gesture, and slammed himself back into a sitting position. Velma saw the small pile of shredded napkins on the table in front of him as she approached. She wasn’t the only one that was nervous. That might have been reassuring, if she’d known what he was nervous about. After all, people tend to display signs of guilt when they’re in the process of setting traps for their former teammates and ex-girlfriends. Especially when those two people happen to be one and the same.


  “Aaron,” she said coolly, sliding herself into the open seat and picking up the waiting mocha. “I’m going to assume that you’re here on good faith, and that you haven’t poisoned my coffee. Is that a safe assumption?”


  He flushed. “Vel—”


  “I know you’re here on company time, and that makes it a fair question. Is it okay for me to drink the coffee?”


  “Yeah,” he said, doing his best impression of a big blond Eeyore. “You can eat the coffee cake, too. I got it for you.”


  Despite herself, Velma smiled. “Yeah, well. I figured that you hadn’t suddenly developed a thing for blueberries.”


  “I could be a clone.”


  “You’d have the same allergies.”


  “Parallel dimension.”


  “Wouldn’t have known I’d want it.”


  Now Aaron was smiling, too, tension briefly forgotten in the face of their favorite of the old, odd games: How Would You Know If I Got Replaced? “Shapechanging alien.”


  “Possible.” She sipped her mocha. “But would a shapechanging alien have remembered the extra sugar?”


  “Probably not,” said Aaron. “Your game.” Sobering, he picked up his own cup and rolled it between his hands, saying, “You look good, Vel.”


  “Oh, please.” Velma shook her head. “I’m in road pants, I need a haircut, and I’ve put on like eight pounds in the last month and a half. This has been the trip from hell. I’m starting to think I’ll never get where I’m going.” She paused. “But it was nice of you to say. You look just like I expected you to.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah. I saw this year’s trials.” Seeing the sudden hope in his eyes, she shook her head. “Accidentally. They were on TV at the coffee shop where I was working.”


  “You mean the place that got shunted off into a world of eternal shadow?”


  “That’s the one.”


  “That’s . . . sort of why I’m here,” said Aaron, regret coloring every word. Velma tensed. “See, the thing is, we were doing the mop-up, and some of the people in town, they said you were the only survivor. And one of them said—”


  “Aaron, don’t.”


  “—said they’d seen you being carried back to the place where you were staying. Carried by something about six inches tall. That was just before the place got shunted off into a world of eternal shadow, so you can see where they’d remember it. And—”


  “Please, don’t.”


  “—it sort of has a few people wondering whether—”


  “If you ever loved me, don’t.”


  He stopped, looking at her with wide, injured blue eyes. “You know that’s not fair. You know I loved you.”


  “Yeah?” She wiped her hand across her eyes again, harder this time. “Could’ve fooled me.”


  *


  Seven years ago. Velveteen was coming out of the gym, leotard sweaty and sticking to her sides. Working out in tights had never been her favorite way to spend an afternoon, but with the chance that training could be filmed at any time, all heroes with non-public secret identities were required to wear variants of their standard costumes while exercising. It was an annoying, inconvenient rule, but unlike so many of the annoying, inconvenient rules at The Super Patriots, Inc., it actually made sense.


  At least they weren’t allowed to film in the showers. As soon as she was in the locker room, she removed her rabbit ears and domino mask, wiping the worst of the sweat out from her eyes. Temporarily blinded by the gesture, she didn’t realize that she wasn’t alone until she turned, and nearly walked straight into Sparkle Bright.


  “Wha—oh!” She pressed her free hand to her chest, laughing a little to cover her surprise. “You startled me. I thought you weren’t working out until Updraft got back from field exercises. What’s up?” Sparkle Bright didn’t answer. Velveteen paused, realizing for the first time just how cold the look on the other girl’s face was. “Sparky? What’s wrong?”


  “Don’t call me that,” said Sparkle Bright, a note of obvious disdain in her voice. “I don’t take diminutives from heroes that aren’t in my power class.”


  “But . . . but the nickname was your idea. Yelena? What’s wr—”


  An older, more cynical Velma would have told her teenage self that she should have seen the blow coming; would have said that it was telegraphed in every inch of Sparkle Bright’s imperious, angry pose. But the teenage Velveteen had never expected her best friend and former roommate to lash out at her that way; would never in a million years have said that her sweet, silly, sentimental roommate was capable of such a thing. Apparently, the teenage Velveteen was the one who was in the wrong. Sparkle Bright’s rainbow whip cracked crimson and ebony fury across the locker room, catching Velveteen squarely in the chest and sending her smashing back against the wall. Only years of physical conditioning and training in the ways to safely take a fall saved her from serious injury.


  Rolling with the momentum as much as she could, Velveteen wound up in a crumpled heap at the base of the wall, blood already starting to well from a cut the tile had opened in her cheek. Eyes gone terribly wide, and terribly hurt, she stammered, “Y-Yelena, what—”


  “DON’T CALL ME THAT!” The whip this time was barely red at all, just a lash of pure, furious black, catching Velveteen in the side of the head and slamming her back against the wall. In the moments before she lost consciousness, she saw Sparkle Bright stalking toward her, hands balled tightly into fists. “I thought you were different,” she hissed. “Now I see that you’re just another two-bit hero with useless powers, trying to exploit me to stay in the spotlight. You stay away from me, Velveteen, and I might do you the same favor. You got that?”


  Velveteen didn’t answer. Velveteen was no longer aware enough to participate in the conversation.


  They found her passed out in the locker room almost two hours later; she was diagnosed with a severe concussion, and suspended from field activities for ninety days. When she came off her bed rest, Sparkle Bright was suddenly the team’s second-in-command, and Velveteen found herself grounded, working with all the other second-string heroes while the more “useful” powers took to the skies, and took to the spotlight.


  Remembering a whip made of light, and an anger she still didn’t understand, Velveteen couldn’t say she really minded.


  *


  “Here.” Aaron offered her a napkin across the table, looking awkward. “C’mon, Vel, don’t cry. I just need to talk to you, that’s all. Just talk. I mean, yes, I’m here because the . . . company . . . told me to be here. They said that you’d probably listen to me, even if you wouldn’t listen to anybody else. But I could’ve said no. When they asked me, I could’ve said no.”


  “So why didn’t you?” Velma demanded, taking the napkin and using it to wipe her eyes. It worked better than her hand. More absorbent, for one thing. “They could have sent somebody, I don’t know, who was less of a lying snake.”


  “That’s not fair.”


  “Neither is what you did to me, so hey, I guess we’re even. Why are you here, Aaron?”


  He went quiet, sitting silent for a long moment while he gathered his thoughts. Finally, raising his head just enough that their eyes met, he said, “Marketing didn’t know where you were until just recently, Vel. You left the team, and you dropped off the radar entirely. I know you probably won’t believe this, but when they seal the records, it’s for real. No monitoring, no check-ins. They treat you just like everybody else. Unless . . .”


  Feeling suddenly sick to her stomach, Velma said, “Unless we display superhuman abilities in a public setting. Is that it?” He didn’t answer. “Aaron. Is that it?”


  “Yeah.”


  “But if they weren’t monitoring my movements, then how—”


  “Dave called us.” Seeing the shocked look on her face, Aaron raised his hands, palms toward her. “Hey. You’d just used superhuman abilities to stop his weird little shellfish army from. . . doing whatever weird little shellfish armies do. He was pissed off. And he was worried about you. We all were, when you left. I guess he thought he was doing you a favor. People like us, they’re not heroes, well . . . they tend to go the other way. He’s living that life. I don’t think he’d wish it on anybody else.”


  “He really did become a supervillain,” said Velma, shaking her head. “I’m fine, Aaron. Honest. I’m not planning to go crazy and level a city. I doubt I could, unless the city had sixteen toy factories or something. I could probably hold the North Pole for ransom, except Santa likes me. He’d just offer me a job.”


  “Vel, please. This is serious.”


  “Right. I’m supposed to believe that Marketing pulled their most popular hero—the hero who just happens to be my one and only ex-boyfriend—out of the field because my former teammates were ‘worried’ about me. A concept which requires me to believe that Yelena was worried about me. Or did you forget that she tried to kill me before I left the team? Yeah, from the look on your face, I guess you tried to put all that behind you. Well, I’m not buying it. Why are you here, Aaron?”


  “You know why.”


  “Say it.”


  “Marketing wants you back,” he said.


  Velma closed her eyes.


  *


  Six years ago. Six days before Velveteen’s eighteenth birthday. Six days before Velma Martinez stood up and took her life back. But in that moment, she was still Velveteen, still a well-trained, thoroughly-brainwashed company girl, sitting polite and puzzled in the Marketing office. She’d been in the middle of a training session when they called for her, testing her powers to see how broken toys could be before she lost the ability to call them back to life. She was reasonably sure she’d be dreaming of zombie teddy bears out for brains for the next week, but it had still been educational. She was definitely improving. Action Dude would be so proud of her.


  The man from Marketing smiled magnanimously, his hands folded together on the desk between them. She had a vague idea that she was meant to take his position as comforting and fatherly. Maybe it would have worked if she’d ever had the sort of father she took comfort in. “Now, Velveteen. We’ve all been very impressed with your dedication to your teammates, and to The Super Patriots. You can bet that the people upstairs are all very impressed, and very much hoping that you’ll consider taking at least an auxiliary position with one of the adult teams after your birthday.”


  “Thank you, sir,” she said, still puzzled, still striving to be polite. She’d learned over the years that understanding Marketing was nowhere near as important as avoiding upsetting them. “That’s very good to hear.”


  “There’s just one little thing that we’ve been wanting to discuss with you. It’s minor, but it could have a fairly major impact on the salability and image of the team. Since you’re such a team player, we know that you’ll understand.”


  Her confusion growing, Velveteen frowned. “Sir?”


  “We here at The Super Patriots, Inc. have worked hard to maintain a good relationship with the various publications focusing on the heroes in our employ, especially those beneath the age of identity revelation. It’s for the protection of everyone’s interests. Consequentially, we often find ourselves in possession of early issues. For review, you understand. So that we can settle any. . . disagreements . . . with a minimum of fuss.” Unfolding his hands, he pulled a magazine from beneath the desk and offered it to her. “I believe this will answer all your questions.”


  Velveteen had no precognitive abilities on record, but in that moment, as she reached for the magazine with inexplicably shaking hands, she felt a sense of dread fall over her; the sense that everything she thought she knew was about to change. She noted that the masthead read Secret Identity; that the date was just one week away. No time for “corrections” or “disagreements.” It had already gone to press.


  The cover photo was of Action Dude, Sparkle Bright snuggled up against his chest, looking just as dewy and innocent as a teen sweetheart could wish. “The Truth Is Out,” read the caption. Beneath it: “Teen Sensations Reveal What’s Really Been Going On Behind Their Masks.”


  Hands shaking in earnest now, Velveteen flipped the magazine, found the article, and read a whole new version of her life. A version where she and Action Dude had always been “just friends,” providing a cover for his clandestine relationship with Sparkle Bright, whose conservative parents might have endangered her life by revealing her secret identity if they’d known she was dating. “Val’s a great girl,” said the article—said her boyfriend—“but she’s more one of the guys than girlfriend material. Sparks was never threatened. She knew it was just what we had to do to keep her safe.”


  Sometime between that quote and the end of the article, Velveteen started crying. She never really stopped. It was Velma who looked up, offered back the magazine, and said, “I understand, sir. Is that all?”


  The man from Marketing smiled broadly. “We knew you’d be a trooper.”


  “I try my best, sir,” she said, and stood, and walked out of the office, back into a life that she didn’t want any part of anymore. Six days. That was all she had to get through. Just six days, and then she’d be free.


  The urge was strong, but she somehow managed not to punch anyone before she left.


  *


  “You tell them,” she said, slowly, “that they are never, ever going to get me back on their team. Not the main team, not the auxiliary teams, not the super-special alumni team that they only break out of retirement when the universe is about to end. I have walked that walk, I have talked that talk, and I have learned that there are some things that are simply not worth it.”


  “Please,” he said, very softly.


  Velma opened her eyes, looking across the table at the one and only man she’d ever loved, the one and only man she’d ever allowed to get close enough to betray her. The one and only man that she was never going to find it in her to forgive. There were a thousand things she wanted to say to him, a thousand questions she wanted to ask him, starting with “Why?” and getting more and more painful from there. Some wounds never heal. Some cuts never stop bleeding.


  “Thanks for the mocha,” she said, and picked up cup and coffee cake, stood up from her chair, and left the Starbucks behind.


  Aaron Frank—also known as “Action Dude,” also known as the only man on the planet dumb enough to have Velma Martinez in his hands and let her slip away on the orders of a man from Marketing—watched her go. Once he was sure she was gone, he picked up a napkin, wiped his eyes, and stood to make his own departure.


  Sometimes there’s just not a happy ending. Sometimes there’s not really an ending at all.


  VELVETEEN


  vs.


  The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division


  VELMA MARTINEZ HAD BEEN DRIVING for long enough that she was fairly sure her ass had developed calluses. Any wayward, unspoken desire she might have had to become a professional truck driver had died somewhere on the road between San Francisco and the California/Oregon border. She couldn’t have said exactly what delivered the killing blow—was it the engine trouble? The wrong turn that stranded her in Isley during their annual crawfish festival? The traveling carnival whose rides were maintained in top condition through black magic and blood sacrifice? The conditions of the rest stop bathrooms? Whatever it was, she was done. If she never took another drive longer than the one between her next dead-end apartment and the nearest Starbucks, it would be way too soon.


  Back when she was in the superhero business, there had been dozens of website forums devoted to discussing her admittedly unusual power set, debating what it was good for, and theorizing on what applications it might have in combat. She used to read them semi-religiously. At first for fun, then because she was so horrified by the things that people felt it was okay to say about her, and finally for the combat tips. The Super Patriots, Inc. training division really had nothing on a community of teenage geeks who’d been raised on real-time strategy games and epic Powers and Patriots RPG campaigns. They analyzed her moves in battle, cross-referenced the ways she’d been known to use her powers, and came up with suggestions that she promptly put into practice, all without them every knowing that they’d become her secret advisers.


  (Maybe she would have felt bad about taking advantage of their strategy skills without sending them so much as a “thank you” card or an autographed photo, but these were also the people who’d described her second year bunny suit as “Playboy does Lolita” and “totally spank able bunny-babe.” After the fifth piece of pornographic fan art and the real-person slash frantic novella where she liked to “do it like a rabbit,” she figured the strategy tips were sort of like protection money: as long as they stayed semi-useful, she wouldn’t feel compelled to wipe them off the face of the planet.)


  One of the common threads in those forums had been the geek version of dick-waving—the endless discussions with titles like “Action Dude vs. Majesty WHO WOULD WIN???” and “Velveteen vs. Sparkle Bright THE ULTIMATE SHOWDOWN.” She lost more of those fantasy battles than she won, but that was understandable; she didn’t have a power set that really lent itself to one-on-one combat. In the post-“battle” strategy discussions, her lack of flight capabilities was often cited as her largest disadvantage. If she could fly, her supporters argued, she could own the battleground. She’d mostly managed to laugh those threads off back then, because back then, she could pretty much go flying whenever she wanted to. All she had to do was ask Yelena nicely, or bat her eyes at Aaron and offer to sneak into his room after lights-out.


  But that was a long time ago. That ship had sailed; that velvet domino mask had been thrown in the trash, atop the shredded remains of a hundred marketing contracts and a hundred thousand failed ideals. She didn’t miss the life. That was true, or at least she told herself that it was true, and since she didn’t have anyone else to ask, she basically believed it.


  Still, sometimes—like times like this, when she was stuck at the end of a mile-long line of cars trying to get past an overturned tanker truck that had decided to block the entrance to Oregon—she missed flying. There was something to be said for being able to go up and over anything that wound up in her path with nothing more than a thought.


  Flying was the only thing she missed. The convenience, the freedom of it. She didn’t miss the people who’d been responsible for giving her that freedom. She didn’t miss them at all.


  Maybe if she told herself that enough, it would all be true.


  Velma sagged in her seat and closed her eyes, listening to the horns that blared on all sides of her. She was almost home free, and soon she could put all this behind her again. Soon, and forever.


  She was almost there.


  *


  An uncounted number of books have been written about the practical monopoly that The Super Patriots, Inc. hold over the superhero industry. Between the parent company and their dozens of divisions, sub-divisions, branches, training offices, charities, and other holdings, an estimated ninety-seven percent of the world’s heroic superhumans answer in some way to The Super Patriots, Inc. The name on the checks may change, but the Board of Directors stays the same. Some of those books have even managed to see print, although none have stayed on the shelves for long. Most of them wind up shelved under “Fiction,” and most of the authors responsible have quietly retired from the literary life not long after. Not that The Super Patriots, Inc. has anything to do with that. Oh, no.


  Of course not.


  Of the three percent of the world’s heroic superhumans not employed by some division or sub-division of The Super Patriots, Inc., two percent have either failed to manifest or have manifested in some way that falls well below the increasingly well-honed super-spotter radar. Consider the case of Ms. Ethel Matheson, whose super powers were discovered during a routine cancer screening when she was eighty-five years old. Most of her surviving family members believe that it was the shock of learning that her cookies had always been perfect not because she was a good baker, but because she was a very low-grade superhuman, which killed her. The tiny heroes, the every day heroes, can go their entire lives without being spotted. They live and marry within the standard human population, the genes growing stronger with each generation, until full manifestation occurs.


  Ms. Matheson’s granddaughter, Amy, graduated from The Junior Super Patriots, East Coast Division two years ago, proudly joining The Super Patriots in her role as The Baker. She has since gone on to lead up the world-renowned superteam’s French chapter, and uses her powers for the good of all mankind. The tabloids adore her, since the caloric nature of her powers means than whenever the news gets thin on the ground, they can run another story about her radical diet plans.


  And so it goes.


  The remaining one percent of the world’s heroes contains those individuals like Velveteen, Jolly Roger, the Unicorn Girl, and Mr. Tambourine Man. The ones who, when faced with the heroic life, its perks and its problems, shook their heads and said “no, thank you.” Studies conducted by solemn, handsome scientists (all of whom receive their funding through The Super Patriots, Inc.—in a round-about way, of course, to make it more difficult to trace) show that this final one percent will almost always turn to super-villainy, joining the ranks of the fallen. They are to be pitied. They are to be saved from themselves, if at all possible. They are definitely to be reported to the authorities. After all, friends don’t let friends destroy the planet with pinpoint black holes just because they couldn’t afford their pills anymore, now, do they?


  No one has ever done a case study on the world’s villainous superhumans, to determine exactly how many of them chose a life of crime and terror less out of a natural inclination toward evil than from the desire to make The Super Patriots, Inc. leave them alone already. The results might be interesting, if someone ever did.


  *


  Velma hiked down the window—which took considerable effort; the handle had broken off months ago, and been replaced by a pair of rusty pliers—and stuck her head out, almost gagging on the taste of hot exhaust fumes. “Excuse me?” she shouted, once she could breathe again. “Could you come over here for a second?”


  The group of teens eyed her suspiciously before taking a moment to murmur between themselves, no doubt assessing the likelihood that she was some sort of serial-killing freak. After a few seconds, they clearly came to the conclusion that she was too small to present any real threat, and came sauntering over to the side of the road.


  “What do you want?” asked the one at the front of the pack. He was wearing an old black trench coat about three sizes too big for him, and his scrawny shoulders were hunched up in what was probably a habitually defensive posture. Not the big kids on the local campus, then. That was good—they were a lot more likely to answer questions without feeling like they needed to act cool and impress their friends. It was also bad, because it upped the odds of them being hero-chasers. The last thing she needed was an “aren’t you. . . ?” incident, especially when she was effectively held prisoner by the traffic.


  “What’s going on up there?” Velma waved a hand vaguely in the direction the cars were struggling to go. “I never knew this was a big traffic spot.”


  “It’s not,” said another of the teens, a girl dressed in the very latest Hot Topic chic. “They’re doing some sort of car check up ahead.”


  “What, like checking to make sure no one’s trying to smuggle redwood trees and oranges into Oregon?”


  The group’s leader shrugged expansively. “No clue. We tried hiking up and asking them, but they just waved us off. Said we weren’t who they were looking for.”


  You can tear up contracts and take off costumes; you can quit teams and refuse reunions. But no one has ever mastered walking away so completely that they forget their training. Velma felt suddenly dizzy, as if all the blood had drained out of the top half of her body. Struggling to keep her composure, she leaned further out the window and said, “Look, I know this may sound a little weird, but . . . I really have to make it to Oregon in the next hour. If I miss my appointment, I’m basically screwed. Is there a way off this highway?”


  The teens looked uncertain, exchanging glances amongst themselves. “Well . . .” said Miss Hot Topic, with obvious reluctance.


  “I swear I just want to get on my way,” said Velma. The teens exchanged another glance, and several of them took a step backward. Desperate now, she added, “I’d be happy to tip for a tip. Say twenty bucks if you can tell me where to find a frontage road?”


  “This is my dad’s field,” said Trench Coat, abruptly. “If you make it another fifteen feet up, I can open the gate for you. The farm road connects up to the surface streets. Normally, I’d say that was the slow way, but right now—”


  “Right now, anything is better than this.” Velma fumbled a twenty from her purse—almost the last of her money, but this wasn’t the time to worry about that—and handed it out the window to Trench Coat, hoping he wouldn’t notice the way her hand was shaking.


  To her relief, he either didn’t notice, or he decided that twenty dollars was worth ignoring a little distress. “I’ll have the gate open by the time you make it up there,” he said, making the money disappear into a pocket.


  “Thank you,” said Velma, fervently, and cranked the window up again.


  Fifteen minutes later, Velma cleared the gate and went roaring off down the farm road, passing fields of potatoes and parsnips and feeling her heartbeat slow with every inch she put between herself and the “car check” that had backed up traffic all the way to Oregon. Was she being paranoid? Just possibly. The more important question would have been “was that paranoia unfounded?” In her tragically vast experience, it almost never was.


  “Fucked-up times five billion,” Velma muttered, and hit the gas.


  *


  “Swallowtail to base, Swallowtail to base, come in, base.”


  “What is it, Swallowtail?”


  “What sort of car did you say we were watching for again?” Swallowtail let herself drop a little lower in the hazy afternoon air, the excited molecules around her feet cooling just a few degrees as the stunt was performed. Anyone looking up would have seen her hovering there, a slim teenage girl surrounded by a corona of light that fanned out its gold and brown wings like a vast butterfly. She was technically classed as an energy manipulator, although her use of light and heat was limited to crafting swallowtail butterflies. They could be as small as a fingernail, or large enough to let her fly. Also, they were pretty. She didn’t regret her power set, even if some people said it would never make her one of the big guns.


  “According to the records we got off that repair shop in Red Bluff, it’s a Saturn, medium blue—”


  Excitement growing, Swallowtail interrupted, “Back bumper held on with duct tape?”


  “Swallowtail, do you have eyes on the target?”


  “A car matching that description is heading down one of the local frontage roads, moving west at approximately twenty miles per hour.”


  There was a pause as Handheld accessed his internal GPS, running through all available maps of the area. That useful little trick was why he always seemed to get stuck playing base. That, and he was the only one who ever remembered to recharge the headsets. “Swallowtail, withdraw. There’s only one accessible border crossing on that route, and we can beat her there by ten minutes.”


  Swallowtail’s breath caught. “You mean. . . ?”


  “I do.” She heard the click as he changed frequencies, going from their private channel to the one that would reach the entire team. Voice echoing with authority, he said the words she’d been waiting to hear since this mission was announced, the words that meant they were finally going to prove themselves against a villain worthy of their time:


  “JUNIOR SUPER PATRIOTS, WEST COAST DIVISION, THE PARTY’S ON!”


  “Oh, you’ll be sorry soon,” she whispered gleefully, and turned, spreading light-display butterfly wings wide as she soared toward the place where the team would be assembling. It was time to show that turncoat that she chose the wrong side when she left The Super Patriots.


  On the highway, traffic started to move again.


  *


  The last sign Velma had passed indicated that she was less than half a mile from the Oregon border, and she was finally starting to relax. Once she crossed the state border, she’d have a clean slate; there was no way Marketing could accuse her of unlicensed use of her powers, since those charges were only valid within the state where the crime occurred, and Oregon didn’t believe in superhuman extradition. Oregon, Hawaii, Arizona, and Vermont: the last states where a superhuman could go to hide from their past sins. They still required licensing, but they wouldn’t give you to Marketing unless you’d actually killed someone. Velma never had. Property damage, yes, but manslaughter, no.


  Half a mile, and she’d be free forever.


  She was so focused on planning for her new-found freedom that she didn’t see the teenager standing in the road until she was almost on top of him. Shouting, she hauled on the wheel and sent herself into a spin, tires screeching on the road. The smell of burning rubber filled the air. The car came to a stop, almost completely turned around. Gasping for air, Velma clutched the wheel and blinked rapidly, trying to clear her head. She hadn’t hit the kid. She was certain of that much. But where did he come from? How was he just standing there, in the middle of nowhere? What—


  Someone was knocking on the window. Velma lifted her head, wincing as the movement was telegraphed down into her aching shoulders. The kid from the road was standing next to her car, peering in at her. He was dressed a little oddly, she saw, wearing a heavy ski coat buttoned all the way down. It was way too warm to be dressed like that. She blinked at him.


  He knocked again.


  Wincing even more, Velma undid her seat belt and opened the door, stepping unsteadily out of the car. Her knees were shaking, and she had to fight the urge to get down on all fours and kiss the ground. Thank you, ground, for being there. Thank you, God, for letting me miss that kid.


  “Hi,” said the kid, offering her a bright, toothpaste-endorsement smile. “Are you Velma Martinez?”


  Under normal circumstances, that question would have set off so many alarm bells inside Velma’s head that she would have been deafened by the sound. Now, shaken by her near miss and dizzy from endorphins, she just blinked at him again, and said, “Yeah. Who’s asking?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry—I forgot that we’d never been introduced.” He unbuttoned his jacket in a quick, efficient motion and shrugged it off, revealing the purple and gray spandex costume that it had been concealing. Shining beetles the size of Velma’s clenched fist rushed out of the abandoned jacket, swarming up his legs and clinging to his sides. More of those beetles scurried up his back, pulling a full-face mask over his head. He thrust a fist into the air, and announced, in a voice ringing with the tightly-controlled desire for justice, “I am. . . THE BEDBUG!”


  Velma blinked. “Uh,” she said, finally. “I bet you don’t get many dates, do you?”


  “Do you dare to mock my might?”


  “Yup. I dare.” Velma folded her arms. “So, is that insect control, or are they psychic projections?”


  “Psychic pro—don’t distract me!” The Bedbug sounded annoyed, although it was difficult to tell with that mask hiding his entire face. Velma had always hated trying to carry on a conversation with someone in a full-face mask. It was like talking to a wall. “Prepare to face your undoing, evil-doer!”


  First rule of escaping an unwanted fight: keep them talking while you figure out a way to get out of the situation. Velma scanned the road around her, feeling her heart rate dropping steadily back toward “normal.” It was sad when being poorly menaced by a teenage superhero was calming. “Okay, first, you’ve got the wrong girl, because I am not a doer of evil, nor am I really in the market for an undoing. If that’s what you do. . . look, could you work the word ‘do’ into that sentence a few more times? Because seriously, you’re abusing the language. I don’t want to fight. I just want to get to Oregon.”


  “A pity, then, that cheaters finish last!” proclaimed a skinny brunette with blonde-streaked hair as she dropped out of the sky, wide yellow and brown butterfly wings spread behind her. They vanished when she touched down next to The Bedbug. Her costume, Velma saw with disgust, was the same yellow and brown as her wings. Even her mask had been cut to subtly resemble butterfly wings, open wide across her face. “Justice will be yours at last!”


  “Do you guys have a bug theme this year or something?” asked Velma, distracted from her survey of possible escape routes by the sinking sensation in her stomach. The Bedbug was unfamiliar, but she recognized the girl. Swallowtail. She’d been on the cover of Secret Identity just a few months before, supposedly “speaking candidly” about her battle with anorexia. (As if an energy projector could have a battle with anorexia. They burned calories to create their light projections. If Swallowtail were anorexic, she wouldn’t be able to use her powers. The article was just a ploy by Marketing, another way to get a young hero’s face out in the public eye and build the feeling that superheroes were just like everybody else.)


  If Swallowtail was here, this wasn’t some random kid trying to prove himself against a retired hero. This was something much, much worse.


  This was The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division.


  *


  There’s one thing about the world’s superhuman community that most people would realize, if they really stopped to think about it: there’s really no way to control them if they don’t want to be controlled. Oh, individual powers can generally be suppressed, but there’s no way to un-mutate a mutant, disconnect a magical hero from the belief that fuels them, or somehow transform an alien into a human being. Lobotomies can be used on gadgeteers, but unless the gadgeteer in question has wiped out an elementary school, that’s still classed as unnecessary cruelty. The superhumans police themselves. There’s simply no other way to keep them from taking over the world.


  The Super Patriots, Inc. controls ninety-seven percent of the world’s superheroes. That gives them controlling interest in every super team, every super-force, every organization of supers supposedly formed to “watch the watchers.” With all that being simple fact, it stands to reason that there’s one entity deciding who the heroes and the villains really are.


  Marketing controls more than just what brand of cereal your children cry for. Marketing names the heroes and the villains, gives them primary colors, and tells you who to root for in the fight.


  And Marketing doesn’t take “no” for an answer.


  *


  Velma took a step backward, toward her car. She could feel her powers gathering, straining for release. That was what you did when you were surrounded by unfriendly supers: you broke out with everything you had, and you fought back. The Bedbug and Swallowtail were still in pose-and-bluster mode, trying to impress her with their color-coordinated outfits and perfect hair. It would have looked silly, if she hadn’t recognized the maneuver. They were waiting for the rest of their team to arrive.


  Current lineup, current lineup, Velma thought frantically, taking another step backward. She hadn’t really been keeping track. Sure, she knew a few—Swallowtail was one, and then there was their current techie, what was his name, Blackberry or iPod or something like that—but beyond that, she’d done her best to put the team entirely out of her mind. She hadn’t wanted to know. And now, what she hadn’t wanted to know was preparing to have a genuine superhero throw-down with her on a frontage road half a mile from the Oregon border.


  Sometimes the world really wasn’t fair.


  “If you come quietly, we can guarantee that will play a part in your sentencing,” said The Bedbug, still posing heroically. “This doesn’t have to be ugly.”


  “Guys, I really don’t think you want to do this,” said Velma, raising her hands, palms outward. “Whatever it is you think I did, whoever it is you think I am, I didn’t do it, and I’m not that person. I’m just trying to get to Portland. Now can you please—”


  “THE PARTY’S ON!” shouted a voice from behind her, barely audible over the roar of a motorcycle. Velma whipped around to see a teenage boy in black and orange racing toward her on a tricked-out bike in matching colors, three flying heroes right behind him. Three flying heroes, and—she had to blink to be sure she was seeing this right—a trio of girls riding what looked like a disk of flying peppermint.


  “Fucked-up times fucking infinity,” she groaned, and with that, the fight was on.


  *


  The membership of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, at the time of The Velveteen Incident (SPI Code vm049):


  Handheld. Team leader, technopath. Machine control, ability to intercept wireless transmissions within a six-block radius of his current location. Hand-to-hand fighter, no physical powers of any sort. Powers originally acquired through an industrial accident in his father’s special effects lab. Believed to be an altered human, although mutation has not been ruled out.


  Swallowtail. Second-in-command, energy projector. Power limitation: all Swallowtail’s energy forms conform in appearance to the Tiger Swallowtail butterfly, native to the West Coast of the United States. Powers originally acquired through exposure to irradiated bug spray released in the Indianapolis Science Museum during her junior entomology course. Of the six students exposed, four are now deceased.


  The Bedbug. Energy projector. Power limitation: all Bedbug’s energy forms conform in appearance to an unidentified form of scarab beetle. The Bedbug shares limited psychic communication with his bugs, and can be “stunned” by their destruction. Powers originally acquired through exposure to irradiated bug spray released in the Indianapolis Science Museum. Highly protective of Swallowtail, the only other survivor of the incident.


  Super-Cool. Flight, limited invulnerability, super-strength. Powers originally acquired through exposure to irradiated maple syrup. His dose seems to have been more dilute than the doses to which Majesty and Action Dude were exposed; plans are in place to expose him again, hopefully increasing his power levels without further damaging his psyche. Super-Cool is only able to function in combat for an hour before becoming confused and unable to fight.


  The Nanny. Psychic projection, limited flight, limited weather control. Power limitations: The Nanny can only fly when holding something which can appear to “catch” the wind (actual functionality not needed; umbrella is preferred, and seems to give her the highest speed). She is unable to fly at all indoors. Her psychic projection functions through control: her commands must be obeyed, provided she can first convince her target of their own “naughtiness.” Definitely a magical hero.


  Apex. Flight, super-speed. Mutant, no point of origin known for his powers. Power limitations: none yet identified.


  The Candy Sisters: Candy Cane, Candy Corn, and Candy Apple. Mutant daughters of Trick and Treat. There is no known point of origin for their powers. All three are matter manipulators, level five, with no limitations yet identified beyond those imposed by their personas. Research believes these limitations to be self-imposed, and recommends further study when the opportunity presents itself. Should one of the sisters be rendered somehow surplus, the remains would be a great asset to the research division.


  Nine super-teens against one out-of-shape, out-of-practice, essentially retired former teen superhero. The odds were clearly stacked in the favor of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division. With this fact presented plainly, the question remains:


  What went wrong?


  *


  Officially cornered, Velma finally gave in to the power that had been pleading to be unleashed, spreading her hands and closing her eyes as she heard the motorcycle racing closer. The toys in the car stirred, awakening to her command. The plush rabbit from the Isley Crawfish Festival. The action figures from the coffee shop. The stuffed frog she’d found abandoned in a gas station parking lot. Even a cartoony wind-up spider from some forgotten fast food special. They all awoke, scuttling and jumping out the open door to surround her in a loose semi-circle.


  She heard Swallowtail laughing. “Is that a stuffed rabbit? Does she actually think she’s going to defeat us with a stuffed bunny rabbit?”


  “She walked away, remember? We knew she was crazy.” At least Bedbug sounded uncertain. “I think we should try to take her.”


  “She’s just standing there . . .”


  Things fall out of cars all the time. Things get left beside the road and forgotten. Things are dropped in front yards, abandoned in fields, put in boxes behind the barn for the next big church rummage sale. Velma spread her hands wide, and spread her mind wider, letting herself forget about the superheroes who were closing in on her position, letting herself forget about everything but finding the lost ones and calling them to her aid.


  She didn’t feel it when Candy Apple spun sticky strands of caramel around her, tying her up in a sugar cocoon. She didn’t notice when the Nanny commanded that she stop what she was doing. She was beginning to shake from the strain, a thin trickle of blood running from one nostril. Distantly, she heard screaming as her action figures swarmed the flying heroes, as the stuffed rabbit went at Handheld’s eyes with a butcher knife it had managed to acquire somewhere. She concentrated. She called.


  The sound of screaming. The sound of a zap gun being fired. Soft splattering sounds, like balls of sugar being dropped from a great height. Velma cast herself further, aware that she was no longer entirely sure where she’d left her body. It was a nice feeling. It was—


  “RETREAT!” shouted a voice.


  Velma opened her eyes.


  The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, were a colorful blur receding down the road, back toward California. The road around her was covered in toys, most weathered, muddy, damaged. A few had “died” during the fight, their plastic limbs and dirty stuffing turning the pavement into a war zone. Velma blinked back tears, suddenly aware that she was aching, and exhausted, and almost there.


  “If you have a home,” she said, hoarsely, “go home, and thank you. If you don’t . . .”


  This meant she was admitting it. This meant she didn’t get another out.


  She sighed.


  “If you don’t, get in the car.”


  The back seat was cluttered with dirty dolls and damaged bears when Velma climbed inside, checking her reflection in the rear view mirror. Blood caked her upper lip, making her look like she’d been in a fistfight, and streaks of caramel were matted in her hair from before Candy Apple’s loss of control. She studied herself for a moment, then sighed, and started the ignition. Oregon was waiting.


  A quarter of a mile from the Oregon border Velma Martinez —a.k.a. “Velveteen,” a.k.a. “one of the only superheroes to voluntarily and successfully quit The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, a wholly owned subsidiary of The Super Patriots, Inc.”—finally passed out.


  Fortunately for her, she had been traveling at barely ten miles per hour when her eyes slipped shut. Even more fortunately, there was no one else on the road. Her car was able to drift gently off to the left, finally coming to a sedate rest in the drainage ditch. Velma didn’t notice. Velma’s head was down on the steering wheel, eyes closed, one strand of hair sticking to the crust of blood that was drying on her lip. Velma was, for the first time in months, utterly at peace with herself, her place in the world, and the powers that had been making her life miserable for most of her life. Velma was, in short, down for the count.


  Unfortunately, especially for Velma, she was really the only one in the area who was anything like “at peace.” Even more unfortunately, any peace achieved under such circumstances was destined to have a short, violent life before coming to an anything-but-peaceful end.


  *


  Saying that the man from Marketing was lividly angry was an understatement on a par with saying “the ocean is slightly damp” or “the paparazzi have a mildly unnerving interest in what Sparkle Bright is having for breakfast.” He’d been pacing back and forth for the past ten minutes, the heels of his glossy leather shoes clicking against the carrier’s faux-hardwood floor. Every third step was punctuated by a tap of one toe, creating an irregular rhythm that was beginning to make Handheld’s teeth hurt. It was bad enough that he and his team got their butts handed to them by the Island of Misfit Toys. Was there some cosmic law that said his day had to get even worse?


  Apparently, the answer was a definite “yes.” “Please remind me, if you would be so kind, of the current makeup of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division,” said the man from Marketing, pronouncing the capital letters as clearly as if they’d been carved in stone. “If you would be so kind.”


  “Sir—” began Handheld.


  “Current makeup, please, and no included exposition or excuses.”


  Anyone who’d spent more than ten minutes as an employee of The Super Patriots, Inc. knew that arguing with Marketing was a good way to waste a lot of time and wind up spending a few months getting the least-desirable interview and publicity assignments possible. Schooling his expression to one of earnest obedience, Handheld squared his shoulders and recited, “Handheld, team leader, technopath. Swallowtail, second-in-command, energy projection and self-powered flight. The Bedbug, energy projection. Super-Cool, limited invulnerability, super-strength, and self-powered flight. The Nanny, team psychic, object-based flight, limited weather control. Apex, super-speed, self-powered flight. The Candy Sisters, thematic matter manipulation.” After a pause, he added, “Sir.”


  “Excellent. You are aware of the nature of the team which you presently,” and the stress on that word was impossible to ignore, “command. Now, tell me, Handheld, is your awareness of the makeup of past iterations of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, of equally high quality?”


  “Sir?”


  “He’s asking if you should have known that the Energizer Dummy was going to kick our butts,” said Candy Cane, pulling her ubiquitous peppermint stick out of her mouth just long enough to make her proclamation. “Duh.”


  The man from Marketing shot the Candy sisters a sharp look. The trio was standing together a few feet from the rest of the team, and were the only ones not showing any outward signs of their recent battle. Being matter manipulators, it was a small thing for them to repair their costumes, smooth out their hair, and plaster pancake makeup over any visible bruises. They looked distressingly unstressed at the idea of being lectured by the man from Marketing. Maybe—probably—because they understood that they were the only current members of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, who were effectively immune to all casual punishments. Heritage heroes. They should never have been allowed to join the roster. But done is done, and spinning what’s been done was one of Marketing’s primary duties.


  “As the young Ms. Cane has so. . . delicately stated, yes, that is precisely what I’m asking,” said the man from Marketing, focusing his attention back on Handheld, a hero he could legitimately bully, terrify, and even (should circumstances demand it) effectively destroy. “One woman, with extremely limited recent combat experience, and powers generally regarded as earning her a level two rating. A level two rating at best. There are nine of you, three of whom are rated level five. How could she possibly, under any circumstances, have managed to get the best of you?”


  Handheld and Swallowtail exchanged an anxious glance, followed by an almost imperceptible shake of Handheld’s head. He was the leader of this team. If there was a fall to be taken, he was going to be the one to take it. “I’m sorry, sir,” he said. “I honestly have no idea.”


  The man from Marketing narrowed his eyes. “Well, then,” he said, briskly. “I hope you’re all rested up.”


  “Sir?”


  “Given the nature of your humiliation, it seems that a rematch is in order.” And then the man from Marketing did something truly terrifying.


  Then the man from Marketing began to smile.


  *


  The rating system applied to the world’s superhumans was not, surprisingly enough, developed by The Super Patriots, Inc. or by any of their divisions, sub-divisions, branches, training offices, charities, or other holdings. It came out of a government lab during the period following the emergence of the first superheroes, but before those heroes had organized themselves into the entity that would come to be known as The Super Patriots. (The “Incorporated” would come even later, when Jolly Roger left, when Majesty died. But that is a story for another footnote.) The scientists responsible were not superpowered themselves, at least not when the experiments started. They were simply, in the way of scientists, curious. Curiosity, it has been argued, has done more to endanger the world than every supervillain who has ever lived.


  After the initially suggested rating schemes had been abandoned—the somewhat stereotypical “alpha” through “omega” level powers, and the less formal, less socially acceptable “kinda cool” through “whoa fuck we’re all gonna die”—it was decided to divide all the world’s superhumans into five somewhat nebulous levels. (Had they been more precise, several grudge matches and the total destruction of Redding, California might have been avoided.) All known superhumans were labeled over the course of a single drunken weekend, and standards for grading future humans were set before the hangovers faded. This may also explain the difficulty of any future superhumans achieving the level five rating: by the time those standards were set, all the scientists involved simply wanted to stagger home and die.


  Level one superhumans, a.k.a., “the support staff”: superhumans whose powers are distinct enough to distinguish them from the general populace, and yet provide them with no real advantages in either a combat or real-world situation. Examples include the first TiVo, who possessed the unerring capability to turn on the television just in time to catch his favorite shows, or Tip-Annie, who could convince even the stingiest of customers to leave her a fifteen percent tip in exchange for decent service.


  Level two superhumans, a.k.a., “the grunts”: superhumans whose powers are pronounced enough to make them useful under specific circumstances, and to even qualify them for limited field work, without ever qualifying them for real starter status. Examples include the Electron, whose minor control over electrical devices made him useful for surveillance work, but lacked offensive capabilities unless located under a high-voltage line, and the Moose, who possessed all the heroic strengths and weaknesses of a moose. Also antlers and an inexplicable fondness for standing in the middle of highways destroying the cars of unsuspecting motorists.


  Level three superhumans, aka, “the working men”: superhumans whose powers give them a distinct inclination toward either good or evil, with the capacity to do a lot of damage if those inclinations are not properly channeled. Interestingly, most gangsters fall into this category, despite having no innate powers. Almost all of the world’s working superhumans are initially rated as level three, and either rise or fall from there. Examples include Swallowtail, whose energy manipulation is severely limited by her own associations with the incident which gave her superpowers, and Mississippi Queen, who can do almost anything with her elemental manipulation. . . as long as she’s surrounded by water. These are the safest superhumans, in some ways. Sure, they’re powerful enough to do some serious damage if they really wanted to, but they’re also powerful enough not to be insecure about their capabilities. Level three superhumans are generally regarded as the most stable, and the least likely to destroy the universe to prove a point.


  Level four superhumans, aka, “the heavy hitters”: superhumans whose powers have progressed to a level which truly sets them apart from most of their fellow men. Interestingly, these are the superhumans most likely to become unstable, trapped too solidly between “god” and “man.” Many level four superhumans are told that they have been designated level three, a delusion which has been proven to preserve sanity, providing it can be maintained. Examples include Action Dude, whose invulnerability and super-strength are second only to Majesty, and Velveteen, whose capacities for spontaneous animation of the inanimate have yet to be fully charted, and may, if they continue to expand, eventually qualify her as a technical level five. Level four superhumans often have short, memorable careers.


  Level five superhumans, a.k.a., “the actual reason for antisuperhuman legislation” or possibly just “oh, fuck no”: superhumans whose powers have reached the point where they are limited only by the superhuman’s own expectations. For example, Trick and Treat—whose claims of originating in the subdimension of the Autumn Country have yet to be disproved—can manage almost any matter manipulation stunt within the limits of their own self-imposed Halloween-based delusions. Jolly Roger, Majesty, and Supermodel were also level five heroes, which goes a long way toward explaining what went wrong with the original lineup of The Super Patriots. When there is nothing more powerful than you, it can be difficult to keep a sense of scale.


  When asked about the possibility of level six superhumans, the scientists involved in the rating system began to giggle (some with an intensity that bordered on hysteria), and said, “If they exist? If they exist? Well, if they exist, this was all for nothing. Pass me the tequila, would you?”


  Government funding of The Super Patriots, Inc. was approved less than six weeks later, in an emergency Senate session.


  *


  Velma crawled back to consciousness like a shopping mall Santa the day after Christmas: slowly, painfully, and with the distinct fear that she’d managed to leave one or more of her essential internal organs lying in a parking lot somewhere. Her eyes were sticky. It was difficult to open them. She lifted her head from the steering wheel—also not particularly easy, also not something she enjoyed—and rubbed a hand across her eyes. It came away crusted with half-dried blood. She supposed she ought to be concerned, or possibly even panic, but it all seemed too much like work. Work could come later, possibly after the throbbing in her head had died down to a dull roar, or died down altogether. Dying altogether wouldn’t be an issue for her.


  Vaguely aware that she was still in danger, or something like that, Velma forced herself to sit fully upright and squinted at her reflection in the rear-view mirror. The blood that had gummed her eyes shut seemed to have come entirely from her bloody nose, as had the crust that covered her upper lip and chin. There didn’t seem to be any actual external injuries, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t managed to burst a blood vessel or something. Maybe she was bleeding to death. Inside her brain. “That’d be a great way to go,” she muttered, fumbling for the glove compartment. “‘Velma Martinez, posthumously identified as the rogue superhuman known as ‘Velveteen,’ bled to death of a brain embolism today—aw, fuck.” The tissues were gone. The tissues were never gone. But the tissues were gone because of that coffee spill back on I-5, and her head was pounding, and she suddenly just wanted to sit there and cry until The Junior Super Patriots came back to finish what they’d started. Taken down by the team she used to belong to. She didn’t really give a crap about the poetic justice of it all. She was just too tired to care.


  A napkin was pressed into her hand. She looked around, eyes widening, and blinked as she saw the battered plush rabbit, originally from the Isley Crawfish Festival, sitting alertly on the seat beside her. Another napkin was clutched clumsily in one paw, waiting for her to need it. One of its eyes was missing, probably torn loose during the most recent battle, and stuffing poked through a hole on its side.


  Velma swallowed. “I’m not currently animating you,” she said, somewhat accusingly. “I’d know.”


  The rabbit didn’t answer her, merely inclined its head and offered the other napkin.


  “Uh,” said Velma. “Thanks.” She could worry more about the unexpectedly animate rabbit later. Right now, she had napkins, she had a bloody face, and she had enough ground-in media training to know that sitting around covered in blood wasn’t a good way to make herself feel better. Appearances mattered. Appearing to be rough and ready and prepared for anything would do a lot to make it true. Spitting into the napkin, she tilted her chin up toward the rear-view mirror and began wiping the blood from her face.


  Once, there would have been someone to do this for her. Once, there would have been someone to tell her that everything was going to be okay (whether it was or not), that she was fighting on the side of justice (whether she was or not), and that whether she won or lost, she would always be a hero. Once, things were different.


  But that was a very long time ago, in a very different world. One that she had walked away from voluntarily.


  It took a surprisingly short time to clean all the blood from her face, the rabbit producing more napkins from between the seats as needed. Finally, Velma studied herself in the mirror, brushing her hair out of her eyes, and nodded. “Good enough for government work.” She glanced to the rabbit. “Thanks.”


  The rabbit nodded gravely, its single remaining eye seeming to look directly at her before it slumped over sideways on the seat, becoming as naturally boneless as something plush was supposed to be. Velma started the engine, struggling slightly as she worked the car out of the ditch, and drove on. To Oregon; to the future; to freedom.


  *


  “I don’t like this,” said Swallowtail, voicing what all of them were clearly thinking. She didn’t like it; she didn’t like any part of it. Didn’t like the man from Marketing, who smelled like stiff leather and over-priced cologne. Didn’t like the things he was telling them to do. Didn’t like the way Handheld, who was supposed to be their fearless leader, stopped being anything but another well-trained dog waiting for his master’s command. Most of all, didn’t like the fact that this woman they were going after was . . .


  Was . . .


  She was one of them, once upon a time, a teen hero with a costume designed by committee and a back-story honed on focus groups and fairy tales. She was the other side of the Marketing machine, and just the fact that she was who she was made all the other villains out there a little bit harder to believe in for certain and for sure. She could have killed them all. Instead, she just stood there and let them escape. She was a villain because Marketing said she was a villain, and realizing that was a little bit like realizing that there was no such thing as Santa Claus.


  “We don’t have to like it, Shelly,” said Handheld, unconsciously reverting to her real name under the stress—and how long had it been since she saw him actually stressed out over something? Over anything? This was the end of everything, and Bedbug was casting jealous glances in their direction, and she didn’t have the energy to pretend she didn’t see. Handheld reached for her hand, and she let him have it. “We just have to get through it.”


  “She’s not getting within a mile of Oregon,” said Super-Cool, posing like he thought the cameras were already in place.


  Candy Corn shot him a disgusted look. “Uh, dude, she’s already within a mile of Oregon. She was within a mile of Oregon when she kicked our butts the first time. Now she’s within two hundred yards of Oregon. Can you maybe pretend to be playing on the same intellectual field as the rest of us for, like, fifteen minutes at a go?”


  Super-Cool glared at her. Swallowtail sighed.


  “So we’re on for the fight?” she asked, squeezing Hand-held’s hand once before letting go. “Even with everything?”


  “Even with everything,” Handheld confirmed.


  Behind them, the members of the press milled, waiting for the story they’d been promised. Several members of the Oregon police were also in place, just in case the “dangerous supervillain” they’d been warned about managed to make it over the border and into their woefully unprotected state. The sound of tires approaching down the road called everyone to attention. The world held its breath.


  Velma’s car came around the curve.


  *


  Celia Morgan did not become Governor of Oregon by accident. No, she became Governor of Oregon by biting, kicking, and clawing her way up the political ladder, all with one goal held firmly in the forefront of her mind: she was going to keep her state safe. Not from terrorists. Not from horrible mutants dragging themselves out of the sea and devouring everything coastal. Not from global warming. No. She was going to keep state safe from the single greatest threat of the modern world, the one thing that needed the most guarding against: The Super Patriots, Inc. And most of all, their Marketing Division.


  The name “Jennifer Morgan” was nowhere to be found in the histories of The Super Patriots, Inc.; she was neither on their list of active nor fallen members. If mentioned at an official function, it would be met with either blank stares or polite excuses as the person to whom you were speaking suddenly needed to be somewhere else. Celia knew that to be a fact, because she’d mentioned Jennifer’s name. She’d mentioned it several times, before she gave up the attempt. The name “Jory” might be met with slightly better results, if it was brought up in the right circles. Geologists would, of course, recognize it as a specific class of soil found commonly in Oregon. And superhero fanatics—the ones who’d learned to save their clippings in physical form, to prevent the data from “mysteriously” changing to fit the party line—might recognize it as the name of a second-string superheroine who’d served, all too briefly, with The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division. “An elementalist, wasn’t she?” one of them might say. “Some sort of earth control . . .”


  “She was a level four earth manipulator!” Celia always wanted to scream. “She could make mountains by wiggling her fingers, and they gave her a stupid name and a little yellow mask and they sent her out to fight monsters! She was twelve years old!” Too young to have been where she was. Too young for any fights bigger than zits and boys and passing sixth grade. But they sent her out to fight monsters, and she never came home. Instead, there was a quick, quiet hush campaign, all her pictures airbrushed out of the magazines, all mentions of her typo-marked out of existence. Instead, there was money, blood money, enough to send Celia to the best colleges in the world, all with the face of her dead sister, her dead big sister, floating just out of the corner of her eye. Instead, there was this: Governor of Oregon, one of the last places in the country to believe that it was the human part of “superhuman” that mattered, and not the super.


  And now here was another god-damned supervillain making a run for her border, endangering everything she’d worked for, making The Super Patriots turn their eyes toward Oregon. Just another stupid fucking drop-out who—


  The ringing of her phone startled her out of the spiral she’d been starting down; the old familiar anger, the old familiar hate. She turned toward the sound, and frowned slowly, brows drawing together. That was her private line. The emergency line, the one only her family was supposed to use.


  She snatched the phone from the cradle before it had the chance to finish ringing for the second time. “Celia speaking,” she said, voice kept tight to prevent the sudden fear from showing through. “What—”


  “This connection’s not secure: just listen.” The voice that cut her off was light, feminine, and cold as steel. “We only have a few minutes. The ‘supervillain’ currently heading for your border has done nothing to warrant that label. She’s violated none of the superhuman restrictions, and she hasn’t actually committed any crimes serious enough to earn the punishment that she’ll receive if they take her.”


  Celia’s world went gray. “What are you talking about?”


  “I’m talking about an innocent woman whose parents handed her over to the Marketing division when she was just a little girl.” The voice grew, if anything, even colder. “She was just like your sister, Ms. Morgan. She didn’t know what she was doing, and she never had a choice.”


  “How do you know about—”


  “If you want to hurt The Super Patriots, this is your chance to do it. This is your chance to take a story away from them and make it into your own. You decide from here.” The line went dead.


  Celia was running for the door before she had even fully processed the desire to do so. By the time the phone hit the desk, she was in the hall, yanking her coat on and shouting for her driver to prepare the car.


  She had a battle to intercept.


  *


  Somewhere not very far away, a woman’s black-gloved hand rested briefly on a disposable cellphone. It had been bought illegally, cloned twice, and made to make a single call. One that she’d hoped, right until that moment, she would manage to talk herself out of making.


  “Fucked up times fifty-thousand, huh, Vel?” she whispered. A spray of golden sparks spread from her fingers, engulfing the phone and melting its circuitry into slag. “Well, it’s up to you, now. Last favor. Last chance. It’s up to you.”


  *


  Velma pulled around the curve to find herself facing the full membership of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division. All of them were standing straight and proud in what she recognized instantly as the official Standing Off Against A Supervillain pose: chests out (but not too out, in the case of the girls, who still needed to look believably virginal), legs apart, hands held with just that right amount of careful tension. Ready for the fight of their lives. And unfortunately, she was on the wrong side of the battle. What looked like an entire army of reporters was waiting behind them, news vans and camera crews and young, attractive, totally expendable talking heads. It was a familiar publicity stunt. It said “we have total faith in winning this battle.” It said “you are completely safe with us.”


  It said “we have the entire membership of the adult team standing by, ready to sweep in if it looks like things are going to turn serious.” It said “the junior team is no longer alone.”


  “It says ‘congratulations, Vel, you lose,’” whispered Velma, stopping her car about ten feet from the line of heroes. She was exhausted. She was injured. And most of all, she realized, she was angry. How dare they? All she ever wanted was to walk away. They couldn’t even let her have that, could they?


  Grabbing her plush rabbit by one grubby arm, she kicked open the car door and stormed toward the line of junior heroes, shoulders hunched, eyes blazing. She could practically feel the cameras zooming in on her as the army of reporters held their breath. She realized that she was turning herself, almost subconsciously, to present her best angles to the media. Good. If this was going to be her last stand, she was going to make it one that they’d remember.


  “How dare you?” she demanded, gesturing toward the lineup with her free hand. Gesturing with the rabbit would probably be taken as a threat, and that would stop her monologue before she even got it started. She’d never given a supervillain speech before, and she wanted to make sure she reached the end. “I never asked for you to hunt me down! I was good! I played fair! I kept my head down, I didn’t leak anything to the press, I didn’t even hint at my identity! But you couldn’t leave it alone, could you? You couldn’t just let me fade away in peace.”


  Looking profoundly uncomfortable, Handheld took a step forward, and said, “By the authority of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, I order you to stand down, evil-doer!”


  “What evil have I done, huh?” Velma took another step toward him, now pointing a finger squarely at his chest. “I flunked community college because there kept being ‘accidents’ in my apartment complex. ‘Accidents’ that always happened right after I turned down another offer from Marketing. I couldn’t hold a job because these people wouldn’t leave me alone. So I disappeared! So I went into hiding! I didn’t do it because I was evil, I did it because I wanted to be left alone. They’ve probably told you that you can quit when you turn eighteen, haven’t they? They’ve probably told you you’re going to get a walk-away-free pass, that you can go back to the private sector. You’re on the inside! You know what it’s like! How many have quit? Huh?”


  This wasn’t the way it was supposed to go. Handheld was standing transfixed, stunned less by what she was saying than by the sudden realization that none of this footage—not a single pixel—was actually getting out clean. Something was throwing static over the reports, removing essential words, until all the audience at home would see was Velma née Velveteen, furiously screaming, and looking every inch the supervillain that Marketing claimed she was.


  Something was very wrong.


  Super-Cool started forward, snarling, “Lady, I don’t care who you were, but you’re about to be a footnote on my road to awesome.”


  Velma turned around, all but laughing in his face. “Footnote? Footnote? They already made me a footnote, you third-rate Majesty knock-off. Now they’re making me a villain. I wonder what they’re going to wind up making out of you?”


  “Nanny, stop her,” hissed Candy Apple. “She’s muy loco.”


  “Yes,” said the Nanny, “but she isn’t naughty. She isn’t being naughty at all . . .”


  Super-Cool took another step toward Velma. Velma turned to him, raising her plush rabbit as if to block him from attacking her. After that, things got very complicated, very quickly. To make matters worse, not a single scrap of camera footage survived; as soon as the incident occurred, they all stopped transmitting. What everyone could agree on later was that a vast bolt of black light—not darkness, but actual light—came out of the trees and struck Velma from behind, lifting her off the ground, propelling her forward. Past the junior heroes that had been sent to stop her. Past the front tier of the media invasion.


  Past the Oregon state line.


  *


  Velma opened her eyes to find herself surrounded by armed security guards, and a diminutive blonde woman in a dusky gray business suit standing about ten yards away, shouting—yes, openly shouting—at . . . Velma squinted, pushing herself up onto her elbows. Shouting at two men from the Marketing Department, flanked by Action Dude, Dewpoint, and Uncertainty. The sight of Action Dude was enough to make Velma close her eyes again, briefly. If she was going to get apprehended, she would have preferred it not be at the hands of her one and only ex-boyfriend.


  Then the actual words of the woman in gray began to register. “—telling you, she’s in Oregon, and you have no actual charges to bring against her! Now unless you can provide me with actual proof that this woman has been involved in a superheroic crime, I’m afraid that, by Oregon law, I cannot allow you to remove her from my custody.”


  “Harboring an unlicensed superhero is against national, not merely state, laws,” said one of the men from Marketing. Velma didn’t recognize his voice. She didn’t need to. “Now, if you would just allow us to—”


  “She’s not unlicensed,” said the woman.


  “WHAT?!” said the man from Marketing.


  “WHAT?!” said Action Dude.


  “WHAT?!” demanded Velma, sitting up and opening her eyes.


  “I told you this was a potential outcome,” said Uncertainty, and yawned.


  “Velveteen is a fully licensed and authorized Oregon superheroine,” said Celia Morgan, smiling sweetly and imagining her fist grinding deep into the face of the man from Marketing.


  “Now, if you’ll excuse me? My superhero appears to have been damaged. I want to get her to the hospital.”


  Smiling dizzily (as much from head trauma and blood loss as from actual delight), Velma offered a little wave to the men from Marketing, blew a kiss to a startled-looking Action Dude, and passed out cold.


  Welcome to Oregon.


  VELVETEEN


  vs.


  The Eternal Halloween


  Twelve years ago . . .


  IT WAS HALLOWEEN MORNING, AND for some reason she couldn’t quite identify or name—“couldn’t put her finger on,” as David always said, usually while looking mournfully at his own massive claws—Velveteen was uneasy. She walked through the back halls of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division housing compound with strange shivers dancing up and down the back of her neck, and waited for some unseen other shoe to drop.


  The public halls had been decorated for Halloween since the first of the month—actually, the decorations went up at the stroke of midnight on September 30th, like Marketing was afraid they might miss a few precious retail dollars if people didn’t realize it was time to go costume shopping the second the calendar turned. Black, green, and purple streamers draped the walls, while comically leering masks and cartoon spooks peeked from every corner.


  The Super Patriots, Inc. was officially a secular organization, holding no allegiance to any religion, faith, or creed, but it was still considered impossible for anyone to object to their cheery observance of Halloween. After all, Trick and Treat were two of the most well-known and well-loved members of The Super Patriots, and Halloween was their home holiday. Every year they were booked on every talk show that would have them, and a few that weren’t entirely sure they’d asked for the privilege. They were even scheduled to host a special Halloween episode of Saturday Night Live. Halloween’s dream team, flying the home flag for every country in the world.


  The Junior Super Patriots had filmed their Halloween special at the beginning of August, squeezing into their special “Halloween costumes” before putting on their little idiot dumbshow about the wonders of the holiday. This was the first holiday special for the new lineup, but even Yelena hadn’t been able to stay starry-eyed with wonder for more than the first few hours of filming. Marketing had been there every step of the way, adjusting lines, demanding retakes, and tweaking, tweaking, tweaking as they pursued the best possible ratings. Trick and Treat were also there, of course, but Velveteen couldn’t remember exchanging more than three unscripted words with them. Trick used to give her nightmares when she was little, before she became a superheroine in her own right.


  If she was being honest with herself, he still did.


  It was Halloween morning. Velveteen had a special appearance with Yelena—sorry, with “Sparkle Bright”—scheduled for two o’clock, she was due in makeup in half an hour, and something was wrong. She just knew it. The trouble was that she had no idea what it was.


  Rubbing her arms in a vain effort to stop the goose bumps, Velveteen shook her head, and kept walking.


  *


  The existence of the Spirits of the Season has been widely debated for years within both the superhuman community and the somewhat larger, more academic community of scholars dedicated to the study of those same superhumans. There are points to support both sides of the debate. Majesty, Supermodel, and Jolly Roger were the first officially known superhumans: this is unarguably true. But there have always been stories of people with powers beyond the norm, and there have always been strange rumors and legends attached to the points where one season slid into another.


  Oak Kings and Holly Kings; Summer Queens and Goddesses of the Spring. Jack Frost. Persephone. All those strange seasonal figures cropping up again and again throughout the mythology of the world, gradually shifting to suit each culture’s understanding of and beliefs about a season. Were they simply stories, or were they based on something more? The existence of the magical heroes made the question difficult to ignore, even before Trick and Treat’s mysterious appearance in the middle of a haunted corn maze in Huntsville, Alabama. Had the magical heroes always existed, simply waiting to actively involve themselves with the affairs of an unpowered world until that world was ready to deal with them?


  The leading theoretical view of things is somewhat more interesting, if a little more disturbing: Trick and Treat, it says, are being entirely literal when they call Halloween their “home holiday.” Further, it puts forth the notion that their interactions with the everyday world are a matter of convenience, not necessity; they could return to the land of Halloween at any time, leaving the world they currently inhabit behind forever. The notion of an entire parallel world of literalized seasons is something few people choose to consider for long. And yet . . .


  There have always been stories of people who embodied the very best elements of certain seasons, certain seasonal festivals. Moreover, since the emergence of the first superhumans, more than a few magical heroes with seasonal or holiday-themed powers have been found, several of them with no known point of origin. Sometimes when Marketing says “mysterious foundling,” they actually mean it. If there are Spirits of the Seasons, what does that mean for the reality of the rest of the year? What does the fact that Trick and Treat are essentially cheerfully vapid reality star contestants say about American culture?


  And what happens when the less savory aspects of the holidays start finding a way to break through?


  *


  Aaron was in the training room, playing catch with himself. He would stand at one end of the room (which was the length of a regulation football field) and pitch the ball as hard as he could. Then he would fly to the other side of the room and try to catch it before it could hit the wall. He was getting better. The first time Velveteen saw him play, he was only been making the catch one time in five. Now he was making it two times out of three, and he’d confessed to Vel that the misses were more a matter of aim than speed.


  Velveteen stopped at the spectator’s rail, where the force field would prevent her from being damaged by any accidentally mis-flung footballs, bursts of cosmic radiation, or other casual by-products of superheroes at play. (Interestingly, Yelena’s color-blasts went through the force field like a hot knife through butter. She had been excused from indoor training until Research and Development could figure out what she was doing, a fact that was giving Imagineer fits of rapture, and Marketing, well, just plain fits.) Leaning on the rail, she plucked at the side of her glove, and watched him play.


  It was always costumes-on at the compound, unless you were in your room, but Marketing had long since seen the wisdom of allowing each hero to have several different daily costume designs. It was a functional decision—gym clothes and formal wear and flame-retardant fabrics for those trips into the Hollow Earth—but it was also a financial one: you sell more action figures when they have visible differences. Aaron always did his workouts in his default costume, all skin-tight orange and blue spandex that somehow made every hormone in her thirteen-year-old body stand up and pay attention. She thought she might be halfway to being in love with him. She thought that might be a really bad idea. But then she saw him flying across the field, all concentration and serious devotion, and she really thought she didn’t have a choice.


  Aaron was on his fifth dive across the field when he saw her, lost control of the ball, and went crashing, shoulder-first, into the tungsten-and-astroturf floor of the training room. Velveteen stiffened, clapping one gloved hand over her mouth. She didn’t realize she was holding her breath until he picked himself up, dusting powdered tungsten and bits of green plastic off his uniform, and offered her a sheepish grin.


  “Uh. Hi, Velm—hi, Vel.” He rubbed the back of his neck with one hand, scuffing the ground with a toe and digging another deep divot in the tungsten. “I, uh, didn’t see you there.”


  Velveteen’s cheeks turned a brilliant red as she tried to come up with a reply that would make her sound cool. Or, if cool wasn’t an option, at least not seriously mentally deranged. Not seriously deranged would be awesome. “I was just on my way to makeup,” she said, finally.


  Was it her imagination, or did Aaron look slightly crestfallen? “Oh. Well, I’d offer to come with you, but I have another half hour of self-training before I’m supposed to report to the gym.”


  “Ugh,” said Velveteen, before her brain had a chance to interfere with the functionality of her mouth. “Who did you piss off this time?”


  “The gray one.”


  “Ewwwwww.” Velveteen wrinkled her nose. The men and women from Marketing never seemed to have actual names; maybe they thought they’d have more trouble viewing the kids they worked with as “valuable commodities” if they were humanized even that far. So all the men were “sir,” and all the women were “ma’am,” like they were some sort of hive superhero in their own right. Secretly, Velveteen couldn’t wait for the day she graduated to the adult team, when all the men and women from Marketing would have to start calling her ma’am.


  “You’re doing it again,” said Aaron.


  “Doing what?”


  He tapped his nose rather than answering verbally. Velveteen reddened again, resisting the urge to clap a hand across her own nose and hide it from any watching cameras. Marketing had been encouraging her to play up the “cute and cuddly” aspects of her costume and code name, recommending she do things like twitch her nose when she was thinking hard and eat carrots whenever she felt like a snack. As far as Velveteen was concerned, Marketing could go and shove their cute and cuddly up their collective cute and cuddly ass. She’d be damned before she got a reputation as some kind of human plush toy, even if the Velveteen soft toy line was one of the season’s top sellers.


  Anyway, she didn’t wrinkle her nose to look like a rabbit, she did it because that was what her nose wanted to do when she heard something gross. But if Marketing wanted her to do it more, she was going to do her best not to do it at all.


  “Thanks,” she mumbled.


  “Yeah.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Um, so. . .”


  “Yeah.” Cheeks growing redder by the moment, Velveteen took a step backward. “I should get . . . I should get to makeup.”


  “Yeah, I should get back to—”


  “Yeah.”


  “Bye.” Turning, Velveteen scooted out of the training room as fast as her legs could carry her. She might not have superspeed, but it’s never a good idea to underestimate the speed of an embarrassed teenage girl.


  Aaron watched her go. When she was gone, he watched the door, maybe a little bit longer than he needed to, expression going dreamy. After a few minutes, when he knew for sure that she wasn’t coming back, he turned. Time to get back to work, and she’d be back. Velveteen always came back.


  That was one of the best things about her.


  *


  Makeup was horrible, as always. The appearance with Yelena—sorry, Sparkle Bright—was okay, since it was primarily a photo shoot. They’d been taken out to a local park that was closed off for their use and allowed to play around for almost an hour while the photographer took candid shots of them. It hadn’t taken long for them to completely forget his presence and relax, playing on the swings, chasing each other around the monkey bars, and playing a variant of tag that involved flight and tiny toy helicopters in addition to all the usual things. When the free play time was over, they’d been presented with a variety of photogenic targets to “fight” against. Balloons for Sparkle Bright, mostly, and little engineering puzzles for Velveteen to take down with squadrons of animated toys. It wasn’t as fun as the free play, but it was still better than the normal daily exercises.


  The obligatory interview was conducted in the park, and the part of Velveteen’s mind that was spending more and more time assessing the world noted cynically that the pair of them, grass-stained and grinning on a park bench as they answered questions, was the sort of image that kept the superheroes human in the public eye, and kept the public loving them. It was all smoke and mirrors. She knew that now.


  She really wished she didn’t.


  The interviewer was young and pretty, which meant whatever magazine this was for was probably aimed at young, pretty people. It wasn’t one of the hero magazines, she knew that much; the hero magazines never staged fights against balloons. Young and pretty as she was, sitting with real live superheroes didn’t seem to bother the interviewer in the least. Maybe she’d done this before. Or maybe she just couldn’t be afraid of preteen girls with grass stains on their knees.


  Most of the questions were soft, easy, and almost cliché. What was it like to have super powers? Did they ever miss going to regular school, with regular kids? Did they feel like they were better than the regular kids? Was there ever any fighting amongst The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division? (The correct answers were, of course, “it’s wonderful,” “sometimes, but I know this is for the best,” “no, not at all, just different,” and “no, never, we’re like a family.” It was okay to change the wording enough to keep the interviewers from realizing just how well-coached the kids were; that didn’t mean it was okay to go off script completely. Once, Velveteen said that having super powers was better than Christmas, and got a long lecture on maintaining the proper image, followed by two weeks of extra lessons with Marketing. She wasn’t planning to do it again, but boy, it had been worth it for the look on the interviewer’s face.)


  The questions got harder toward the end of the interview, and Velveteen found herself taking Sparkle Bright’s hand, as much to comfort herself as to comfort Sparks. The man from Marketing who’d been monitoring the entire process from the discrete distance signaled for the interviewer to wrap it up, probably sensing that something inappropriate was about to be asked. The interviewer ignored him, leaning forward conspiratorially as she asked, “So, girls, tell me—are the rumors true? Does one of you have a crush?”


  Sparkle Bright turned an immediate and vivid red. Velveteen squeezed her hand, and the red shifted to an equally vivid purple as panic made Sparks turn her powers on.


  “I believe this interview is over,” said the man from Marketing. And then it was back into the van and back to the compound, with Sparkle Bright staring resolutely out the window the whole way, refusing to talk to anybody, even Velveteen. Vel watched her friend, worried. She hadn’t known Sparks had a crush on anybody, much less one that big.


  What if it was Aaron?


  But before she could dwell on that strangely, deeply upsetting idea, it was time to change into the special Halloween versions of their costumes and spend the night handing out candy to wide-eyed kids who couldn’t stop staring. The whole thing made Velveteen’s chest ache. Maybe her home life hadn’t been the best, but she’d been able to spend Halloween nights in a costume that she chose, not one designed for her by a committee and approved by a series of focus groups, and she’d been able to go from door to door, asking strangers for candy, without a news crew following her every step of the way. She was a superhero now. She liked being a superhero.


  She just didn’t like anything about it.


  *


  Even on Halloween, lights-out was set for nine-thirty, no argument or negotiation. For once, Velveteen went willingly, grateful for the chance to get away from the rest of the team, from Marketing’s constant assessments, and from the way Sparks had been watching her own feet all evening long. Things were weird, and Vel didn’t like weird. She liked it when things stayed the way they were supposed to, and all the enemies were ones she was allowed to hit.


  She brushed her teeth while the teddy bears made her bed and put her laundry into the hamper. They put themselves back on the shelf when they were done, and Vel crawled under the covers, pulling the pillow over her head. There was a click as one of the toy soldiers flipped the light switch, and everything went dark.


  After a little while, Velveteen slept.


  *


  It was Halloween morning, and for some reason she couldn’t quite identify or name—“couldn’t put her finger on,” as David always said, usually while looking mournfully at his own massive claws—Velveteen was uneasy. She walked through the back halls of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division housing compound, almost coming into sight of the training room before she stopped, frowning.


  “Aar—Action Dude’s going to be in there, playing catch,” she murmured, and started walking again, faster now, practically jogging by the time she reached the door and peeked inside. There was Aaron, racing from one side of the field to the other, chasing the ball he was throwing to himself. Vel froze. She didn’t have any psychic powers, and she liked it that way. The last thing she wanted to do was start testing precog. Precogs went into a whole different training program. Precogs wound up on a whole different team.


  Coincidence. Aaron spent a lot of time in the training room, since his powers were strong enough that he could seriously hurt somebody if he didn’t have them under careful control. So it was just a fluke, that was all. Anyway, she needed to head for makeup. Still . . .


  “The Claw’s in the science wing arguing with his dad about genetic therapy,” she whispered, and looked to her left as she passed the door to the labs. There was David, waving his claws wildly as he tried to convince his father to try another means of curing him of his, um, lobster-ness.


  Tears springing to her eyes, Velveteen broke into a run, not stopping until she reached makeup. Sparkle Bright wasn’t there. She remembered Sparkle Bright being there. She stopped, feeling as if a great weight had been lifted off her chest . . . and nearly broke into tears as Sparks walked up behind her, saying bemusedly, “Did you run all the way here? Gosh, Vel, are you okay?” (“Gosh” was, of course, on the team’s list of officially allowed “strong language.” They were all encouraged to practice it, so that it would sound natural during fights.)


  “I’m fine,” said Velveteen, swallowing heavily. “Just fine.”


  “Okay.” Sparkle Bright threw herself into her own makeup chair, starting to chatter happily about the upcoming appearance, and the brief freedom it would allow them. Velveteen didn’t pay any attention. She didn’t need to; when Sparks paused, she just made the appropriate noises and waited for the babbling to start up again.


  What was going on?


  *


  The interview was hell the second time through; without the acting lessons and coaching she’d received, Velveteen wouldn’t even have been able to fake having fun.


  Halloween was worse.


  When bedtime finally came, she tumbled into bed before the bears were even done smoothing out the sheets, praying that this had just been a fluke, or a supervillain playing tricks, and that it would all be better when she woke up. It would all be okay.


  *


  It was Halloween morning.


  Velveteen pled food poisoning as an excuse to stay in bed. She was pale and shaky enough that Marketing believed her, and allowed it, just this once.


  *


  “—hear me? Hello, can you hear me? Please, if you can hear me, do something. Nod your head. Better yet, open your eyes. Opening your eyes would be awesome.” The voice sounded calm until you listened closely; then it became clear that the speaker was somewhere pretty close to the verge of panic. She was working hard to hide it. She needed to work harder.


  Velveteen didn’t recognize the voice. Or, she realized with relief, the words—if she was going precog, she hadn’t managed to precognate this. She was relieved enough to do as she was asked, and open her eyes. Then she blinked. That wasn’t her ceiling. She pushed herself up onto one elbow. This wasn’t her room. This was a big, vaguely creepy-looking room, with cobwebs in the corners and boards over all the windows. The wallpaper was flocked and peeling, which was normal enough, except that it was in a bats-and-pumpkins pattern. And this wasn’t her bed, unless she’d somehow acquired a four-poster overnight.


  “Oh, thank the Great Pumpkin,” said the voice, now filled with its own measure of relief. “I wasn’t sure I could call you over.”


  “Over where?” Velveteen looked to her left, and blinked again as she saw the girl sitting there. “And who are you?”


  “Oh. Right. Hi.” The girl offered a wide, slightly sheepish smile. “I’m Hailey.”


  “Vel.”


  “I know.” Hailey looked about sixteen, with the sort of figure Velveteen was pretty sure she’d never have. Her hair was pale blonde, streaked with green and orange, and her clothes were weird, even by the standards of the superhero world. Striped purple and orange tights, a tattered black skirt, and a bright green tank top, with elbow-length fishnet gloves and bat-shaped hairclips wasn’t exactly what anybody was going to call “marketable.” She managed to clash with herself, and that was without accounting for the pumpkin-orange eyes and the green and purple nail polish. “Thanks for coming.”


  “. . . I came somewhere?” Velveteen sat up the rest of the way, looking down at herself. She was wearing something that looked almost like the special Halloween costume Marketing had designed for her. Which was almost as weird as waking up somewhere that wasn’t her room, since she never went to bed in her costume. “Am I awake?”


  “Yes.”


  “Okay.”


  Hailey blinked. “Not complaining, but you’re taking that pretty easy.”


  Velveteen shrugged. “It’s part of the Heroing 101 lesson plan. If you find yourself in an altered reality, don’t fight against it. You’ll just hurt yourself and be stuck there longer.” She paused. “Am I stuck here? Is the rest of my team here? Are they okay?”


  “Um, not exactly, no, and sort of for right now, but that’s why I need your help, and that’s why I’ve been trying to call you.”


  “Okay.” Vel swung her feet around to the floor, focusing her attention on Hailey. “Where are we?”


  “That was my first question when this happened to me,” said Hailey, shaking her head. “This may seem a little weird to you, and I’ll completely understand if you need a few minutes to wrap your head around it, although you can’t have much more than a few minutes, because we need to get moving as soon as we can. And I know this is going to seem like it’s just crazy talk, but—”


  “We’re in Halloween, aren’t we? We’re in the place that Halloween comes from.”


  “Well, technically, we’re in the Autumn Land. It’s just that it’s Halloween a lot of the time, because Halloween has a lot of power here.” Hailey was openly staring at her now, expression torn between “impressed” and “I don’t believe you just said that.” “But . . . how did you know?”


  “Oh. That. I guess because of the cobwebs. And your tights. And the scarecrow that’s coming up behind you.” She paused. “Is it supposed to be there?”


  “No!” shouted Hailey, whipping around. “Get out of here! I’ll hold him off!” The scarecrow—a huge, hulking thing that shed bits of hay and squiggling things with every step—moaned and lurched toward her as she moved her hands through the air in an arcane pattern.


  Velveteen ran.


  *


  The house was a crumbling old Victorian, the sort that was always occupied by Vincent Price in the black-and-white movies the cable access channels all showed at midnight. Velveteen ran out the front door and down the porch before she turned around, staring wide-eyed at the building. She could see the boarded-up windows of the room where she’d woken. They were easy to spot; those were the only boards with beams of orange and purple light bursting out from between them. The light somehow managed to be nothing like Sparkle Bright’s. Sparks shot lasers, and this was more like . . . like glitter caught in smoke. It was strange. It was a little scary. And she really hoped it meant that Hailey was winning.


  A hand grabbed her wrist. Stifling a scream, Velveteen whipped around, frantically reaching out with that weird toy-radar of hers to find something, anything, that she could animate. What she found was strange, and difficult to get a handle on. It was like everything was waiting for her orders, and nothing was waiting for her at all. And she had no idea what that meant.


  The hand belonged to a little boy, six or seven at most, wearing a black cat costume and watching her gravely, eyes very green in his painted face. “You’re her,” he said, revealing several missing baby teeth in the process. “You’re the one Hailey went for.” Still grave, he looked her thoughtfully up and down. “Hope you’re worth it. C’mon.”


  “What about Hailey? And who are you?” Velveteen pulled her wrist out of his hand, eyes narrowing. “What’s going on here?”


  The little boy sighed, looking briefly much older. “I’m Scaredy Cat, Hailey can take care of herself, and what’s going on is an attempted takeover that we need to stop, unless you feel like finding out what happens when the monsters under your bed get rabies.”


  “I—what—you—wait, what?”


  Scaredy Cat sighed again. Speaking very slowly, like she was a particularly stupid child, he said, “We are standing in the middle of a big, wide, undefended street, surrounded by big, dark, scary buildings that could have just about anything inside of ’em. And this is Halloween, so ‘anything’ really means it. I don’t mind answering questions. Answering questions is pretty normal. But if we don’t go someplace safe for answering questions, we’re probably going to get attacked by something really nasty. Do you want to get attacked by something really nasty?”


  Velveteen shook her head mutely.


  “Good. Now come on.” Scaredy Cat turned and started walking down the street, leaving Velveteen to follow him.


  Glancing back over her shoulder at the beams of light still bursting through the window, Vel followed.


  *


  “Autumn’s always been here,” Scaredy Cat said, apparently comfortable with giving her a history lesson as long as she kept on moving. “It’s changed a lot over the years—all the Seasons have changed a lot, since people change all the time—but it’s always Autumn Land underneath it all. The place where the leaves fall off the trees and the air goes cold and the walls get a little weird and thin. We have the hardest time keeping things under control here. Well, us, and Spring Land. At least they have Persephone to help when something goes wrong. We only get her passing through on the way to Winter, and she’s usually not in a fighting mood then. More in a ‘go away, leave me alone, I’m going to see my husband, take care of your own problems’ mood.”


  “But this can’t be Autumn.” Velveteen ducked as she followed him through a hole in a long wooden fence. There was a barren field studded with haystacks on the other side. Haystacks, and scarecrows. That made her walk a little faster. “Autumn’s not a place, it’s a time.”


  “You have bedtime and a bed, don’t you? Time for school and a school to go to? Every time has a place. It’s just that some of them are more abstract than others.” Hearing the word “abstract” come out of the mouth of a six-year-old was enough to make Velveteen’s head spin. “All four Seasons exist, and have their own problems. Trouble is, we get heroic turnover, and sometimes people don’t make sure that their jobs are going to be handled before they go gallivanting off to do something they think will be more ‘fun’.”


  Something about the bitterness in his voice made Velveteen pause. “You mean Trick and Treat, don’t you? This is where they really come from.”


  “Give the girl a candy apple,” said Scaredy Cat, and pointed toward a rickety gray-brown farmhouse in the distance. “We’re almost there. And yeah, they were our defenders, and they walked out on us without even making sure we had somebody to keep things going. Now Halloween’s in trouble, and if Halloween goes down, all of Autumn Land is in danger. We need help.”


  “So why me? Why don’t you—I don’t know, why don’t you call Trick and Treat? Ask them to come back?” Velveteen’s training said not to treat this as a dream, but that was becoming increasingly difficult. It was too. . . iconic, too brightly, blatantly ghoulish. It was like walking into an amusement park version of a haunted house.


  The trouble was, it was also scary. It was very, very scary. And if she admitted that, she’d have to admit that she wanted it to be a dream, she wanted it to be something she could wake up from. She was alone. She had no team. She had no toys. And if this was really real, well, then, she just wanted to go home.


  The farmhouse door opened. “I’ve tried. They won’t take my calls,” said Hailey, stepping out and wiping her hands against the sides of her skirt. They left trails of green and orange glitter behind. It faded quickly. “Great Pumpkin knows, I’ve tried, but I never get past their first defenses. They left. They don’t want anything to do with us anymore. If we have problems, they’re our problems.”


  “Then. . . then why are they my problems?” Velveteen lifted her chin, trying to look braver than she felt. “They’re from here. You just brought me here.”


  “Here in the lands of the seasons, a holiday is only vulnerable to takeover when it’s actually happening,” said Scaredy Cat, stepping onto the porch next to Hailey. “One day a year, you can try to take it down, if that’s really what you want to do.”


  “What does that have to do with—”


  “I finally got your attention the twenty-first time Halloween happened,” said Hailey, in a voice that was almost devoid of emotion. “It’s happened twenty-three times so far.”


  “Thirty-one’s the end,” said Scaredy Cat. “All they gotta do is run the holiday thirty-one times, and they can shatter its links to the season.”


  “And then what happens?” Velveteen asked, eyes going wide.


  “Halloween dies,” said Hailey. “All the Spirits of the Season with links to Halloween start to fade. The ones that survive, anyway. Or maybe Halloween doesn’t die. Maybe it just winds up under new management, and things get bad again.”


  “So what am I here for?” Velveteen was starting to feel dizzy.


  “Simple,” said Hailey, and smiled. Her expression wasn’t without sympathy. It also wasn’t without resolve. “You’re here to help us save Halloween.”


  “Oh,” said Velveteen. “Right. So no biggie, then.”


  Scaredy Cat crooked an eyebrow, once again looking briefly much older than a six-year-old in a cat suit should be capable of looking. “Girl, I can’t tell if you’re being flippant or if you’re just insane. I can’t say I’m pleased with either option.”


  Velveteen’s dizziness was getting worse. She secretly hoped this was a sign that she was getting ready to wake up from this crazy, fun-house dream. Unfortunately, she’d passed the Alternate Reality Survival and Recognizing a Dreamscape in Ten Easy Steps units of Heroing 101 with flying colors, and the likelihood of this being “just a dream” was going down by the minute. Too much of what was going on didn’t fit with dreaming, even under the control of Mister Postman or Daydream Believer. For one thing, she wasn’t in her underwear, and no one was laughing at her. Not yet, anyway.


  There was one test left that might determine whether this was part of a particularly vivid fantasy that had somehow managed to trick her mind into thinking she’d lived through the same day several times in succession. “Hold that thought, okay?” she said chipperly, holding up one finger in the universal “wait just one moment” gesture used by parents, teachers, and annoying babysitters the world over.


  Hailey and Scaredy Cat exchanged a glance.


  “I hate this part,” said Hailey, looking pained.


  “Ha,” replied Scaredy Cat, spitting out the syllable so that it was less a laugh than an expression of scorn. “I remember when you insisted on going through this little dumb-show.”


  “Don’t know what you’re talking about, but I’ll be right back with you,” said Velveteen, turning to scan the area. The rickety old farmhouse was surrounded by what she recognized as the “standard” horror movie farm accessories—a water barrel filled almost to the top with greenish fluid, some moldy hay bales, an axe driven deep into a tree stump, a small, fenced-off garden patch filled with ripe orange pumpkins, a creepy old tree. The fact that she could recognize everything around her just encouraged her hope that she was dreaming; she was a city kid, and she’d never seen a real farm in her life. If this were a real farm, it wouldn’t have been so familiar. Right?


  Right?


  Even if this was a dream, she wasn’t going to risk it by messing around with the axe, and she didn’t trust the looks of the water barrel. After taking another quick look around, she turned and walked decisively toward the creepy old tree. Not letting herself pause long enough to think about what she was doing, she put her hands to either side of the rough trunk and leaned as far back as she could before slamming her forehead, hard, into the tree.


  Pain exploded behind her eyes. Before she lost consciousness, she sent a swift, silent prayer to whoever might be listening that she was going to wake up in her own bed, safe, sound, and not surrounded by crazy, creepy Halloween people. Then the blackness chased away the pain, and she crumpled mercifully to the ground.


  Hailey and Scaredy Cat waited until she hit the ground before walking over to stand to either side of her crumpled body, looking down. Hailey nudged her with the tip of one boot. Velveteen didn’t respond.


  “Well,” said Scaredy Cat, finally. “Guess we’d better get her inside before the scarecrows get here. You mind?”


  “Just bring her,” said Hailey. With a sigh, she turned around and walked back toward the farmhouse, trying to close her ears to the squelching noises coming from behind her.


  “This used to be so much simpler,” she muttered, and stepped inside.


  *


  The files on the so-called “Spirits of the Season” are relatively thin when compared to the files of their better-known heroic counterparts. Some of the Spirits of the Season are believed to be nothing more than standard heroes, taking the by-now-traditional route of naming themselves for pre-existing archetypes. Does anyone truly believe that the jolly fat man who dwells at the North Pole is the Santa Claus of song and story, choosing to reveal himself to the world now that we have heroes enough to make his magical nature easier for the public to comprehend? And what of his companions, Mrs. Claus, Jack Frost, and The Snow Queen? Is it better to believe them just another side-effect of the introduction of superheroes to our world, or ageless beings connected by unbreakable bonds to the spiritual power of the seasons themselves?


  The file on Hailey Ween, the Halloween Princess, consists purely of the report given by the child hero known as Velveteen (secret identity withheld in accordance with federal superheroic protection regulations). According to Velveteen, Hailey displayed an elemental connection to the very nature of the holiday, and was one day to ascend to the position of Pumpkin Queen, assuming she could retain control of Halloween until she came of age. Also according to Velveteen, Hailey was originally human, but had been “claimed” by Halloween through some undetailed ritual, and never returned to the place of her birth.


  To date, no concrete information on Hailey Ween’s original identity has been found, despite extensive searches conducted through a hundred and fifty years of personal records. Because of this, and other discrepancies in Velveteen’s story, it is impossible to tell whether Velveteen’s information was accurate, or merely a junior hero’s attempt at justifying truancy.


  It remains impossible to determine the truth of Velveteen’s disappearance ( JSP Incident File #1,715) at this time. It is the recommendation of the Psychiatric Division that Velveteen be monitored for signs of instability. . . and that her quarters be secured at all times during the month of October, as it is impossible to fully rule out the possibility that she was telling the truth.


  End report.


  *


  For the second time in under six hours, Velveteen found herself waking up in an unfamiliar room, in an unfamiliar bed, wearing her costume, and in the company of strangers. As an added bonus, she now had a pounding headache to accompany her disorientation. “. . . ow,” she mumbled, pushing herself into a seated position with one hand as she rubbed her forehead with the other. “If this is a dream, it’s the worst one I’ve ever had.”


  There was at least one major difference between this return to consciousness and the previous one: she was alone this time, with no Halloween girls or weird kids in cat costumes to be seen. Still wincing slightly, Velveteen dropped her hand and scanned the room, looking for exits and possible dangers.


  She couldn’t tell from where she was sitting whether she was in the weird gray farmhouse or not. She definitely wasn’t in the room she’d woken up in originally. The bed was another four-poster, but this one was heavy oak, the posts carved in an intricate pattern that started at the bottom with pumpkin vines, worked its way up through a surprisingly cheery tombstones- and-skulls motif, and ended with bats and stars. Gargoyles topped the bedposts, and the bed was curtained with black lace in a cartoony cobweb pattern. The walls were a cheery orange trimmed with a thin border of black, purple, and green squares, matching the four-color checkerboard rug. The dresser, bookshelves, rocking chair, and vanity mirror looked like they’d been made as a set to go with the bed; each was carved with a different series of patterns, but all the patterns interlocked, creating an odd Halloween puzzle-box effect.


  There was a window behind the mirror. Velveteen pushed back the quilt that had been pulled up to cover her (Halloween-print patchwork with squares of velvet; they were definitely consistent in their decorating) and stood, starting toward it. The mirror caught her attention before she could reach her destination. She stopped, and simply stared.


  The seasonal costumes were Marketing’s idea, naturally. They were designed to be decorative, not functional—no one was going to go charging into battle wearing their holiday gear if they could help it, since the temporary costumes didn’t have nearly as much armor in their default specs—and they did their job very well, keeping the heroes iconic without making them clash with whatever was currently dominant in the world’s decor. Seeing herself decked out in black and orange rather than her usual brown and burgundy was a little odd, but it shouldn’t have been surprising. It was just that she didn’t remember her costume being quite so, well, witchy.


  And she was pretty sure it was supposed to have actual sleeves, not weird torn cloth strips and fingerless gloves. And the random patches sewn onto her leotard and tights gave her an interesting sort of ragdoll look, but that wasn’t the sort of thing Marketing usually went for. And her rabbit ears were supposed to have a visible headband attached, since Marketing said that made them “less like a cheap special effect and more like a dress-up accessory that every little girl in the country will kill for in a year.”


  And they definitely weren’t supposed to twitch.


  Moving with slow, deliberate care, Velveteen reached up and took hold of the warm, furry tips of the ears protruding from the top of her head. Trying as hard as she could to reject what she was already feeling, she yanked sharply downward. Her scream echoed all the way across the Great Pumpkin Patch.


  *


  Hailey and Scaredy Cat remained seated on the couch, faces turned toward the stairs. Velveteen’s screams were dying down, making it easier for them to resume their conversation.


  “She’s got good lungs, I’ll give her that,” said Scaredy Cat. “Still, she’s not here to audition for Scream Queen’s part. I really don’t think—”


  “You flunked out of this gig a hundred and fifty years ago,” said Hailey. She continued looking at the stairs, but there was ice in her tone. “Do I need to remind you? How you were reduced? How much of yourself I’ve helped you slip back into the cracks of this holiday?” The air around her was starting to take on a faint refractive quality, tossing off glints of black and orange light. “Should I re-think my forbearance?”


  Scaredy Cat went pale. “No, no,” he said hurriedly. “I get it. Don’t give the kid any shit. I just . . . look, are you sure she’s even ready for this?”


  Hailey shrugged, the glitter in the air fading away as she twisted in her seat to face him. “I wasn’t,” she said. “But it didn’t matter then, and it doesn’t matter now. Halloween needs her. She’ll do her duty.”


  Scaredy Cat sighed. “Hope you’re right.”


  “Trick or treat and hope to die,” said Hailey, and turned back toward the stairs.


  *


  Velveteen slowly managed to get herself back under control, although not before her throat felt raw from all the screaming. She forced herself to let go of the—of her—ears, watching with an almost clinical detachment as they sprang back upright again, the hairless skin on the inside going from bloodless white to an angry red. All right; fine. She’d confirmed that the ears were, in fact, a part of her, and wouldn’t be coming off without surgical intervention. What came next?


  The rest of the costume. She reached carefully around the back of her neck, feeling for the clasp. The relief she felt on finding it was almost enough to make her forget about the ears. For a few seconds, anyway. Then, almost without thinking about it, she lowered her hands and felt behind herself again.


  This time, she managed not to scream. But it was a close thing.


  “Fine,” she said stiffly, as she let go of her tail. “Not a dream, because I’ve experienced pain. Not a parallel dimension, because I’m demonstrating physical changes. So it’s either magic or an alternate reality. Fine.”


  She knew how to deal with both of those things. They were both things that she was allowed to hit.


  *


  It was somewhat gratifying to find Hailey and Scaredy Cat together when she stormed out of the room and down the stairs. It was less gratifying to find them in the middle of a Halloween-themed tea service, complete with little sandwiches cut into the shape of bats and jack-o-lanterns. “You!” she shouted, jabbing a finger in their direction.


  Hailey looked up, a bright smile on her face. “Tea?” she offered politely.


  “What have you done to me? You fix it! You fix it right now! I want to go home! I’m not—” At that point, words sort of failed her. She wasn’t what? A giant rabbit? Some sort of weird plush toy? In the mood for tea?


  “It wasn’t us,” Hailey said. She sounded mildly apologetic, but only mildly, like a cat owner whose beloved pet had just shed on a pair of black trousers. “It’s the holiday. Remember, I said you were here to save Halloween? There aren’t any costumes here. In Halloween, everyone is exactly what they’re supposed to be.”


  “I’m supposed to be—”


  “You’re supposed to be a hero, and in Halloween, this is what a hero looks like.” Hailey indicated a chair. “Please. You decided to knock yourself out before we could finish explaining things before. This might be easier if you let me finish.”


  Velveteen hesitated. Looking toward Scaredy Cat, she asked, “Is she some sort of witch?”


  “No,” he said, scowling. “She’s a princess. A witch would be easier to deal with.”


  “Please?” Hailey repeated.


  Velveteen sat.


  *


  “The last battle for Halloween was fought in 1903,” said Hailey, once Velveteen was settled. “The guardians then were Jack O’Lantern and the Pumpkin Queen, with their lieutenants, Trick and Treat, standing beside them. The attacks came from the great Corn Maze in the west, when the Wicked Witch sent her Scare Crows against the holiday.”


  “It was that idiot Baum’s fault,” added Scaredy Cat, tone sullen and dark.


  Velveteen blinked, trying to ignore the alien sensation of her ears perking up. “The Oz guy?”


  “Kids all over the country wanted to be Dorothy Gale and her friends for Halloween,” said Hailey. There was something half-nostalgic in her voice. “That was enough to create the idea of a really scary, really powerful Wicked Witch somewhere out there in the world. There’s always been a Witch in Halloween, but this was the first time she’d had access to that sort of power. So she attacked.”


  “What happened?”


  Hailey hesitated. “I wasn’t here for the whole thing,” she said, slowly. “I didn’t come until later. After the first big battles had already been fought.”


  “The Witch baked Jack O’Lantern into a pie,” said Scaredy Cat. Velveteen and Hailey turned to look at him. “Made the Pumpkin Queen eat a big slice. Laughed the whole time, too. That movie they made? Their version of the Witch couldn’t be stopped by anything short of some wide-eyed farm kid who didn’t know what she was doing until she’d already done it.” He glanced at Hailey, shaking his head very slightly. “There wasn’t any other way to stop her. Halloween had to be saved.”


  “I know,” said Hailey. Looking back to Velveteen, she said, “I was the only girl they could find who fit the criteria. Strong enough ties to the season; enough of a desire to get away from her life; the willingness to listen to the dreams they sent. Maybe most importantly, I had the potential to learn how to manipulate the holiday. So the Pumpkin Queen sent Scaredy Cat to get me and bring me here, and they put me on a road through the darkest part of the Autumn Lands, and I defeated the Wicked Witch. Halloween was saved.”


  Velveteen nodded solemnly, completely unsurprised by the idea that no salvation was forever. Being a superhero had taught her one very important lesson about worlds: they always needed saving again.


  “They made me the Halloween Princess, since it was that or make me the new Witch, and that would have been. . . bad,” said Hailey, with a small sigh. “There is a new Witch—there’s always a Halloween Witch—but she’s nice enough. A little distracted, but nice.”


  “So why me?” asked Velveteen. “Why can’t you save Halloween again?”


  “Because Princesses don’t do the saving anymore.” Hailey’s sigh wasn’t small at all this time. It was deep, and weary, called up from the very center of her being. “I’m not allowed to save myself.”


  “Besides, the story’s shifted again,” added Scaredy Cat.


  Velveteen frowned. “So what’s the big deal this time?”


  “Halloween is being attacked by superheroes,” said Hailey.


  It said something about the night Velveteen had been having that she didn’t find this statement confusing in the slightest.


  *


  The first three superheros. The Big Three, the ones who stayed iconic and unforgettable, even though two of them were dead and the third was missing. Majesty. Supermodel. Jolly Roger. The names that launched a thousand dreams, a million games of let’s-pretend. No matter how much the Marketing machine threw behind their new heroic lines, it was always Majesty, Supermodel, and Jolly Roger whose toy lines sold the best, whose dress-up gear was the first to fly off the shelves. They seemed guaranteed to live forever in the imaginations of children everywhere.


  The imaginations of children and, it seemed, the crazy funhouse of Halloween, where anything that inspires a sufficient number of costumes stands a shot at turning real.


  “You’ve got the wrong girl!” protested Velveteen, following Hailey out of the house. The yard had changed, going from a semi-generic barnyard setting to something that would have been more appropriate in a Tim Burton film, all twisted, looming topiary and skeletal trees with leering faces in their bark. “I can’t fight them. Go back and get somebody with actual power. Get The Super Patriots! Or at least . . . at least get Action Dude or Sparkle Bright . . .”


  “They don’t have a connection to Halloween like you do,” said Hailey, looking back over her shoulder. “Try to keep up. It’s a ways from here to the Patriotism Palace.” She said the words like they tasted bad. Maybe they did, to her.


  “What gives me a connection to Halloween? I barely have a connection to the team!”


  “You’ll learn,” said Hailey. She didn’t say anything after that. She just kept on walking, and, lacking any better ideas about how to handle things, Velveteen followed her, with Scaredy Cat trailing a bit behind.


  For a while, it seemed like Hailey was planning to march them through the entire landscape of Autumn Land. Haunted forests, cemeteries, spooky covered bridges, even fields of corn where the tightly-clustered stalks smelled of secrets, mold, and loam. Velveteen had to trot in order to keep up, but no matter how far they walked, she wasn’t getting tired. If anything, she felt better than she had when she arrived. Her headache was gone, and she felt like she could walk forever.


  A hand tugged at hers. She glanced down, and found that Scaredy Cat had taken hold of her fingers, his shorter legs pumping as he struggled to keep up with her. “You don’t want to stay here, do you? Don’t say anything. Just shake your head yes or no.”


  Velveteen shook her head in almost violent negation, relieved as she did to find that the holiday wasn’t tempting her. Like Dorothy Gale in the story—unlike the girl they’d tapped to play Dorothy’s role—she just wanted to go home.


  “You want to leave, you have to do three things. First, you have to win.” Velveteen opened her mouth to protest, and closed it again when Scaredy Cat glared at her. “You catch her attention, I never said anything to you. You got me?”


  Velveteen nodded meekly.


  “Good. Now second, when they go down—assuming you can win—you gotta grab the jack-o-lanterns. Don’t give them to her,” he shot a poisonous glance at Hailey, “until she’s promised to let you leave. And three . . .” He hesitated, once again looking strangely, terribly old as he said, almost too quietly for her to hear, “You don’t let her call you back. You don’t ever, ever, let her call you back. Got it?”


  Velveteen nodded.


  “Good.” He let go of her hand.


  Glancing quickly forward to confirm that Hailey was still focused on their unseen destination, Velveteen turned back to him and hissed, “Why are you warning me? Why isn’t Hailey telling me this?”


  “Because, kid,” he said. “She’s the good guy.”


  Then the Patriotism Palace was in front of them, balanced on a high crag that looked far more suited to a crumbling old Victorian manse, and there was no more time for talking.


  *


  Hailey and Scaredy Cat stood at the base of the trail, watching Velveteen make her way up the winding path to the final fight for Halloween as they knew it. It took a while for the bright patches on her costume to fade into the mist, but they did, and she was gone.


  “You told her?” asked Hailey, not turning.


  “Yeah,” confirmed Scaredy Cat. “I’m not sorry.”


  “I didn’t think you would be. We could use her, you know.”


  “Keep her now, lose her forever. Give her some time . . .”


  Hailey laughed darkly. “Aren’t you supposed to be the monster here?”


  “Oh, I am. I’m willing to let her find more things she can lose.”


  They stood in silence for a while after that, before Hailey asked, “Do you think she can win?”


  “Honestly?”


  “Yes.”


  “No.”


  After that, there was nothing else to say.


  *


  The doors of the Patriotism Palace swung open as Velveteen approached. They were supposed to open automatically for any licensed member of The Super Patriots, or their Junior Branches, but that was in the real world. Not . . . here. She found the self-opening doors creepy beyond all reason. She walked through them anyway.


  The Hall of Victories had been subtly shifted, just like the rest of the hall, the Rogues’ Gallery of Villains and Honored Heroes taking on a spooky, Halloween-esque theme. Not a friendly, cartoon Halloween like the one she’d seen with Hailey. This was a darker side of Halloween, the kind that sent little kids scurrying for their parents and made the older ones laugh uncomfortably. This was the Halloween that wanted to kill you, not just chill you.


  “I can do this,” said Velveteen, softly. “I’m going to go home.” Then, because it seemed like the right thing to do, she started chanting under her breath, “There’s no place like home. There’s no place like home. There’s . . .”


  The heavy doors to the conference chamber swung open ahead of her. Unlike the front doors, that wasn’t supposed to happen. Velveteen stopped dead in her tracks, swallowing hard in an effort to force down the lump that had suddenly formed in her throat.


  “. . . place like home,” she whispered, and started forward into the darkness. Almost as an afterthought, she raised one hand, and beckoned. She didn’t even look around as the immortalized heroes and villains stepped down from their pedestals and followed her.


  The door slammed shut behind the last of them. There was a long moment of silence, all of Halloween seeming to hold its breath.


  Then the screaming started.


  *


  Velveteen walked down the winding pathway alone, three glowing jack-o-lanterns cradled in her arms. The Patriotism Palace was already starting to dissolve behind her, fading back into the raw stuff of Halloween like it had never existed at all. The next day, the men and women from Marketing would be baffled by the sudden, unpredicted down-tick in the sales figures for the Big Three. They’d never quite recover their market share after that unexplained Halloween loss, and Marketing would eventually come to blame it on the unprecedented star power of two of their newest heroes, Action Dude and Sparkle Bright.


  None of that mattered on that misty Halloween night that had already stayed long past its welcome. All that mattered then was one exhausted child heroine, trying hard not to think about the stuffing that leaked from one of the tears in her costume as she walked down, down, down to the end of the path.


  Scaredy Cat and Hailey were standing exactly where she’d left them. That was no surprise. Neither was the sudden brightness in the air around Hailey, the suggestion of her own private lighting crew, while Scaredy was surrounded by an equally subtle darkness. Things were returning to normal. Halloween normal. Whatever that might mean.


  She focused first on Hailey. “Your last name is Ween, isn’t it?” she asked. “That’s how they caught you.”


  “Hailey Ween, and I was born on October thirty-first,” said Hailey, nodding as she held out her hands. “Give them to me. They’re supposed to be mine.”


  “Promise that you’ll send me home,” Velveteen responded, hugging the jack-o-lanterns tighter. “Then you can have them.”


  “What’s to stop me from breaking my word?”


  “He said you were the good guy.”


  The look Hailey gave Scaredy Cat was weary, but it was also amused. “He never gets tired of using that against me. Velveteen. . .” She looked back toward the battered junior hero, and said, “We could use you. We’ve been short-handed since Trick and Treat ran out. The heroes would never have been able to get that much of a hold if we hadn’t been abandoned that way. You belong here. You have to feel it. I know I did.”


  “I just want to go home,” Velveteen said. “Please. I want to see my friends, and do my homework, and be able to take my costume off.” She was embarrassed to realize that tears were welling up in her eyes. She couldn’t wipe them away with her arms full of pumpkins. “I want to be more than just a mask. I want to go home.”


  “All right,” said Hailey, and held out her arms. “I promise you can go home. Now please, give them to me.”


  Carefully, so as not to drop them, Velveteen transferred the glowing jack-o-lanterns into Hailey’s arms. They stayed there for a moment, glow increasing in intensity, before they exploded—not into pumpkin guts and goo, as she would have expected, but into a wild swirl of autumn leaves, glitter, and bats that flapped their leathery wings frantically as they climbed up into the sky. Hailey laughed and clapped her hands, delighted. Even Scaredy Cat cracked a smile.


  “Safe!” Hailey crowed. “Safe and sound and it’s all candy apples and construction paper cats for another turn of seasons.” Her smile was almost broad enough to enter jack-o-lantern territory as she looked back down, toward Velveteen. “Now. What are we going to do about you?”


  “Um. . . send me home?” said Velveteen.


  “Well, yes,” said Hailey, looking surprised. “I promised. It’s just that you’ve been here for almost two weeks.”


  “What?” Velveteen stared at her. “But—”


  “Can’t rewind her,” said Scaredy Cat. “Do that, she doesn’t remember not to let you call her back. She’ll have to go as-is.”


  “But—”


  “You’re right,” said Hailey, sounding regretful. “All right, Vel. Take a deep breath.”


  “Hang on for a—”


  Hailey raised her hand to her lips and blew, sending a cloud of orange and green glitter puffing into the air. Velveteen breathed in automatically, and choked as the glitter filled her mouth and got into her eyes, forcing them into a series of stinging blinks. She bent forward, coughing. It got harder to breath, and she finally had to sit down, struggling to get her balance back.


  “Over here!” shouted a familiar voice.


  Velveteen’s head snapped up, coughs tapering off as she looked frantically around the dark wood where she was sitting. All alone. No signs of Halloween to be seen anywhere. One hand went quickly up to pat the crown of her head, and she almost started giggling as she realized that her bunny ears were gone. No costume here. No wounds that leaked stuffing. Halloween was over.


  Somehow, it still managed to be an even greater relief when Action Dude came flying out of the trees ahead, surrounded by the pale orange glow of his powers, with Sparkle Bright riding a rainbow right behind him. They both slammed into Velveteen, and then all three of them were laughing and clinging to each other. Then Velveteen realized she was sobbing, and so was Sparks, and Action Dude, and—


  The rest of the search team found them by following the fireworks Sparkle Bright was creating overhead. They had a little time to calm the kids before Marketing arrived, and the debriefing began.


  During the interrogation that followed, Velveteen found herself thinking, more than once, that maybe she should have stayed in Halloween after all.


  *


  The next night, Velveteen crawled into her own bed, the sheets smoothed by her own teddy bears, and closed her eyes. Marketing had been mercilessly thorough, but in the end, they couldn’t prove that she’d done anything at all. She wasn’t a teleporter. So her disappearance, whether it was to Autumn Land or into a supervillain’s clutches, couldn’t have been her own fault. She’d be under evaluation for a while, but for the moment, the worst was over.


  She was home.


  *


  “You really think she’ll come to us eventually?”


  “Us, or one of the others. She’d do well in Winter, I think. Not too shabby in Spring, either, if the Bunny wanted to get himself some help. She’ll come to the seasons eventually. She doesn’t have a choice.”


  “She’s so young.”


  “She’s older than you were, Hailey.”


  “They stay young longer these days, even while they’re trying to put aside their childish things as early as they can. It’s something in the water, I guess.”


  “She’s going to be fine. Girls like her, they’re always fine. Or they’re monster-meat, but those’re the risks you gotta take. She’d be taking them if she was here, too.”


  “I know, but . . .”


  “Pumpkin Queen can’t keep the throne forever. One of these days, she’ll need to hand over the Holiday—hand over keeping me from breaking it all down to hear the pretty smashing noises—to you, and you’ll need to give your part to somebody new. Take her now, it won’t be her. Gotta give her time to get used to the idea.”


  “Are you supposed to be helping me?”


  “What can I say? This year, I decided your trick would be getting a treat.”


  “Thank you.” Hailey leaned forward, blowing out the scrying candle. The Great Pumpkin’s eyes went dark as the last of the long Halloween’s magic began to fade away. “It was a good Halloween, wasn’t it, Scaredy?”


  “They’re all good Halloweens,” he said.


  Trick or treat.


  VELVETEEN


  vs.


  The Ordinary Day


  VELMA WOKE SLOWLY, RESISTING THE process every inch of the way. Her sleeping mind argued that there were extremely valid reasons not to regain consciousness. If she was being entirely honest with herself, she’d have to admit that waking up rarely led to anything pleasant, and hadn’t for years. Waking up usually just provided additional proof that the world was trying to make her as miserable as possible. From the day Sparks had attacked her in the training facility locker room to the minute she was flung across the Oregon state border and—


  Wait. An emergency conference of the various parts of Velma’s semi-aware mind was called to abrupt order, with each individual fragment presenting their recollections of the past few days. The sheer improbability of it all was pointed out by one of the more logical pieces, and just as immediately dismissed; as the mind of a super-powered child star and disgruntled media drop-out, Velma’s brain had long since learned that probability wasn’t a reliable benchmark for whether or not something actually happened.


  After the comparisons had been drawn and the continuity had been reviewed, the reality of the situation was simply too insane to ignore. She’d made it; she was in Oregon, where the state’s Governor had inexplicably declared that she was a fully licensed and authorized superheroine, not subject to the supervillainy statutes. She was never going to have to go back to California. Which was probably a good thing, since she was almost certainly considered a criminal under California superhero law. She was in Oregon. She was finally, after years of running from her parents, her contemporaries, and her own past, finally free.


  Velma opened her eyes, shocked into wakefulness by the sudden realization that she was really, genuinely, and unquestionably free, outside the reach of everyone she’d been running away from for her entire adult life.


  And she had absolutely no idea whatsoever of what she was going to do with herself.


  *


  The representative from Marketing was well into. . . Aaron risked a sideways glance at the clock on the wall. The representative from Marketing was well into the thirteenth hour of his rant. He had turned a sort of scary shade of purple, and kept waving his arms around like that would somehow miraculously make everyone else understand the gravity of the situation. Aaron understood perfectly well. He understood that the representative from Marketing was on his way to screaming himself into a heart attack.


  He was trying to remember his long-forgotten CPR course when he noticed the sudden silence, and looked up to find the rest of The Super Patriots, West Coast Division, staring in his direction. Aaron reddened. “Uh. . .” he said, finally. “Did I miss something? Sorry. Didn’t sleep much.”


  “I was simply wondering, Action Dude, whether the subject mentioned anything about claiming sanctuary in Oregon when you encountered her before,” said the representative from Marketing. His voice was smooth as buttered snakes, which probably meant he was getting ready to do some serious damage. Years of dealing with the Marketing Department had left Aaron way too aware of the signs of impending doom. “After all, you were her closest confidant before she decided to abandon the path of righteousness.”


  “Uh,” said Aaron, for the second time in as many minutes. “Not really. Mostly she just said, y’know, she wasn’t going to come back. And that I should go away. She was pretty firm on that whole ‘you should go away’ point, really.”


  “Did she, by any chance, make threats? Suggest that things might go poorly if you failed to agree to her wishes?”


  The rest of the team, looked intently in his direction, waiting for his answer. All his training told him to say that yes, she’d threatened him; yes, he’d been afraid of what would happen if he failed to do as he was told; yes, she was definitely enough of a threat to justify petitioning the Superhuman Affairs Commission for a special order of extradition from the state where she’d gone to ground. All he had to do was say the word, and her short sanctuary would end.


  But he remembered her in the Chevron parking lot; remembered how run-down she’d looked, how beaten. How beautiful. God, he had the prettiest women in and out of the hero world ready to hang off his arm at the snap of his fingers, and his heart skipped a beat for a sweaty, sunburned brunette in cheap Old Navy cargo pants. “If you ever loved me, don’t.” That was what she’d said to him. If you ever loved me, don’t. And he’d loved her for so long that he really had no idea how to stop.


  “No, sir,” he said, with perfect honesty. His expression was as guileless as he could make it. He had a lot of practice at looking guileless. Vel used to say Marketing had no idea how smart he really was, and he was more than happy to play off their ignorance whenever he could. “She said she was done with the whole superhero thing. I think she just had some bad luck getting to Oregon. That’s all.”


  The representative from Marketing glared at him through narrowed eyes, clearly displeased with his answer. “Are you sure she made no threats against you?”


  Aaron scoffed. “I can make origami out of steel plates. She can bring stuffed bunny rabbits to life. What was she going to do, hold the North Pole for ransom?” He was quoting her again. He couldn’t help it. “Besides, Santa likes her, and Jackie Frost used to be like, her best friend or something. He’d probably offer her a job or something.” Velma in green velvet, making the teddy bears dance around the workshop before they went out into the world. He could picture it. He could even picture her happy there, outside the reach of the Marketing Department forever.


  Maybe then she’d forgive him. Maybe then she’d take him back.


  The representative from Marketing continued to glare, but there was nothing he could say. You didn’t accuse the protectors of truth, justice, and the freedoms of Man of lying; it simply wasn’t done. Not unless you were absolutely certain that there were no cameras anywhere in the vicinity.


  “This isn’t over,” he said, teeth gritted hard enough to endanger his expensive camera-ready dentistry. “You are all dismissed.”


  *


  The case of Whippoorwill vs. the State of New Hampshire was a groundbreaking piece of superheroic legislation, not only because Whippoorwill refused to divulge her secret identity during the proceedings. “If I lose, I’ll serve time as a civilian,” she said, “but if I win, I refuse to put my family in danger because somebody thought it would be fun to challenge my credentials.” No one had a viable objection to her position. The mask stayed on until the jury’s verdict was returned.


  At the time, New Hampshire’s laws against superhuman activity were among the strictest in the nation. Whippoorwill, as a licensed superheroine for the state of Maine, had been patrolling a portion of her territory when a storm-based supervillain attacked her, blowing her over the state line. As her trespass had not been intentional, her legal team argued, she was not violating state law when she flew back to her state of residence. As she was in New Hampshire at the time, replied the prosecution, she could damn well have taken a taxi.


  During the eighteen-month trial, Whippoorwill’s heroing license was suspended, and she was grounded—a short-term punishment she took to with what the prosecution called “unholy glee.” Once it became clear that the trial was going to extend past a year, she proudly announced her impending pregnancy. A grounded superheroine was, after all, a safe superheroine, fully capable of taking her prenatal vitamins without worrying about accidental irradiation.


  In the end, the verdict was returned in favor of Whippoor-will, stating that any licensed hero was bound by the laws specific to their state of license, providing their trespass had been accidental, against their will, or during the course of active pursuit of a known supervillain. Whippoorwill thanked them kindly, reclaimed her heroing license, and returned to Maine, where, government records indicate, she gave birth to a healthy, hollow-boned baby girl with an initial wingspan more than twice the length of her body.


  The state of New Hampshire petitioned to have the ruling overturned, but were denied—a decision which some believe was influenced by the unexplained, anonymous donations made to the fund sponsoring the anti-hero legal team. It was noted that The Super Patriots, Inc. was paying an unusual amount of attention to a state with no superhumans to speak of . . . and more, that licensed members of the only nationally recognized superhuman organization were immune to state-specific restrictions. In a world where all states outlawed superhumans, only The Super Patriots, Inc. would control the hero population.


  Whippoorwill retired from active hero duty after more than twenty years on the job, finally revealing her secret identity as Elise Michaels, a mild-mannered ornithologist whose powers had been granted to her by the spirit of the great Raven, first among the psychopomps. Her daughter, who also goes by the name “Whippoorwill,” has now been protecting the state of Maine for almost eight years. Neither of them has ever applied for membership to The Super Patriots, Inc., nor expressed any interest in seeking a place outside the state of Maine.


  As of this report, all types of superhuman activity are legal in the state of New Hampshire, and several of the state’s own superhumans have applied for membership to The Super Patriots, Inc. at one time or another.


  And so it goes.


  *


  The first thing Velma did, once she had determined that she was alone in the spacious hotel suite, was take a long, hot shower—the first really good shower she’d had in longer than she cared to think about.


  When she turned the water up as high as it would go, it was actually loud enough to drown out the sound of her sobbing.


  She was making coffee in the suite’s small but serviceable kitchen, wrapped in the plush white robe she’d found in the bathroom, when there was a knock at the balcony door. That was odd. The oddity was only enhanced by the fact that the evacuation plan on the wall indicated that her room was on the tenth floor. “If I have to fight a massive superhero battle before I have coffee, somebody’s going to die today,” she muttered, and walked toward the sound.


  The knocking proved to be, not a person, but a dozen pigeons slamming themselves against the glass in a measured rhythm that managed to mimic a person knocking quite nicely. Velma stopped, blinking at the pigeons. The pigeons continued to body-slam the glass. “What. The. Fuck?”


  The pigeons kept slamming.


  Realizing that they were going to continue their feathery attack on the glass until they killed themselves or she answered, Velma sighed deeply and opened the balcony doors. Much to her relief, the pigeons did not immediately flood the room. Instead, a single bird flapped inside—not a member of the attacking flock, she noted, which meant it wasn’t bleeding on the floor—with an envelope clasped in its beak. It landed on the back of a chair, fluffing out its feathers in a bid for attention.


  “If this explodes, you’re going to be one sorry fucking excuse for a miniature Thanksgiving turkey,” Velma cautioned the pigeon, and took the envelope. Almost as an afterthought, she added, “And don’t crap on the furniture.”


  The pigeon cooed, sounding almost offended.


  “Same to you,” said Velma, opening the envelope. Inside, there was a single sheet of paper. She unfolded it.


  Ornate calligraphic letters read: LOOK DOWN.


  “I’m walking into a trap,” she said, sing-song, and walked out onto the balcony. Putting her hands carefully against the ledge, she leaned forward, looking down toward street level . . .


  . . . and screamed.


  *


  The valet at the downtown Portland Embassy Suites had been working for the hotel chain long enough to know that it was never appropriate to comment on the vehicles which paying customers, or their guests, chose to drive. Stretch limos, Harley-Davidsons, and dissolving Toyotas, their money spent the same, and the owners of the stranger cars were often among the best tippers.


  Still, he’d never been faced with a coach-and-four before. Especially not a coach-and-four where the “coach” portion appeared to have been crafted from an unnaturally over-sized pumpkin. He was eying the contraption warily, praying he wouldn’t be asked to park it, when a brown-haired, brown-skinned woman in cargo pants and a black tank top came racing out the hotel doors at a truly indecorous speed, arms thrust straight up into the air.


  “PRINCESS!” she shrieked.


  Was it a battle cry? An invocation? Some sort of personal name? He was willing to bet on the last, as the owner of the coach popped out the door as soon as the brunette appeared, shrieking back, just as loudly, “VEL!”


  The coach’s owner wasn’t altogether what he’d been expecting. Oh, the peaches-and-cream complexion went nicely with the enchanted coach motif, as did the enormous blue eyes and the flaxen yellow hair. Still, he was willing to wager that most women who answered to “Princess” and drove around in giant mutant pumpkins didn’t wear sleeveless black T-shirts with “NASTY EVER AFTER” written across the front. Her breasts were doing an excellent job of distorting the letters, but they were still legible.


  The second woman to pop out of the coach was even less expected: white-haired, blue-skinned, faintly glowing, and wearing a sparkly red miniskirt with a shirt that read “THE NICE LIST IS FOR LOSERS.” “What am I, chopped liver?” she demanded, planting glowing hands on sparkling hips and grinning at the blonde and the brunette, who were caught in an enthusiastic embrace.


  The valet, who was starting to feel like he’d fallen into the world’s strangest lesbian porn film, really wished he had some popcorn.


  “You guys!” The brunette extricated herself from the blonde and flung herself at the glowing girl. “What are you doing here? How are you here? I just got here!”


  “You showed up on Mom’s mirror every time you used your powers, you goof,” said the glowing girl, giving the brunette a tight hug. “When she saw you hit Oregon, she finally clued me in on where to find you, since that blew your secret identity but good. National news, not good for anonymity.”


  “She called me about five minutes after you got knocked over the state line,” confirmed the blonde. “And I said that maybe you’d been meaning to call us for the last few years, and just hadn’t gotten around to it. So maybe we ought to come and give you a chance to apologize.”


  “Over breakfast, naturally,” said the glowing girl. “Princess is paying.”


  “Naturally,” said the blonde, rolling her eyes. “It’s not like Santa Claus believes in money. Come on, you freeloaders. The crepes are calling.” Grabbing a girl by each arm, she towed them back to the coach and pushed them inside. They didn’t resist.


  As the coach began pulling out of the hotel driveway—without, the valet noted, any sign of a driver—the blonde leaned out of the window, blew him a kiss, and flipped a large gold coin in his direction. “Don’t spend it all in one place,” she called. The glowing girl leaned out the window behind her, waving frantically. Then they were gone, leaving the valet to stare down at the coin in his hand.


  “How am I supposed to spend this at all?” he asked.


  *


  “Oh my Claus, will you look at your hair.” Jackie Frost—daughter of the Snow Queen and Jack Frost, and current best candidate to inherit the Winter Country when her parents either died or stepped down, something that thankfully showed no signs of happening any time soon—tweaked a lock of Velma’s hair between her fingers, wrinkling her nose. “Newsflash, sweetie: the rabbit code name doesn’t mean you need to nail a dead bunny to your head.”


  “Stop it,” said Velma, laughing as she swatted Jackie’s hand away. “I’ve been on the run from the Marketing Department. That leaves very little time for hair care.”


  “There’s always time for hair care,” said Jackie, sounding affronted.


  The Princess just laughed. “Will you listen to the pair of you? Disney, but you’re like shaking cats in a sack.” Here, among friends, her natural Alabama accent came straight to the front, drowning every syllable in honey. “You should’ve come back years ago, Vel. I’ve been dealing with Jackie here all on my own.”


  “I’m her penance,” Jackie confessed.


  Velma raised an eyebrow. “For what?”


  “Fabulousness,” deadpanned the Princess.


  The sound of laughter followed the enchanted pumpkin down the street and into the heart of Portland.


  *


  Six crepes, three espressos, and a plate of waffles with sliced strawberries later, Velma was feeling better than she’d felt in years. Jackie and the Princess had kept up a constant stream of merry chatter all the way through breakfast, filling her in on all the gossip she’d missed during her time away from the superhuman community. She leaned back in her chair, resisting the urge to undo the button on her pants, and listened as Jackie spun a completely improbable story involving Leading Lady, Dotty Gale, and a bachelorette party gone entirely out of control. The three of them were making enough noise to wake the dead, but no one had said a thing about it. The Princess was, after all, the sweetheart of America’s youth, and if she wanted to hang out in their restaurant joking with her friends, the publicity it gained them would be well worth any immediate business they happened to lose.


  Not that they were losing much. The place had been almost empty when they arrived, but now it was packed. Only the fact that the Princess had thoughtfully reserved the surrounding tables was preventing them from being seated at the heart of a mob. Flashes kept going off from a discrete distance, and Velma realized, through her digestive haze, that she was automatically turning her chin to keep her face in the best possible light. Some skills, it seemed, never went away. No matter how much you might wish that they would.


  Jackie’s story finished, and neither of them seemed inclined to launch into another. Velma felt the sudden urge to begin telling them about Isley, or the coffee shop, or . . . well, or anything that would keep things from going serious on her. It had been so long since she’d had friends that she wasn’t entirely sure what to do, but she was certain that she didn’t want things to turn serious.


  “Vel . . .” said Jackie, much more quietly than she’d been speaking a moment before.


  Too late. “Yeah?” asked Velma, wishing she had a piece of toast to crumble, or a napkin to shred, or, well, just about anything.


  Jackie and the Princess exchanged a glance. Finally, the Princess said, “We were just wondering, now that you’re here, in Oregon, and licensed and everything, well. What are your plans? What are you going to do after this?”


  “I can’t leave the state,” Velma said, looking frantically around for a waiter. For the first time since their arrival, the staff seemed to have deserted them. “The Super Patriots would have me under arrest the second I crossed a border.”


  “Untrue,” said Jackie. “You’re welcome at the North Pole any time. Santa would be thrilled to see you again. He’s really missed you.”


  “I noticed.” Every Christmas since she’d left The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, she’d gone to sleep on Christmas Eve in a dingy, undecorated apartment, and woken up to tinsel, tree, and piles of presents. There were years when selling the things that Santa gave her was all that let her keep eating. She’d never seen the Big Guy herself on those Christmas mornings, but she’d been leaving him thank you notes since the first year. “Guess I never dropped off the nice list.”


  “Unlike those vipers in Marketing,” snarled the Princess. Velma looked at her in surprise. The Princess shook her head. “Sweetie, you think we don’t know what they did to you? There’s a reason neither of us never went to work for them. And it’s not because we could make more money in the private sector.”


  “Right.” Velma sighed. “I’ll get a job, I guess. I can wait tables. I’ve been a barista. If it’s low-paying and doesn’t require a college degree to do, I’m actually pretty good at it. Years of temping have honed me into a mean, lean, filing machine.”


  The others stared at her. Jackie was the one to finally say what they were both thinking, asking slowly, “And you’ll be happy doing that for the rest of your life? Pouring coffee and microwaving scones for minimum wage?”


  “I’m not trained to do anything else.”


  “That’s not true,” said the Princess. “You possess a rare and carefully nurtured skill set that has a lot of applications in your current situation. One that could be used to improve your quality of life, as well as the lives of the people around you.”


  Now it was Velma’s turn to stare. “You’re not saying what I think it sounds like you’re saying. If you were saying it, you’d be crazy. You’re not crazy, are you? Please don’t be crazy.”


  “I’m saying you could be a superhero, Vel.”


  Velma sighed. “That’s what I was afraid you were saying.”


  *


  Velma’s new costume fit her like a second skin and held her stomach in like the world’s most ambitious pair of control-top pantyhose. Not that she was fat, per se, but she definitely hadn’t been doing the “no carbs shall ever pass these lips” diet recommended for superheroines whose powers didn’t include a hyper-efficient metabolism. It was even in the right colors, chocolate brown and a deep burgundy red. “How did you get one of these made so fast?” she asked, tugging on one of the gloves. “And I haven’t said yes yet. Agreeing to put on the costume and go for one patrol is so not the same as saying yes. You know that, right?”


  “As to how we got your costume done so fast, Princess here controls an army of mice. Apparently mice can sew.” Jackie shrugged, making the tiny icicles that ringed her costume’s neckline chime. She looked like she was about to go and compete in Olympic figure skating—even down to the skates. Being able to make your own ice came in handy when she needed to increase her speed of movement.


  “They’re very good with button holes,” agreed the Princess. “We know you’re not necessarily back in the business, Vel, but we’ve missed you, and we just want you to be sure you’ve explored all your options.”


  “Besides, you pretty much owe the governor one patrol. She did keep you from getting arrested and turned over to the Marketing Department to be their new R-and-D bitch.”


  Velma sighed. “Right. Okay. Let’s go fight some crime.”


  “Least inspiring battle cry ever,” said Jackie.


  They went.


  *


  Things that are unobtrusive: masked avengers of the night silently lurking on rooftops, using Gothic gargoyles as camouflage as they watch over their chosen cities.


  Things that are not unobtrusive: blonde women in pink taffeta riding flying carpets, followed by massive flocks of pigeons, crows, and one profoundly confused escaped parakeet. Glowing blue women traveling by means of anchoring ice slides to rooftops and skating along them, singing off-key Christmas carols all the while. And, of course, screaming brunettes clinging for dear life to the back of the aforementioned flying carpet, occasionally pausing to spew invective that would make a supervillain blush.


  “Relax!” called the Princess, pitching her voice to be heard above the rushing of the wind. “It’s just a flying carpet!”


  “I DON’T FLY!”


  “That’s why the carpet does it for you!”


  “I DON’T LIKE THE CARPET!”


  “Relax or I’ll start a musical number!”


  Velveteen didn’t relax, but she did stop screaming. A small blessing, made bigger when the reduced noise levels let them hear the sirens coming from the streets below.


  “Hey, Vel!”


  “WHAT?!”


  “You know how you said you don’t fly?”


  Realization struck Velveteen across the face like a flung flounder cold-cocking a fisherman. “No! No, that’s okay! I like flying! Flying is good! Let’s keep on flying for a little while lo—”


  The Doppler Effect distorted her screams into something almost musical as the carpet dropped out of the sky.


  *


  The valet at the downtown Portland Embassy Suites was getting ready for the end of his shift when the pumpkin-slash-carriage made its second appearance, rattling up the driveway, still without any visible means of locomotion. Laughter and the occasional squeal were coming from inside the conveyance. Not for the first time, the valet seriously asked himself whether it might not be time to pursue another line of work.


  “—don’t believe we did that!” said the brunette from before, now wearing a velvet-looking body suit, a rabbit-ear headband, and something that looked unnervingly like a tool belt. A bright pink plush bunny rabbit spilled out of the pumpkin after her. It was walking on its own. “It was all wham! Pow! Victory!”


  “Totally old-school,” agreed the blue one, who was still glowing, but was wearing a sparkly, spangly, insufficiently street-legal ice skating costume with—were those ice skates? Those were ice skates. Apparently, she traveled with her own personal hockey rink. “They felt the justice of Portland today.”


  “Especially the one who pissed himself,” said the blonde, stepping down from the carriage with a marginally more decorous air. She had changed her clothes along with the others, and the cotton candy pink dress she was wearing wouldn’t have looked out of place in a production of Wicked. She even had a tiara.


  “Definitely time for a new line of work,” muttered the valet.


  The blonde patted the pumpkin-coach-thing lightly on the side as she closed the door, saying, “Okay, sweetie. Thanks for the lift, but it’s time to park for a little bit, if you don’t mind.” The coach was immediately surrounded by a swirl of glitter, which closed in, expanded out, and burst, leaving a novelty-sized pumpkin in its place. “Thank you, dearest,” said the blonde, before picking up the pumpkin and tucking it into her purse. She looked back toward the others. “All done.”


  “All right, team!” said Jackie. “To the mini-bar!”


  “FOR JUSTICE!” shouted the other two, and followed the blue girl inside.


  *


  Three hours and several kamikaze runs on the mini-bar later, all three of the girls were pleasantly plastered, lolling around Velveteen’s hotel room and occasionally giggling at each other. Jackie was wearing Velveteen’s rabbit ears; Velveteen was wearing her own uniform top with the Princess’s skirt; the Princess herself was wearing a bathrobe. None of them were entirely clear on when the exchange had happened, but as they weren’t planning to go anywhere unless they ran out of alcohol, it didn’t really seem to matter.


  “But why,” declaimed Jackie, “is the rum gone? There’s the real question.”


  “Because you drank it,” said Velveteen solemnly. The room dissolved into giggles once again.


  When things calmed down—after several more drinks, a pillow fight, and all the candy in the mini-bar—Velveteen was sprawled on the floor with her head on Jackie’s knees, idly directing a small flock of origami birds in formations that flew around the room. “I missed you guys,” she said, yawning. “I really, really did.”


  “We missed you, too, Vel,” said the Princess, before finishing her drink. “You hadda . . . hadda . . . it was time to take a break. But this is what you’re good at. This is what you should be doing.”


  “Yeah,” agreed Jackie. “Drinking heavily with your friends in a hotel room that somebody else is paying for.”


  “Yeah,” said Vel, and yawned.


  The others waited until she was fully asleep before sneaking out. The Princess closed the hotel room before humming eight bars of a peppy little song which rendered them both perfectly sober. Jackie gave her a sidelong look.


  “Nobody expects a drunken fairy tale princess,” she explained.


  They walked to the end of the hall, and were waiting for the elevator when Jackie asked, “So. . . do you think we helped?”


  “I don’t think we hurt,” said the Princess. “If she decides to stay civilian, at least she knows that she’s still got friends who care about her. That’s worth a lot.”


  “Yeah. It is.”


  *


  Velveteen woke up alone, with only the empty bottles, bruises, and glittery pools to commemorate the fact that anybody had been there at all. Squinting sleepily, she sat up. “Guys?” No answer. “Guys, did you go back to the Crystal Glitter Unicorn Cloud Castle?” No answer. “I guess so.”


  Yawning, she slid off the couch and made her way to the bathroom. She was midway through her shower when she realized, without fanfare, that she’d made up her mind.


  Besides. It was really going to get under Marketing’s skin.


  *


  “—and bearing this in mind, it is my pleasure, as Governor of the State of Oregon, to announce that Velveteen, formerly of The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, has chosen to come out of retirement and turn her powers toward protecting this, her new chosen state of residence.” Celia Morgan looked entirely at home under the glaring lights of the gathered media. Velveteen gave serious thought to turning tail and running for the hills. Early training in how to behave during a press conference forbade her from doing so. It didn’t remove the temptation. “Velveteen will be operating out of Portland for the time being, but will be available for rescues, team-ups, and public events anywhere in the state.”


  Still smiling, Celia ceded the microphone to an uneasy-looking Vel, who cleared her throat, leaned forward, and said the first thing that came to mind:


  “Uh. Hi.”


  The applause was thunderous.


  *


  Several hundred miles away, in the headquarters of The Super Patriots, Inc., an emergency meeting of the Marketing team was called to order. Field agents were recalled, leaving junior teams unchaperoned for the first time in living memory. Secretaries were brought back from vacation. Husbands and wives were informed that they wouldn’t be seeing their loved ones for the foreseeable future.


  The little bitch wanted to have herself a war?


  Well, she was going to get one.


  VELVETEEN


  vs.


  Patrol


  THE LIST OF THINGS VELMA had conveniently forgotten during her years of self-imposed isolation from the superhero community was long, and the more time she spent staring at the paperwork required to get a permanent license in the state of Oregon, the longer that list seemed to become. Catch-phrase registration. Code name revival. Even costume design protection. Luckily, she’d left The Super Patriots, Inc. before her eighteenth birthday, which made it illegal for them to refuse to let her use the name and persona she had supposedly “helped” to develop. Many former child heroes weren’t as lucky. They went freelance sometime in their twenties, when the pressure from Marketing got to be too much to tolerate, and had to give up their entire personas. That was why you got transformations like Liberty Belle’s, who suddenly went from red-white-and-blue girl next door to wearing black and gray and calling herself “Dead Ringer.” (Actually, even Velma had to admit that that change was for the better. Dead Ringer’s merchandise sales were ten times what they’d been when she was Liberty Belle. Her Hot Topic T-shirt sales alone were enough to drive Marketing out of its collective mind.)


  After four and a half hours of filling out forms, signing waivers, and having her picture taken for the half-dozen photo IDs her new position required, Velma was beginning to believe that most supervillains chose their career based not on any real desire to break things, but simply to avoid the heroing paperwork. If she had to have one more blood test, she was going to punch something. Her lack of super-strength meant that it probably wouldn’t do any real damage to anything besides her knuckles. And that would be worth it for the catharsis.


  “—free to go, Ms. Martinez.”


  “Huh?” Velma shook herself out of a pleasant fantasy involving piles of paperwork, a flame-thrower, and a whole lot of glorious destruction. She blinked at the man on the other side of the desk. “What do you need me to sign now?”


  “Nothing.” He offered her a thin-lipped smile before passing a piece of laminated plastic across the desk. Even upside-down, the official photograph of her in her official mask was officially awful, providing more support to Velma’s private belief that some supervillain’s machinations had been behind the DMV being hired to take the photos for superhero licenses. “Welcome to the state of Oregon. We’re grateful for your service.”


  Velma took the license with suddenly-numb fingers, flipping it around to stare at it right-side-up. The picture was horrible; her signature was an illegible sprawl; her heroic name looked even sillier than usual when presented in a true-type font on something official, instead of being printed in Comic Sans MS on the back of an action-figure box.


  She’d never had an adult hero license before. She had to blink surprisingly hard to keep herself from crying.


  When she looked back up, the man who’d been assigned to shepherd her through the re-registration process was actually smiling. “Thank you for being willing to protect us, Ms. Martinez,” he said. “After this, no member of the state government will refer to you by anything other than your code name while you are in costume. Your paychecks will be delivered via coded transmission to one of three rotating bank accounts—and, of course, your state taxes will be waved for the duration of your time in the civic super-service. The state of Oregon owes you a debt of gratitude that we can only make these small gestures toward repaying.”


  “Um,” said Velma—said Velveteen, because wasn’t that what sitting in this surreally ordinary little office was all about? Making the choice she’d always said she was never going to let them force her to make? Only in the end, it felt almost like she was making it entirely on her own. She blinked owlishly at the man who’d been assisting her through the registration process.


  “Did you have any questions for me before the end of our meeting?”


  Yes, she thought, frantically. What the fuck am I supposed to do now? But she didn’t trust her voice, didn’t trust the words to come out the way she wanted them, and so Velveteen merely shook her head, clutching her adult hero license to her chest like it was some sort of sacred talisman.


  “In that case, you’re free to go.” He reached across the desk and shook her hand before rising and leaving the room. He didn’t dawdle—few people dawdled in rooms with stunned-looking superheroes, even if those heroes had no recorded history of spontaneous explosions—but he also didn’t move with the hurried goosestep common in normal humans when dealing with the super-powered. He wasn’t afraid of her. He was just giving her some space. And oh, God, she didn’t even know how to feel about that.


  Velveteen sat silently in the quiet little government office, staring at her license, and trying to suppress the burning urge to cry.


  In the end, Velveteen lost the first real battle of her adult career.


  *


  “Your report, please.” Celia Morgan leaned back in her seat, leaving her hands folded on the desk in front of her. It was the only thing that would keep her from starting to fidget, one of the few bad personal habits that had managed to stay with her during her ascent to the state government. It looked bad when she folded origami cranes during meetings, and worse when she steepled her fingers against her chin like some sort of cartoon villain, so she’d learned to keep her fingers stiffly interlocked. It was the best of all possible evils.


  “Her psychiatric profile is surprisingly stable,” said her assistant, who looked substantially less comfortable here, dealing with his boss, than he’d seemed when locked in a series of small rooms with a potentially dangerous super-human. He knew where the real risks were. “She’s been working among, ah, ‘normal humans’ since leaving her original team, and that’s left her with a much more balanced view of humanity than many powered individuals in her age range. She has some parental issues, and some issues with authority, but they seem largely focused on, ah, ‘authority that’s being stupid.’”


  “So if she’s not ordered to go hand-to-hand with the Caldera, she’s likely to follow instructions?” Celia asked. Her assistant nodded, and she smiled. “Good. That’s very good.”


  “Ah, Governor Morgan. . .”


  “Yes?”


  “What is the plan with Ms. Velveteen? She seems pleasant enough, but I’m not sure she can supply an entire state’s hero needs by herself, and as long as she’s here, The Super Patriots—” Too late, he realized what a dangerous train of thought he was riding, and tried to stop. Too late: the words were already out. All he could do now was wait and hope the blast radius would be small.


  To his surprise, Governor Morgan shook her head, and said, “She’s not the only one they’ve disappointed. I’m not counting on her to supply all our heroing needs. She’s not a figurehead, but she’s also not here to be the new Majesty.”


  “Then. . . what is she here for?”


  Jennifer, twelve years old and so excited, so excited to have passed the membership exams for The Junior Super Patriots; Jennifer, who became “Jory,” who was going to save the world so many times that the supervillains would get disgusted and just go home. Jory, who died on some mission that was never fully revealed to the public, in some quiet little hell-hole where she should never have gone in the first place. Jory, who was never even mourned by anyone outside her family.


  “She’s here to provide a choice, Arthur,” said Celia, voice dropped to a quiet, reflective register. “She’s here to show them that there’s another way, and that maybe the way they’ve been counting on wasn’t the right one.”


  “You can’t force people to see sense.”


  “No. But I can make sure they understand that it’s possible.”


  After that, it seemed like there was nothing else that really needed to be said.


  *


  While it is true that The Super Patriots, Inc. continues to maintain its stranglehold over the superhero community of North America, and many locations elsewhere in the world, there has never been any concrete proof that the organization is truly dedicated—as some of their critics will insist—to becoming the sole controller of the world’s superhuman population. “We simply want to allow our super-powered brothers and sisters to have the freedom to stretch their capabilities to their limits in a safe, nurturing environment, one which allows the public to enjoy their adventures without endangering the ordinary men and women just trying to go about their daily lives,” is the official party line, delivered with varying degrees of plastic sincerity by a seemingly-endless succession of representatives from the Marketing Division of The Super Patriots, Inc.


  Despite this noble mission statement—or maybe because of this noble mission statement, which made it sound like they were trying to be the Care Bears of Corporations, and really, who wants that?—none of the pieces of back-door legislation making it illegal for superheroes to operate outside of corporate control have ever successfully been able to pass. When objections have been raised, the response has been less sympathetic than might be desired, boiling down to “nobody likes a monopoly.”


  Just because The Super Patriots, Inc. were the only game in town, that didn’t mean they would be allowed to maintain that status forever. (Attempts to cite Santa’s Village and other such isolated super-communities as competition were summarily laughed out of court.) As for how The Super Patriots, Inc. would respond to an actual rivalry, well . . .


  That was really anybody’s guess.


  *


  By the time Velveteen made it out of her various meetings, photo sessions, and other sanity-stretching exercises, the first envelope had been inserted into her official City Hall mailbox. According to the contents, her belongings—such as they were—had already been removed from her temporary quarters at the hotel and taken to her new residence: a small house on the east side of town, which would be hers so long as she was contractually connected to the state of Oregon, and which she was absolutely free to purchase at a reasonable percentage of market cost, should she ever wish to transfer the title into her own name.


  This time, she managed not to cry. She continued managing not to cry for as long as it took her to gather the rest of her paperwork, request a driver from the motor pool, and be escorted to her new house. Her new house, where no one would harass her in the hallways, or threaten to evict her for being half an hour late getting her rent check to the office. Where she wouldn’t have to share walls with people who blasted heavy metal after midnight, or call the police on her neighbors for fighting in the parking lot. Hers.


  She cried for the second time while standing in the tiny attached laundry room, stroking the dryer with one hand and feeling like her heart was going to break. By the high standards of the heroes employed by The Super Patriots, Inc., she might as well have been moving into a cardboard box, but compared to where she’d been living, this was better than anything in the world, even the Princess’s fairy tale castles or the ice palaces of the Winter Country. This was home. Her home, where she got to stay just as long as she wanted.


  Well, as long as she wanted, and as long as she was doing her duties as a “recognized and licensed member of the Oregon superhero community.” (A community which consisted, according to the official state register, of her, her, and, oh, right, her. No other heroes had been active on the state-specific level for at least ten years. That was fine. The last thing she wanted to do was get into a dick-waving contest with some super-dork who thought their territory was being challenged.) Her duties included, according to the handbook, regular patrol.


  “Well, I’ve been meaning to get more exercise,” she said reflectively, and went off to find the bedroom. She was going to need to get changed, and she was going to need an army.


  *


  The costume made for Velveteen by the Princess’s mice was going to have to do until she got her first paycheck and could start requesting the specialty gear, like the flame-retardant leotards and the anti-frostbite tights. Fortunately, she had a few months before weather was going to become a real issue, and those mice could sew. Velveteen studied herself in the mirror, unaware that she’d switched back into the hyper-critical mode that her handlers from Marketing had always worked so hard to drill into her. She was about to face the public. She needed to know what the public was about to see.


  The V-neck on her leotard was a bit more ambitious than she necessarily liked, although she had to admit that the fact that it formed a literal “V” was a nice touch; the main body of the leotard was chocolate brown, and all the burgundy accenting made it seem both very warm and very heroic. How the mice had done that, she really had no idea. Her burgundy gloves and boots were faux-velvet burgundy, matching the domino mask that covered her face and pretended to conceal her identity. She could have done without the rabbit ears, but she had to sadly admit that they were necessary, both to maintain a recognizable silhouette—utterly essential when one wanted to strike fear into the hearts of evil-doers—and to make her “secret identity” a little more secret. Why do so many heroines wear push-up bodices and stupid headdresses? Because it means that no one’s looking at their faces.


  The mice hadn’t been able to make her a new utility belt. That was okay. She’d never been able to bring herself to get rid of the old one, a gift from Santa Claus on her thirteenth birthday. It still fit. Of course it still fit—Santa’s gifts were made to last, which was a good thing, because the fat man didn’t give receipts—and it hugged her hips like she’d been a grown woman and not a gawky teen when it was made for her. She ran automatically through her pre-patrol check of the pockets. More than half of them were empty, having lost their stash of concealed toys during the intervening years. Velveteen’s hands faltered as they checked a clasp, and for a moment, she stopped, simply staring at her reflection.


  Who is that woman? she wondered. Who is that woman in the bunny ears and the skin-tight spandex, with the mask that everybody knows doesn’t hide her face worth a damn, getting ready to go out there and do it all over again? Who is that woman who didn’t learn her lesson the first time she almost died, or any of the times that came after? She felt very exposed, almost naked in her costume, and very, very Velma. The girl who got out.


  Something tugged at the fabric behind her knee. Vel looked down and saw the battered plush bunny from the Isley Crawfish Festival looking up at her. For a moment, she thought she even saw concern in its dirty plush face and glossy glass eye.


  “I guess if you’re going to go crazy, you may as well do it with a place to sleep and major medical insurance,” she said, and bent to scoop the bunny into her arms. It went instantly limp, the animation leaving it as she stuffed it into the appropriate pocket of her utility belt. It wouldn’t carry anything but toys. It would let her carry enough of those to have a fighting chance. “Well, I guess first, we go shopping.”


  *


  If the staff of the Downtown Portland Goodwill thought it was strange when the state’s newest superhero walked into the store, offered them a polite nod, and made her way straight back to the children’s section, they didn’t say anything about it. They just stared after her, frozen in the act of ringing up customers or folding donated sweaters. Then, as if a bell had been rung that only people with a sense of self-preservation could hear, they began quietly evacuating the store. The safest place to be around a superhero in uniform was nowhere near the superhero.


  Velveteen didn’t notice. She was preoccupied with carrying on a one-sided conversation with the stuffed animal rack, waving her hands in punctuation as she explained the score to the discarded bears and unloved plush dinosaurs of the world. “You’ve been thrown aside once, and that’s terrible,” she said. “I won’t throw you away, but you won’t get a good retirement package if you come with me. I’m the last stop. I’ll take care of you for as long as I can, but I won’t lie to you; toys that come with me don’t live forever.” The plush was starting to stir as portions of the pile—a bear here, a one-eyed turtle there—sat up and paid attention. “You’ll do good things. You’ll take care of children like the ones who loved you. I’ll love you. And you’ll die heroes.”


  More stirring, spreading to the action figure bins and the racks of Barbies with bad haircuts and missing shoes. Velveteen kept talking; the toys kept moving, the animation working its way through them like dye spreading through white cotton. She’d never been able to explain why she felt it was necessary to call them this way, although Marketing had managed to get some lovely news footage the first few times she’d done it; she just knew that it felt right to give the toys a choice before she took them out and threw them to their deaths.


  In the end, more than thirty toys climbed down from their racks and out of their bins, “choosing”—if toys can choose—to give up the chance at a second owner in favor of following Velveteen into battle. She led them to the break room where the staff had gone to hide, sticking her head in past the curtain, and asked, “Can you send a bill to the city?” One of the cashiers gave a little shriek, following it with a louder shriek as she saw the army of plush standing around Velveteen’s ankles.


  “That would be . . . fine,” said the manager tightly. The city would never see that bill. Better to just put this incident aside as quickly as possible, before some fool supervillain decided to level the place as some sort of perverse arms dealership. “Great, thanks,” said Velveteen, and withdrew. Mercifully, the toys followed her. Even so, no one dared to breathe until they heard the bell over the door jingle to signify her exit.


  *


  Velveteen crouched on a rooftop in Observant Observer Observation Position Number Sixty-Two: The Gargoyle, one hand resting loosely against her knee, the other braced down between her ankles to provide her with a third point of balance. She wasn’t sure the stealth lessons really applied in her case, given the whole rabbit-ears thing, but it was always a good idea to stay in practice. Not that she was in practice, or had practiced in the last way-too-many years. It hadn’t been all that important to remember how to impersonate a brick wall when she was concerned mostly with how to make a perfect latte every time.


  Her thighs hurt. Her knees hurt. Her ankles hurt. Hell, her ass hurt, and if she managed to sprain her ass her first time out at solo patrol, she was going to be so incredibly pissed off that it wasn’t even funny. Her utility belt, heavy with toys, felt almost like an accusation. If you were a real hero, you’d have used me by now, said the weight of it. If you were a real hero, you’d have found the crime.


  So totally untrue. Finding crime had nothing to do with whether or not someone was a “real” hero, and everything to do with whether or not someone had acquired a talent for wandering into trouble with their eyes wide-open and their heads filled with a total lack of the concept of self-preservation. “Advanced Going Into the Big Spooky House at the Top of the Hill” was one of the most popular training classes for young heroes, and not just because it included a whole bunch of horror movies in the classwork. You had to study to be that pigheadedly stupid.


  The trouble was, those were the sort of lessons that can get a body killed when you’re living in the “real” world, away from supervillains and epic battles. Walking straight into trouble is only a good idea when the trouble has a death ray. And since Vel had been living in the “real” world for years, she was getting very confused by her own instincts, which couldn’t seem to settle on which direction she wasn’t supposed to be walking in. “This would be a hell of a lot easier if there was actually a creepy house on top of a geographically implausible hill,” she muttered, and settled a little deeper into her position. Did it still count as going on patrol if she didn’t fight any crime because she hadn’t been able to find any?


  Fortunately, she was saved from further contemplation of that particular philosophical question by the sound she’d been waiting all night to hear: a woman’s scream. Delight flooded over her, followed immediately by shame over her excitement. “Right,” she said, straightening up and turning to face the commotion. She was cold, she was cranky, she was conflicted, and she knew the best way to deal with all three of these situations.


  She was going to hit somebody until they stopped hitting back.


  *


  The sound of screaming led Velveteen to a narrow alley—one which, blessedly, was lined by stage dressing fire escapes, thus solving the question of “how the hell am I supposed to get down to floor level without breaking an ankle or something?” The rooftops were the best place to watch for crime, but if you didn’t happen to have one of the flight-based power packages, you could wind up shit out of luck when it came to actually reaching the crime you’d been watching for.


  Down in the alley, two hulking figures had almost backed a svelte young woman into a corner. She was holding her purse out in front of her at arms’ length, pleading through her tears for them to take it, take anything they wanted, only please, let her go. The figures weren’t listening. They also weren’t varying their speed, continuing to advance on her with the same slow, methodical strides. Scaring the prey was apparently a part of the night’s entertainment for them, and they weren’t allowing that prey to interfere with their plans by doing anything as silly as being reasonable.


  Velveteen dropped from the rooftop onto the first of the fire escapes, the soft soles of her boots muffling the sound as she began her descent. She was going to pay for this the next day, she could feel it already, but that didn’t matter; she was finally in the zone, and all the training she’d had drilled so firmly into her head was taking over, telling her where to put her feet, how to grip the bars to keep the metal from creaking and giving away her position. She was going to be a hero.


  The eyes of the woman in the alley locked on hers, widening slightly as she took in the characteristic combination of “spandex, weird head-gear, inexplicably well-groomed hair” and came up with the only possible answer: “superhero.” Velveteen’s own eyes widened, and she began shaking her head in hurried negation, trying to will the woman to keep her mouth shut.


  “HELP PLEASE OH GOD PLEASE HELP ME!” shrieked the woman, demonstrating the sort of lung capacity opera singers around the world could only envy.


  It was impossible to miss the fact that she was yelling at one specific spot, rather than screaming for help from the world in general. The heads of her assailants whipped around, their eyes glowing a dull red as they focused on Velveteen’s location. Hanging six full feet above the alley floor, Velveteen suddenly remembered, in vigorous, living color, exactly why she’d thought going back into the hero business was a bad, rotten, terrible, no-good, awful idea. Starting with the cost of funeral expenses, and moving down the list from there.


  Witty one-liner, she thought frantically. This is the part where I need to pop off with a witty one-liner. Forcing her expression into something she hoped was more stern than scared, she commanded, “Evil-doers, stop doing your . . . stop. . . no, that’s not right.” The goons watched in bewilderment as her irritation took over from her common sense and she dropped to the alley floor, landing easily as training hip-checked hesitation out of the way and gave annoyance the floor. “HEY, FUCKOS!” she shouted.


  The goons stared. The woman screamed. And the tiny army of olive green plastic soldiers attacked.


  All in all, it really wasn’t much of a fight. But it took quite some time for the screaming to stop, and longer for Velveteen to explain to the deeply puzzled police why they needed an EMT with tweezers and a magnifying glass if they wanted to get all the tiny plastic bullets out.


  It was a good night’s work.


  *


  After she finished with the police, Velveteen found herself faced with the somewhat interesting (and definitely irritating) question of how, exactly, she was intending to get back to her house. She was too tired to feel like taking the overland route all the way back, and her costume—despite having a fully-stocked utility belt, a spool of concealed rope under the belt, and lock picks built into the rabbit ears—didn’t exactly come with a place to stick a wallet. She was, in short, dead-broke, and couldn’t really imagine a taxi driver giving a costumed hero a ride out of charity.


  “This was so not covered in basic training,” she muttered, and started stomping her irritated way towards the mouth of the alley. The fallen plastic army men rose as she passed them, scampering after her as she made her way out to the street and started in the direction she vaguely recognized as “the way home.” Behind them, the erstwhile victim of the two goons stood frozen and forgotten as she stared after the heroine, entirely unsure of what one was expected to say in a situation like this.


  “Um,” she said, finally. “Thank you?”


  But Velveteen was gone.


  *


  “I swear, Jackie, it was like idiots on parade out there,” Velveteen said, vigorously towel-drying her hair as she glared at her phone. Luckily, the speaker function was good, or she’d never have been able to hear Jackie’s response.


  “Of course it was,” said Jackie reasonably. “You were there.”


  On second thought, it might have been better if she hadn’t been able to hear. “You’re not helping,” said Vel peevishly.


  “I am so. I’m providing moral support and unflagging confidence in your capacity to do this job. This job that you’ve been fully trained for, and were basically born to do. Anyway, look at it from where I’m sitting. You took down two baddies, you saved the damsel in distress, and you didn’t even break a nail. I’m having trouble counting this as anything other than a win.”


  “Don’t you quote Buffy at me,” said Vel, dropping her towel. “I mean, seriously. I took them out with plastic army dudes. Do you really think I can protect a city like this?”


  “I think that if you really didn’t want to do it, you would have come home with me.” Jackie’s tone was suddenly serious. “Or you would have asked the Princess for a ride to Canada, or you would have found a way to get to Dr. Chameleon and bought yourself a new face. You could’ve done it, you know. You’ve definitely got enough of the sort of coin he deals in.”


  Dr. Chameleon was neither villain nor hero. Dr. Chameleon was simply very, very good at what he did, and was always looking for someone who wanted what he was selling. As for the sort of payment he took . . .


  Velveteen shuddered. “Fine,” she said. “I can do this. I can bring truth, justice, and the fuzzy Muppet way to Portland. Or at least I can keep women from getting harassed quite so openly on the street.”


  “There’s my girl,” said Jackie encouragingly. “Now get some sleep. You sound exhausted.”


  “Yes, Mother,” said Velveteen. She was almost laughing as she hung up the phone.


  Thousands of miles and a few layers of reality away, Jackie Frost sat looking at the pale blue phone in her hand. “You have no idea what’s at stake here, Vel,” she said quietly, before dropping the phone back into the cradle. She hadn’t said it to Velveteen. . . exactly. But she’d come close enough that she might be able to sleep without resorting to chemical aid, and that was something, anyway. There was always something.


  “No idea,” repeated the nascent spirit of the winter, and turned to head for the kitchen. They’d have a fire going, and the elves would be playing poker. She could probably get them to switch to strip poker if she asked nicely enough, and she really, really needed the distraction.


  *


  In a little house in Portland, Oregon, a woman named Velma Martinez—more commonly known as “Velveteen,” a name she didn’t choose, but was coming, grudgingly, to believe in as her own—stretched out in her bed, nestling her head down into the pillow, and closed her eyes. All around the room, plush toys were handling the basic chores of a human evening: putting laundry into hampers, cleaning discarded towels off the floor, closing curtains, and generally making the house back into a home. Velveteen didn’t notice. This was the natural order of things, for her, and while it was an order she’d been denying for years, she’d always really known what her home was supposed to look like.


  A battered plush bunny rabbit crawled up onto the bed next to her, its ears tattered and bent from more battlefields than any toy was ever meant to see. It crept, cautiously, onto the pillow, and froze as her hand emerged from beneath the covers to grasp it, firmly, around one foot. The toys tensed, waiting to see what would happen next.


  Eyes still closed, sinking ever deeper into slumber, Velveteen pulled the plush rabbit down to nestle against her chest.


  The night, and the world, went on.


  VELVETEEN


  vs.


  The Blind Date


  AFTER THE BETTER PART OF a summer spent in Portland—a summer spent patrolling the rooftops, fighting crime with teddy bears, and being cruelly reminded of the way spandex likes to creep upward when worn for extended periods of time—Velveteen was starting to feel like maybe she had things back under some form of control. Sure, she was sore all the time, and sure, when she wasn’t patrolling, she was sitting on her couch, watching television and eating cheese puffs. (Ah, but she had a couch to sit on, a couch of her very own, that had been purchased from an actual Goodwill, rather than being picked up from a street corner. Not only that, she had cable, and those cheese puffs were name brand.) After years of struggling to keep from falling off the edge of society, it was sort of wonderful to be able to come home and not worry about where the rent was coming from.


  Slipping back into the life of a professional superhero had been almost unnervingly easy. She got up when she felt like it, wandered around the kitchen in her bathrobe for a while, and then put on her sweatpants and a tank top before heading to the city gym to spend an hour or two working off all those cheese puffs. The exercise was surprisingly centering. She’d do some aerobics, work on the resistance machines for a while, maybe go for a swim, and then command the toys to start attacking her, for a sort of “Island of Misfit Toys vs. the Elves” training regime. She hadn’t been in such good shape for years. Not since she left The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division—not since she said she was done being a superhero.


  Oh, well. One out of two wasn’t so bad.


  After training, she’d shower, hit the gym’s sauna for a little bit, maybe get a massage from a member of the staff—they were all a little wary of her superhuman status, but they’d relaxed a lot since they’d figured out that no, really, she didn’t have any physical powers, she just brought toys to life—and then change into civilian clothes to go get a little lunch and do a little toy shopping. (The turn-over rate in her personal army was a pretty daunting, especially among the plush. She really needed to find a way to reinforce them. That, or get an endorsement deal from one of the big toy manufacturers. “When I’m fighting the forces of evil, I do it with my licensed Beanie Babies by my side!”) And then it was time to put on the spandex and the velvet and go protect Portland for another night.


  It was simple. It was comfortable. It was predictable. It was exactly what she’d spent her childhood learning how to do, exactly what she’d spent her childhood learning how to be. Everything between leaving The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division and Portland was starting to seem like a long and impossible nightmare, the sort of dream that leaves you cold and shaking in the sheets.


  Only now the nightmare that left her cold and shaking—not every night, but often enough to scare her—was the one where she forgot about being Velma Martinez, and only remembered being Velveteen. It was a chillingly plausible dream. After all, wasn’t she happier than she’d ever been? Didn’t she love being a superhero, every bit of it, even the impractical shoes and the control-top tights? Maybe not the bunny-eared headband so much, but it was iconic, and she had to admit that criminals across Portland were starting to develop an atavistic fear of rabbits. True power wasn’t convincing a cowardly lot to be afraid of something that people were already afraid of; it was giving them a complex that made them run screaming when a fluffy kitten came bounding into the room.


  If she loved being a superhero so much, what was going to happen the next time The Super Patriots, Inc. decided that they needed to get her under control? Would there come a time when teaming up would start looking like a good idea again—better resources, better intelligence, and all she’d have to do was allow a little corporate branding?


  So she ran the rooftops of Portland and monitored her own heart for signs of turning traitor, and at night she went home to her little house, her little house, and told herself that it would never happen. She could be a hero and still remember why she’d quit being a hero. She could. She could. And maybe if she kept telling herself that, she’d learn to believe it the way the criminals of Portland were learning to be afraid of girls in bunny ears, and she’d be able to sleep at night. Maybe.


  In the meantime, she had her couch, and her cheese puffs, and her days at the gym, and that was going to have to be enough. It was more than she’d ever had before, wasn’t it? Asking for more than that . . .


  Asking for more than that would just be wrong.


  *


  “It’s like she’s signed up with the Stepford Wives or something, but she didn’t get the hot hot hunk of burning man-flesh to go with it,” complained Jackie, filing her nails with an icicle. The phone was wedged between her shoulder and her ear, forcing her to hold her head at an angle that made the elves wandering by on their way to the Fat Man’s workshop wince. “She’s not doing anything.”


  “Incorrect,” replied the Princess, her voice coming sweet and clear down the miles upon miles of trans-dimensional telephone lines. Running wire between the Winter Country and her own fairy tale wonderland had been difficult, but very little was impossible when you had the power of a holiday and the combined belief of an entire world full of starry-eyed pre-teen girls to throw at your problems. “She’s fighting the forces of darkness, doing push-ups, and eating a really epic amount of junk food. Maybe she’s training to fight the Dark Overlord of Processed Cheese Spray.”


  “Could you be serious for like, thirty seconds? Maybe?”


  “It’s hard to be serious when I’m talking to someone who forgot to leave her blue eye shadow in the eighties, but I guess I can make the effort, if it’s that important to you,” said the Princess, flinging herself down on an enormous canopy bed crafted from a sunflower the size of a trampoline. Jets of perfume-scented pollen puffed up around her, and she sneezed, twice, before she asked, “So what do you think she should be doing? Because I thought the idea here was that she’d get back into the hero business, remember how much she enjoyed it, have a few run-ins with the locals, remember how much she hated them, and then go along with the big scheme.”


  “That’s the idea, but the idea doesn’t work if she winds up rejoining the Moron Squad,” said Jackie, throwing her icicle across the room in disgust. It hit her dartboard square on, impaling the picture of Action Dude she had tacked there in the middle of his photogenic forehead. Similar icicles were already sticking out of his eyes. “She needs to reconnect with the world. It won’t do us any good if she just goes hero and forgets to go human at the same time.”


  “Jackie, honey, I hate to be the one to break this to you, but you’re the living incarnation of winter—or something like that, I’ve never been exactly clear on how you holidays breed, and PS, I’d really rather you didn’t tell me—and the only time I feel human is when I’m out doing tequila shooters with the fairy tale girls, who aren’t exactly models of stability themselves. How are we supposed to remind Vel about being a part of a normal existence?”


  “Simple.” Jackie paused for dramatic effect before announcing, proudly, “We’re going to get her a date.”


  “A date.”


  “Yes.”


  “Vel.”


  “Yes.”


  “Little Miss ‘carrying a torch like she’s planning to open the next Winter Olympics’ Herself.”


  “Yes.”


  “And you think this is going to work because . . . ?”


  “Because our girl is trying to put the past behind her, and nothing says ‘moving on’ like sex and the single superheroine.” Jackie studied her nails smugly. “She’ll go along with it. Trust me.”


  *


  “I think this may be the worst idea in the history of bad ideas, and the fact that I’m going along with it is possibly a sign of mental illness,” said Velveteen, staring fixedly at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. The sight of herself being tarted up for a night on the town was strange enough. The fact that it was being done by six brightly-colored songbirds, a striped chipmunk, and an assortment of mice just made it even more surreal. The birds were doing a surprisingly good job of styling her hair, especially given that they were working around an elegantly designed variation of her customary rabbit-eared headband. She would never have guessed that the common bluebird had such an excellent grasp of fashion.


  “Look, the best thing about being a superhero is that you can take the blind date to a whole new level. Find out if you’re compatible before you even exchange your real names.” The Princess leaned against the bathroom wall, carefully observing the ministrations of her collection of forest creatures. “Mr. Fluffy-butt, you need to go a little lighter on the eyeliner. Remember that she’s got to put a domino mask over that.” The chipmunk squeaked and grabbed a wet wipe, beginning to carefully remove some of the liner from around Velveteen’s left eye. “If you hate him, you can claim you need to go stop a robbery. And if you like him, you can invite him to stop it with you.”


  “I wasn’t talking about doing it in costume, although I think that part’s pretty stupid, too,” grumbled Vel. “I’m talking about the dating at all part. I don’t need a date. I don’t want a date. I’ve been doing perfectly fine without a date.”


  “Really.” The Princess gave her fingernails a studious look, all while watching Vel’s reflection out of the corner of her eye. “So did you see that special on the Super-Supers Network last weekend? They did a one hour profile on dream relationships in the superhero community. Action Dude and Sparkle Bright look like they’re getting pretty serious. Sparks was even seen at Carbon and Crystal’s last month, looking at their ring selection. Pretty steamy stuff.”


  The sound of Velveteen’s fingernails—painted with a special diamond-laced polish designed especially for the working superheroine—digging into the sides of her chair was only slightly less irritating than the sound of fingernails on a chalkboard. “No,” she said, through gritted teeth. “I must have managed to miss that episode.”


  “Too bad. They had a really nice photo spread. Don’t make that face, sweetie, you’re making it hard for the mice to do your lipstick. Unless looking like a member of the Clown Crew is what you’re going for, in which case, be my guest.”


  “Is there a reason you’re telling me this, or is driving me to a homicidal rage just your goal for the night?”


  Looking at Vel’s reflection, the Princess felt almost bad. . . but only almost. If Vel was still this broken-up over Action Dude, Jackie was probably right after all; it was well past time for that girl to throw out her issues and start moving on. “I’m telling you because it’s time to admit that he’s not going to get over her, honey. Whether they’re really in love or just putting on a pretty show for the media machine, they’ve been doing it for years, and whoever’s running the show keeps upping the ante on them. I just don’t want you to be single and crying into your nachos when their wedding becomes the A-list super event of the year.”


  Velveteen’s eyes widened for a moment, her hurt and surprise plainly reflected in her expression. Then they narrowed, lips thinning to a firm line. “So tell me again about the guy I’m having dinner with tonight?”


  “Well, he’s a year older than you are, originally trained with The Junior Super Patriots, Midwest Division, but they chose to terminate his contract due to, quote, ‘inappropriate use of powers,’ and he’s been working as an independent for the last five years. He’s currently licensed for the entire West Coast, and British Columbia, which is a nice little bit of cultural diversity.” The Princess smiled, watching as the mice finished pinning Velveteen’s hair into a sleek, photo-op-ready up-do, and added, “Plus, if his press package is anything to go by, he’s a definite hottie.”


  “And his power package?”


  “That’s the part we thought you’d be really interested in. His power-profile reads as ‘semi-autonomous animation of graphic representations of persons and animals, including minor transformation to grant access to species-appropriate weaponry,’ with a sub-class of ‘animus.’ Which I thought you’d find sort of interesting, given that your profile reads as—”


  “Semi-autonomous animation of totemic representations of persons and animals, most specifically cloth figures, including minor transformation to grant access to species-appropriate weaponry,” said Velveteen, twisting in her seat to stare at the Princess. “You found someone from my power pool?”


  “What, honey, you thought you were unique?” The Princess allowed her smile to become a cat-that-ate-the canary grin. “He goes by the code name ‘Tag.’ No maple syrup was involved anywhere in his origin. . . and The Super Patriots hate him. So what do you say? Is it a date?”


  Slowly, Velveteen returned her smile. “I guess it is.”


  *


  “Worst idea ever,” muttered Velveteen, standing in front of the Dash-o’-Danger steak house and pulling her burgundy velvet wrap a little tighter around her entirely inadequate dress as she shivered and wished devoutly for a space heater, or maybe a crime to thwart. She was freezing, and he was late. Plus, being Portland’s premiere—and currently, only—superheroine meant that she was starting to gather a small crowd of photographers, just by standing there. Her old training was almost entirely in control, forcing her to stand with her feet shoulder-width apart, one hip slightly canted to the side to present her figure at its best angle. As if she cared how she looked in their stupid society pages. As if she cared what they thought of her “date night” domino mask and oh-so-carefully created smoky eyes (in her signature browns and burgundy, of course; branding was every thing in a superhero’s attire). As if she cared what Aaron would think when he inevitably got those same pictures emailed to him by some mutual acquaintance.


  As if.


  She was getting ready to call for a taxi when a slim young man came jogging up the street, wearing a perfectly presentable brown dinner jacket that was rendered just a little whimsical by the graffiti-print tie and the cuff links shaped like tiny cans of spray paint. His mask wasn’t cloth; it was actually painted onto his skin, either with a makeup-artist’s airbrush or some of the best cream pancake Vel had ever seen. He stopped a few feet in front of her, taking a second to catch his breath, and asked, “Velveteen?”


  “I’m sorry, you must have me mistaken for some other woman waiting out in the cold, wearing a pair of clip-on bunny ears,” Vel replied, deadpan.


  “Really? I didn’t know there was a production of Legally Blonde in town.” He offered a quick, bright smile, the sort of expression that was so uncalculated that it was somehow calculated to make a woman’s knees go weak. Vel realized, somewhat to her surprise, that she wasn’t actually immune. “Hi. I’m Tag. Sorry I’m late, but there was a mugging right outside the lot where I parked my car.”


  Vel found herself smiling despite herself, and despite the flashbulbs that started going off all around them as she turned to present her profile to him at its best angle. It was so automatic that she didn’t even notice. “I had a liquor store robbery. I sent the teddy bears in to deal with it for me, but it was still a little bit of a delay. So I haven’t actually been waiting all that long.”


  “Well, that’s a relief. I was hoping I wouldn’t be starting things off on the completely wrong foot.”


  “Not unless you have a supervillain planning to follow you into my city, and then, only if the attack comes before dessert or you try to tell me I’m not allowed to help you fend him off.” Was she flirting? Oh, God, she was flirting. Mortification fought a brief, almost entirely one-sided battle against her hormones, and was promptly kicked out for the rest of the evening.


  “I wouldn’t dream of it.” Tag offered his arm. “May I escort you in?”


  “Absolutely.” She placed one velvet-gloved hand against his elbow—another adaptation from her standard costume, but one that she had to admit really worked, especially in this sort of setting—and let him lead her into the Dash-o’Danger, flashbulbs lighting up the sky around them like their own private fireworks show until the door swung shut, and left them in merciful, if temporary, privacy.


  *


  “—and then he starts going on about how evolution sometimes gets things wrong, and just needs to be reset so that it can get things right this time, and he’s completely monologing, I mean, this is Supervillainy 101 playing out right in front of our eyes, and then Daisy Chain shouts ‘Hey, didn’t you used to go by Doctor Dodo? What, was Doctor Dummy too hard to spell?’ He lost it. Completely lost it. I swear, that man was never cut out for a career in wreaking havoc. He needs too much therapy.”


  Velveteen snorted laughter, barely stopping herself from wiping her eyes and hence destroying the Princess’s hard-designed makeup job. “Oh, jeez, I thought he’d retired. Did he really change his name to ‘Doctor Darwin’?”


  “Super-scout’s honor,” said Tag, holding up one hand solemnly. “He didn’t get any smarter when he did it, even if he did get a little easier to market as a genuine threat. I mean, how scary is a guy who goes ‘look at me, I represent the chicken too dumb to fly away when people came after it with a fork.’”


  “Not exactly the sort of thing that strikes fear into the hearts of evil-doers everywhere, true,” Vel agreed. “At the same time, I point out that I run around the city wearing rabbit-ears and using teddy bears to kick ass. So logic doesn’t completely dictate the actions of people in our profession.”


  “As a male member of the profession in question, I have to say the lack of logic has a lot to do with costume design, and I thus can’t completely fault it.” Tag grinned sheepishly, taking a sip of his wine before he said, “I mean, high heels in combat, not a good idea. But velvet tights and those little domino masks, basically the best things since the invention of clothes.”


  “See, that’s not fair,” Vel objected, laughing again. “You’ve seen my costume, and I have no idea what yours looks like. How do I know you don’t fight crime in. . . I don’t know, in a Speedo with weird designs finger-painted all over your body.”


  “Now that you mention it . . .” Tag waggled an eyebrow. Vel managed to avoid snorting water out of her nose. Barely. He waited until her coughing subsided before saying, “You know, there’s a way to fix that. And I don’t mean by hopping on Wikipedia and punching in my code name—which, by the way, if you wanted to do that, you’d probably have an easier time looking me up under ‘Graffiti Boy,’ which was my corporate slave name. I went by ‘Street Art’ for a little while after I first went independent, but that sort of sucked.”


  Velveteen raised an eyebrow. “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”


  “After dessert, of course. No one should leave the Dash-o’-Danger without trying their incredible Terror Tower eleven-layer chocolate cake. They coat it in a blackberry brandy sauce and light it on fire before they bring it to the table. They even have little chocolate people filled with jam that you have to try to save before the tower collapses on top of them.” Tag made a stabbing gesture with his fork. “You get to be the hero and save them, and then you get to be the villain and bite their tasty, tasty heads off.”


  “Aren’t you worried about all those calories making my velvet tights less appealing to you?”


  “Oh, don’t worry. We’ll burn them all off before the end of the night.”


  Velveteen promptly flagged down the waiter. “Terror Tower, please. On fire, two forks.”


  Tag grinned.


  *


  After the Tower was devoured and the check was paid—split down the middle, since neither of them was exactly rolling in a Super Patriots-level salary—Velveteen and Tag slipped into the bathrooms intended for their respective genders. The Dash-o-Danger was accustomed to such behavior from visiting superhumans, and even had a special exit that would validate your parking while letting you out in a secluded alley with conveniently-placed fire escapes running up the walls on both sides. Perfect for the young superhuman looking to make it to the rooftops without being seen. By mutual, unspoken agreement, they changed, slipped out, and went straight up the ladders, not looking at one another. Some moments are best had in the proper setting. Like, say, the moonlit rooftops of Portland, rather than the brightly-illuminated back hall of an expensive, superhuman-themed steak house.


  Velveteen was the first one out; her gown, like her costume, had been designed by the Princess’s mice, and was semi-convertible, requiring her to do little more than remove the skirt, roll on the thigh-high versions of her tights, and add shoulder-straps to her bodice. Sure, she looked a little like she was wearing the kinky Halloween edition of her normal costume, but at least she was equipped to fight crime while flashing a minimum of unintentional skin. She reached the top of her chosen ladder, stepped onto the ledge surrounding the rooftop, and turned to look across the alleyway at Tag.


  Her breath caught.


  She couldn’t have said exactly what she expected his costume to look like. Probably something brightly-colored and garish, which would explain why he was a second-string hero, instead of a front-man for one of the Super Patriot teams. Instead, he stood on his rooftop in form-fitting black spandex, the line of it broken only by the utility belt clasping his waist. A dozen cans of spray paint were clipped to the belt, ready and waiting to be used. He was still wearing his swirling painted-on mask, and its vibrant colors were somehow exactly right, perfectly matched to the darkness of the rest of him. He met her eyes, and smiled, shouting across the alley, “So who goes to who?”


  “Show me what kind of hero you are,” she called back, half-laughing, still half-breathless. He looked like a superhero. He smiled like the kind of boy the men from Marketing always told her to stay away from. And she wanted him to come to her. She realized, rather surprisingly, that she hadn’t wanted anything that badly in a very long time.


  “Be right there!” he called, dipping a gallant bow in her direction before pulling a can of spray paint from his belt, shaking it briskly, and bending to paint something on the rooftop in front of him. Velveteen frowned, interest flagging slightly as she realized that he was actually writing on the rooftop. Graffiti wasn’t particularly heroic—in fact, stopping people from vandalizing public property was a common training mission for the junior heroes.


  Then he clipped the can back onto his belt, reached down to the spot where he’d just been painting, and straightened. . . bringing a full-length aluminum ladder with him. Grinning triumphantly, he walked to the edge of the roof and lay his ladder down flat across the chasm. Stepping onto the edge of the makeshift bridge, he spread his arms for balance and strolled calmly across the space between them, bowing again when he got to the edge of Velveteen’s rooftop. “As my lady wishes,” he said, grinning as he stepped down from the ladder.


  “Semi-autonomous animation of graphic representations of persons and animals, including minor transformation to grant access to species-appropriate weaponry,” said Velveteen, wide-eyed. “No wonder the Princess thought we should go out.”


  “I take it you approve?” Tag snapped his fingers. The ladder wisped away into thin air, disappearing like it had never been there at all—without, Velveteen noticed, leaving any marks on either rooftop.


  “I definitely approve,” she said, matching his smile with one of her own. “Well, then? Are you ready for me to show you the heroic side of Portland?”


  “You know,” said Tag, offering her his arm, “I was starting to worry that you were never going to ask.”


  “The night is young, and evil waits for no man,” Velveteen said, laughing as she took the offered arm.


  “Or bunny.”


  “True. Evil waits for no bunny.”


  “Not the best battle cry ever.”


  “We can work on it.”


  *


  One of the things Velveteen had missed most in her short time working as a solo hero on the streets of Portland was the exhilarating feeling that only came from working in a team, that little ribbon of exciting unpredictability running through every otherwise ordinary encounter. Would they have your back? Could you drop your guard long enough to pull off something fancy, or did you need to stay braced and on your guard at all times, treating this like a solo run with an annoying sidekick? How far could you push the team dynamic before it turned into a contest instead of a genuine meeting of equals? Working in a team was exciting and terrifying and frustrating and effortless and incredibly hard, and she hadn’t really thought about how much she’d missed it until she was out there with Tag, thwarting a bank robbery, her teddy bears helping the hostages to safety while his spray paint dragon held the terrified robbers in place, occasionally roaring when they seemed to be getting ready to run. Their powers were beautifully suited to one another. Sure, he could only manage one creation at a time, and he had to draw them, or at least “touch up” the existing art before he could command them, but he could whip out much bigger guns than she could, leaving her free to command her larger, if less immediately intimidating, army of toys.


  Then the police showed up to take custody, and the pair went racing back into the night, giddy with success, and with the night that still stretched out in front of them like an endless playground filled with muggers, car thieves, and ne’er-do-wells too stupid to believe that a city not under official Super Patriots protection could actually be defended by a genuine superhero. . . or, on a certain beautiful night, two superheroes.


  Two convenience store robberies, a car chase, and one purse-snatcher later, Velveteen and Tag leaned up against the brick wall of a downtown warehouse, trying to catch their breath through the joyous laughter that was threatening to overwhelm them both. Tag’s mask—which, Vel had realized, changed to suit his emotions, shifting slowly but continuously, like a mood ring turned tattoo—was a rich sunset combination of red-pink-gold, and she could tell that her own rabbit-eared headband had been knocked slightly askew during the last encounter. And none of that mattered. None of that mattered at all.


  “—did you see the way that guy—”


  “—and then, with the stuffed rabbit! That was inspired, that was just—”


  “—was so sure he was going to hit you square in the face, but—”


  They shared a wide-eyed look, finally realizing that they were both talking at once, and broke down laughing. Deep, unrestrained laughter, the kind that stand-up comedians would die for. Slowly, they slid down the wall, until they were sitting, Vel with her legs splayed broken-toy akimbo, Tag with his knees knocking together as he struggled not to lose his balance.


  Finally catching her breath, Velveteen reached over and took Tag’s hand in hers, squeezing his fingers lightly. “Thank you for this,” she said. “I mean, I thought it was a really terrible idea when the Princess suggested it, but this has been fantastic. I think I’m going to owe her a pretty major apology.”


  “You know, there’s one way you could avoid bowing and scraping too much.”


  “How’s that?”


  “Well, if I agreed to take on half the penance, since it was my evening, too. . .”


  “And how would I persuade you to go along with that kind of hare-brained scheme?” asked Velveteen, shooting him an amused look. He met it squarely, no shadows or secrets hiding in his eyes. They were a lovely shade of brown, with little hints of green and hazel brought out by the swirl of colors surrounding them. Nice eyes. The kind of eyes she could spend a lot of time looking into.


  “If you were willing to try this again—say, with that rare and frightening event known as the ‘second date’—I could probably be convinced that I should do my share. Just this once.”


  Velveteen tilted her head, studying him for a moment more. And then, slowly, she smiled. “I think I’d like that,” she said. “I think I’d like that a lot.”


  “Now, since your secret identity means I can’t walk you home, can I at least walk you to the rooftop of your choice?”


  Velveteen squeezed Tag’s fingers again before letting go. “Race you there.”


  *


  Anyone looking at the rooftop of the Dash-o’-Danger steak house at a little after two o’clock that morning would have seen the sort of shot guaranteed to make the cover of superhero magazines across the country. Two heroes, recognizable because of their sleek spandex-and-velvet outlines (and, in the case of the heroine in the pair, the bunny ears rising proudly from her head) standing wrapped in one another’s arms, their kiss silhouetted against the slowly setting moon. If anyone had bothered to look. As for Velveteen and Tag, sharing the ceremonial first kiss to end the not-so-ceremonial first date, they weren’t looking at anything at all.


  There are good sides to the superhero life after all.


  I ♥ SUPERHEROES


  by Carrie Vaughn


  WHAT A HARD ACT TO FOLLOW. I’d be better off throwing up my hands and walking away. I mean, Seanan can speak for herself, right? She does so very well! But I discover, I do have a few things to say. An Earth-shattering monologue, in fact, on the level of the fiercest arch-villain taking over the Times Square Jumbotron to announce plans for world domination. Okay, maybe not that Earth-shattering. Not worthy of the Jumbotron, but maybe worthy of the afterword to a collection of stories by an award-winning author.


  Before we get too much farther, I have a confession: I’m a sucker for superhero stories. I really am. If I lived in a world that really had superheroes, I’d be president of the fan club. I blame Lynda Carter and Lindsay Wagner, except that blame is the wrong word. I worship Lynda Carter and Lindsay Wagner. There, that’s better. With my full-on mainlining of Wonder Woman and The Bionic Woman as a small child, I imprinted on superheroes early. And not just superheroes, but woman superheroes. I took it absolutely for granted that a woman in a satin star-spangled bathing suit could bend steel bars with her bare hands and kick lots of ass on her own terms. I’m sad that 35 years later, we still have to convince some people of this. Like, oh, Hollywood. I’m still waiting for a live-action Wonder Woman movie on par with The X-Men or Iron Man. Still . . . waiting . . . In the meantime, I can read Seanan McGuire’s tales of Velveteen. Thank you, Seanan!


  And now, I am going to reveal to you the two secrets of writing about superheroes.


  The First Secret of Writing About Superheroes: We’ve always had superheroes. Gilgamesh and Enkidu are superheroes. So are Hercules and Theseus, Achilles, Lancelot, Robin Hood, Zorro, the Lone Ranger, all the way down to Superman. One of the things that superheroes do is tell us what the cultures that created them were afraid of, because superheroes can take that fear and turn it into something powerful and helpful. Thus, Enkidu gets his power from the wilderness, at a time when the first cities were starting to push back against the wild unknown. The Greek heroes are demi-gods—the power and irrationality of the gods given human form and tamed for human benefit. The twentieth century superheroes? Genetic mutation, radiation, aliens—all the twentieth century fears, made human, approachable, and even useful. Superheroes have always been with us, and their origins and identities tell us a lot about ourselves.


  The Second Secret of Writing About Superheroes: It’s not about the powers, it’s about the people. This should go without saying, but how many recent superhero movies have been ruined in editing because some Hollywood shmoo decided to cut out the deep character moments in favor of extending the gut-punching FX battle? How bored have I gotten listening to someone pick apart inane details of human flight as it’s affected by atmospheric density and yadda yadda, it doesn’t matter. One of the things I loved about Captain America: The First Avenger, was the discussion it generated: Everybody had a favorite scene, and the favorite scenes were always character moments: the conversations between Steve and Dr. Erskine, Steve’s trick with the flagpole, his grief over Bucky. I’ll say it again: it’s not about the powers, it’s about the people. Give me a great character, and I’ll go along with whatever powers she has.


  But you already know these two secrets, because you’ve been reading about Velveteen (at least, if you’ve gotten this far I assume you have) and Seanan’s already told you the secrets. Her twenty-first century heroes’ powers come from irradiated food, mutated diseases, and pop culture obsessions. And of course they have to grapple with bureaucracy and reality TV, and will face the terrors of marketing and litigation as well as the expected hosts of mad scientists and crustacean rebellion.


  And she’s not really telling Velveteen’s story, she’s telling Velma’s, and the question of Who Will Save Us Now isn’t nearly as important as getting that next day job, finding a home that’s really yours, and keeping your friends close. Superheroes have to hang up their tights at the end of the day (or in the morning after an all-night patrol), and the people they are in their pj’s usually determines whether we like them or not. Whether we even care if they can save the world or not.


  So yeah, speaking as an avid fan of superhero stories—good superhero stories, mind you—Seanan gets it. And it’s awfully nice, in our modern twenty-first century age, that a set of stories that started as a whim on the often ephemeral format of the Internet, can find a second home in a book. Though in true comic book superhero fashion, she’s left us on a bit of a cliffhanger, hasn’t she?


  Onward, True Believers!


  APPENDIX A:


  VELVETEEN AND ALLIES


  Despite our best efforts (see action reports A through N), Velma Martinez, code name “Velveteen,” has continued to refuse offers of renewed employment. It is unclear what, if anything, could be done to entice her. Despite her public presentation as a minor asset, she is currently assessed as a level four power. Because of this, we cannot permit her to continue acting outside The Super Patriots.


  Velveteen is to be recruited or killed within the next six months. Failure to achieve one of these goals will result in termination.


  VELMA “VELVETEEN” MARTINEZ


  Assessed power level 4/informed power level 2


  Age: Twenty-four

  Age at time of power discovery: Unclear; presumed twelve

  Height/weight: Unknown


  Power set: Semi-autonomous animation of totemic representations of persons and animals, most specifically cloth figures, including minor transformation to grant access to species-appropriate weaponry. No known secondary powers.


  Profile: Velveteen was acquired as a corporate asset following a display of her powers in a public area. Early examination showed her power levels to be limited only by the resources available to her. One researcher commented that, with access to a large enough pair of googly eyes, she could potentially animate the moon. Focus groups did not respond well to the idea of a powerful animus, but found a hero who could animate toys to be “charming” and “highly appropriate for children.” Velveteen is thus officially classed in all publicity material as a level two support heroine.


  Early integration into The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division was highly successful. Velveteen bonded well with her teammates, forming close bonds with Sparkle Bright and Action Dude. She began a relationship with Action Dude following the death of Diva (see Diva: Autopsy for details). Focus groups did not respond well to the idea of a frontline hero becoming involved with Velveteen, who most viewed as innocent and childlike. They did respond well to the idea of his becoming involved with Sparkle Bright. The relationship was slated for termination. Unfortunately, the process resulted in Velveteen’s departure from The Junior Super Patriots, WCD.


  In the years since her return to civilian life, Velveteen has shown little inclination to use her powers, even when provoked. This may have slowed their maturation. Still, approach with caution.


  Default costume: Brown/burgundy leotard, brown tights, burgundy boots and gloves. Brown bunny ears on a headband. Assorted toys and dolls for animation.


  Power integrity: Before full termination of her relationship with Action Dude, an attempt was made to exchange the powers of Velveteen and Sparkle Bright, which would have resulted in a much more stable team. The bodies of both girls rejected this exchange. It is the opinion of the Research Division that Velveteen’s powers are somehow connected to her well-being, and removal or nullification would be fatal. Keep in mind as a weapon of last resort.


  JACKIE FROST


  Assessed power level 3


  Age: Unknown

  Age at time of power discovery: Unknown

  Height/weight: Unknown


  Power set: Elemental control and creation of ice. Immunity to cold. Travel through “magic mirrors,” a designation which does not yet have a firm definition.


  Profile: Jackie Frost is the daughter of Jack Frost and the Snow Queen, current guardians of the winter. Efforts to convince her parents that she would benefit from membership in The Junior Super Patriots have resulted in all of Marketing receiving large amounts of coal on Christmas for the past several years (see Profile: Santa Claus for more information). She has thus been allowed to grow up without the tempering influence of other superhumans to balance out her naturally abrasive personality.


  Jackie is impulsive, unpredictable, and a close friend of Velveteen’s, which has flagged her for additional observation. While we do not have detailed files on her weaknesses as yet, it is believed that heat may be the key to her defeat. If Jackie is engaged in combat, Firecracker should be summoned from whatever assignment she is on and instructed to take the ice-manipulator out.


  Default costume: Varies from appearance to appearance, but is always essentially a blue and white ice skating uniform. Jackie does not wear a mask.


  Additional note: It seems likely that Jackie is being groomed to eventually take over her mother’s position as protector of the winter. Should this happen, her power levels will increase. We must hope we can defeat her before this happens.


  CARRABELLE “THE PRINCESS” MILLER


  Assessed power level 4


  Age: Twenty-three

  Age at time of power discovery: Eleven

  Height/weight: Variable


  Power set: The Princess possesses a variable power pool of all abilities assigned by the little girls of the world to their ideal fairy tale princess. She has reliably demonstrated the ability to talk to woodland creatures, command birds, animate vegetables, talk to furniture, shrug off supposedly mortal wounds, sing enemies to sleep, break glass with high notes, find her way out of supposedly infinite mazes, and never smear her makeup.


  Profile: The loss of the heroine codenamed “The Princess” to the marketing division of a large media company best known for their animated films was a genuine blow to The Super Patriots, and one which we still regret. Her powers activated during a visit to a popular theme park, triggering a musical number which swelled to involve 90% of the park guests and employees before reaching a crescendo. Birds flocked to her side, and the park’s management offered her an immediate contract, which she has since used as a corporate shield against recruitment efforts. She currently resides in the Crystal Glitter Unicorn Cloud Castle, an impenetrable fortress constructed outside the boundaries of reality as we know it.


  The Princess is polite to a fault, something which most people attribute to her Southern upbringing, combined with her position as conduit of the world’s children. Her attachment to Velveteen and Jackie Frost is really the only questionable thing about her. She is unimpeachable. We hate her so.


  Default costume: The Princess frequently goes into combat wearing impractical ball gowns which do not seem to impede her movement in the slightest. She is one of the only known heroines who actually prefers to fight in heels.


  TAD “TAG” SINCLAIR


  Assessed power level 3/informed power level 2


  Age: Twenty-five

  Age at time of power discovery: Eight

  Height/weight: Unknown


  Power set: Semi-autonomous animation of graphic representations of persons and animals, including minor transformation to grant access to species-appropriate weaponry. No known secondary powers.


  Profile: Originally “Graffiti Boy,” Tag was acquired as a corporate asset following discovery by his second grade art teacher that he could bring chalk drawings to “life.” Early examination showed his power levels to be limited only by the resources available to him, although he has difficulty maintaining multiple manifestations for long periods of time. Because of this, and because of material considerations, Tag is the only known animus to be officially classed as a level three hero. He is listed in all publicity material as a level two support hero, maintaining the corporate policy regarding animus.


  Tag integrated well with The Junior Super Patriots, Midwest Division, but was dismissed from the team due to abuse of his powers (see Tag: Dismissal Report for details). He worked temporarily under the name “Street Art” before settling on his final superhero name.


  Default costume: Black body suit, utility belt, domino mask.


  APPENDIX B:


  TEAM ROSTERS


  The Super Patriots, Original Lineup:


  For details on the collapse of the original team, see action report REDACTED.


  Majesty: Flight, super-strength, invulnerability.


  Jolly Roger: Magical hero, “pirate themed” powers.


  Supermodel: Incredible beauty allowing her to control the minds and responses of those around her.
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  The Super Patriots, West Coast Division, Current Lineup:


  The current team is largely stable, although monitoring of the co-leaders, Action Dude and Sparkle Bright, is ongoing.


  Action Dude: Flight, super-strength, invulnerability.


  Sparkle Bright: Flight, photon manipulation, photonic camouflage (ability largely untrained).


  Uncertainty: Probability control.


  Imagineer: Technopath.


  Mechamation: Technopath.


  Jack O’Lope: Spirit of the American West.
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  The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, Original Lineup:


  The original team was assembled at the bequest of Marketing, who wanted a controllable group of child heroes in every time zone. Several mistakes were made, including limiting the team size to four. This allowed for the formation of excessively strong bonds between the children. Junior teams are now mandated to contain a minimum of six members at all times.


  Action Dude: Flight, super-strength, invulnerability.


  Sparkle Bright: Flight, photon manipulation, photonic camouflage (ability largely untrained).


  The Claw: Really nasty pinch. Communication with crustaceans. Looks like a giant lobster.


  Velveteen: Semi-autonomous animation of totemic representations of persons and animals.
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  The Junior Super Patriots, West Coast Division, Current Lineup:


  The current team consists of nine individuals, and has proven much more effective than earlier incarnations. Future teams will be built using this model.


  Handheld: Technopath, machine control, team leader.


  Swallowtail: Flight, energy protection.


  The Bedbug: Energy projection, insect communication.


  Super-Cool: Limited invulnerability, super-strength, and flight.


  The Nanny: Weather control, limited flight.


  Apex: Flight, super-speed.


  Candy Cane, Candy Corn, Candy Apple: Candy-themed matter manipulation.
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