






STEVE BEAULIEU PRESENTS:

[image: Image]

A SUPERVILLAIN ANTHOLOGY





  
    
      	
        Cover Design by Steve Beaulieu

        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        Print and ebook formatting by Steve Beaulieu

        


      
    

  


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved. Authors retain all rights to their individual stories.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


CONTENTS




FOREWORD: RYSA WALKER




VILLAINOUS ORIGINS: JESSICA WEST (WEST1JESS)




VILLAIN FOR A DAY: HALL & BEAULIEU




CHARISMA: TERRY SCHOTT




DREAMER: HANK GARNER




THE COLLECTOR: DAVID BRUNS




RARE: TOM REYNOLDS




NOW COMES THE BRINGER OF BLIGHT: ED GOSNEY




REDEMPTION: IAN GARNER




TROUBLESHOOTING: HAYLEY STONE




THE ARCH-NEMESIS: CHRISTOPHER J. VALIN




THE UNKILLABLE KILLER: LUCIA ASHTA




BLACK RAZOR: PHILLIP HALL







This book is lovingly dedicated to a man whom none of us knew but who changed our lives forever.




Adam West—you are Batman.




You are the hero we all wanted and Gotham deserved. Thank you for the memories. Thank you for the laughs. And thank you for igniting the flames of our imaginations.
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FOREWORD

BY RYSA WALKER




IN SECOND GRADE, I ran home from school each day and parked myself in front of the TV, one eye on the clock and one hand on the knob, determined to switch it on at exactly three-thirty p.m., and not a single second before.  If I turned it on too late, I risked missing the first minutes of Batman. If I turned it on too soon, I’d have to watch the closing credits of Dark Shadows, which spooked the holy hell out of me. 

More often than not, I watched those creepy closing credits. I watched them even though I knew I’d lie awake that night wondering if Barnabas Collins was hiding in my closet, because no way was I missing Batman. And this was doubly true when the Dynamic Duo was in the clutches of one of my favorite villains—Catwoman, Riddler, Joker, or Penguin. 

There was no question as to which side I was rooting for. I was definitely pulling for Batman and Robin (and, all too rarely, Batgirl) to save the day. 

But the heroes weren’t the key reason I watched. The problem with most superheroes is that they’re always the same. Always stalwart, upstanding citizens. Always predictably good. The good part is fine by me. But the predictably part? Not so much. 

 Batman’s arch-enemies, however, had a surprise or two up their sleeves. That’s what kept me tuning in to the same Bat-Channel at the same Bat-Time.  

I still have a soft-spot for the villains. In my own writing, their voices are frequently the ones that won’t shut up at the end of the series, who keep reminding me that I’ve only told part of the story. 

In most cases, I end up letting them vent before I can move on to something new. It’s only fair, right? Catwoman was always allowed to explain the motivations behind her dastardly plan as our heroes dangled over a vat of sharks or whatever foul end she’d cooked up for them. The Joker was always given his moment to cackle wildly about how he fooled everyone as viewers waited for the bomb to tick down to zero. 

Or, more accurately, as they waited patiently for it to tick down to one. 

Because we knew something would go wrong. Frequently, the very clue our heroes needed to break away was hidden in the villain’s soliloquy. They were foiled (again!) by their own desperate attempt to pull the spotlight away from the good guys for a moment.

And it was only for a moment. After that, it was BIFF, BAM, POW—and then off to Gotham State Penitentiary for a (usually brief) vacation behind bars.

That’s what makes this anthology so much fun. The heroes are the ones having to beg for the spotlight this time. Yes, there are good guys in the mix.  Sometimes, they even win. But the villains take centerstage. 

  Here’s a quick peek at what’s ahead:

The first story, “Villainous Origins” by Jessica West, explores the fine line between justice and injustice, between righteous anger and vigilantism. And there are zombies, too!

In Hall & Beaulieu’s “Villain for a Day,” we meet the Silver Serval—super-smart, super-fast, and despite a slight ego problem, determined to use his powers for good. The Voltress may have other plans, however.

Terry Schott’s “Charisma” examines the end result of a hero’s less-than-heroic actions. Can justice be served when a villain has the power to sway the minds of everyone around him?  

“Dreamer,” by Hank Garner takes us into the mind of a young man intent on battling a crime wave in his city. This guy’s no hero—but when you’re seeing the crimes each night in your dreams, you have to do something, right?

In “The Collector” by David Bruns, we follow the story of Mr. Rogers, a mercenary with a talent for persuasion. But what exactly are his employers doing with the people he collects? 

The abilities of the title character in Tom Reynold’s “Rare” leave no doubt that he’s a super. The question that one aggrieved woman must answer, however, is whether Rare is hero or villain.

What if you learned that your best friend was hiding his superpowers? That’s the core question in “Now Comes the Bringer of Blight,” by Ed Gosney, which examines the toll that superhuman abilities might take on both friendship and sanity.

In Ian Garner’s “Redemption,” a supervillain who has spent more than a decade reflecting on the sins of his past is given one last chance at atonement. But does he possess the moral strength to take it?

“Troubleshooting” by Hayley Stone introduces a savvy reptilian villain-for-hire. Her task? Eliminate the world’s greatest superhero, no matter how many times she must die trying.

In Christopher J. Valin’s “The Arch-Nemesis” we meet Eric, a sympathetic everyman villain whose life appears to be in a state of chaos. His latest screw-up could cost him his membership in the Villain’s Union—and maybe even his life. 

What happens when an immortal superhero has simply had enough? Lucia Ashta’s “The Unkillable Killer” takes us on an existential journey to discover the extremes to which one hapless immortal will go in his quest to end it all.

The anthology wraps up with Phillip Hall’s “The Black Razor.” In this dark morality tale, a superpowered ninja seeks to avenge his parents, whose death was treated as mere collateral damage by a group of superheroes. 

The authors in this collection deftly avoid the cookie-cutter, mustache-twirling caricature of supervillains. These “bad guys” have depth, motivation, and pathos to spare. I occasionally found myself rooting for them, instead of the “good guys.” 

I believe there’s something for everyone in this volume, and I hope you’ll enjoy these tales as much as I have. To paraphrase our good friend The Joker, it’s time to sit back and let your imagination “dance with the devil in the pale moonlight.”
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VILLAINOUS ORIGINS

BY JESSICA WEST (WEST1JESS)


VILLAINOUS ORIGINS

BY JESSICA WEST (WEST1JESS)




NOVEMBER, 2017

Present Day

Bare trees stand sentinel on my nightly walk home. A full moon—the only source of light in the woods between the hospital where I work and the apartment complex where I live—paints my surroundings in shades of black and white and every gray in between. The short walk between here and there only takes ten minutes. I could take the bus, but that’s thirty minutes out of my way. So, unless it’s raining, I walk. What’s the worst that could happen?

Should have known better.

Not two minutes into my hike, light glints off a sliver of steel to my right; just a flash, but the flicker’s sufficient warning. 

Just in time, I dropped to my knees.

A fist barely misses my head, the wind catching a few strands of hair.

As my knees hit the ground, I slam my elbow into my assailant’s crotch.

With a grunt, he doubles over.

I land a solid left hook into his jaw, roll onto my heels, and return to my feet in a fighter’s stance. No chance in hell I’m actually going to win this fight, but this guy doesn’t know that. All he knows is that I’m winning so far. Hopefully, that’s enough.

He straightens, apparently not the least bit deterred.

I try to get a good look at his face so I can describe him to the police later, assuming I survive, but I can’t look away from his eyes.

Full of malice, of course. But that’s not what roots me to the spot. He seems… happy. His smile somehow looks genuine. When he opens his mouth to speak, he actually grins. A solid silver tooth in the front stands out among a row of perfect, straight, white teeth.

“That’s all right, darlin’. I like it rough.”

This guy is seriously twisted.

I am so screwed.

FEBRUARY, 1996

The first time I met Justice, I thought I’d lost my mind. After everything I’d been through, it was entirely possible. I’d been living with my mom and stepdad for two years. Things got strange after I turned fourteen and started shaving my legs and wearing a bra. He never touched me, though; only watched.

No matter what I tried, I couldn’t escape. Too many holes and cracks in the rundown shack we lived in assured every bath was a live peepshow. Women these days speak about being objectified. I don’t think they quite understand just how deep that goes. I was constantly on display for someone else’s enjoyment. Me and my “nice legs.” 

Those nice legs did get me some of the attention I wanted. I never had to attend a dance or the movies alone. But I would have been better off wearing braces and glasses, and shoving my nose into a book and keeping it there. Well, as far as the boys were concerned. At home, I’m not sure it would have made a difference. Not now, anyway. Back then, I wasn’t willing to sacrifice my social life. Instead, I gave up my peace of mind. Home should have been a safe haven. Boys became my escape. That and the woods. I’d always felt safe there.

Until the year I turned seventeen, anyway.

My stepdad was waiting for me in the woods one day.

I hate to even think about what could have happened. What did happen is hard to explain.

At first, I thought one of the trees nearby had groaned.

He and I both froze, glancing around in panic. It’s weird, but at the time—even though I was the victim of an attack—I felt guilty. I wasn’t doing anything wrong, but I managed to take the blame—at least in my own mind—anyway.

After that moment of terror passed, he relaxed.

I struggled, trying to pull my hands away or head butt him or anything. Useless, all of it.

Another groan echoed in the trees, this one accompanied by a walking corpse. I kid you not, a real zombie actually walked right out of the trees.

My stepdad got off of me real quick. “What the…” He walked toward the zombie, probably planning on killing it for good.

The dead kid, a girl a little younger than me—too young for a bra, too old to play with dolls—just stood there.

Another voice came from the woods behind her. “Noco de Teloah, torezodu. Solpeth od darbs.”

A shape emerged from the shadows between trees. A long, hooded robe covered the speaker’s form. The head tilted up until solid black eyes met mine, then turned to address the zombie girl next to it.

“Beranusaji tbl.”

Midnight eyes lightened by degrees, turning from a dark gray to almost white as they focused on my stepdad.

The zombie ambled toward me as the form moved closer to him.

He ignored the shadowy figure, and instead raised his hand to strike the dead girl. 

But the androgynous figure blinked out of the dim light, and then into another shadow near him.

He shouted and stumbled backwards, tripping over his own feet and going down hard.

The zombie drew closer and closer to me until she walked into my line of sight, blocking my view of the other two.

I opened my mouth to scream, but she simply stopped walking and turned around to face her master and my stepfather, putting her body between me and the others. 

Cautiously edging to one side, I looked around her and watched as my stepdad faced my strange new ally.

Once again, he raised his hand to swing.

A pristine, white hand with horrifically long, dingy nails shot out from the deep folds of the cloak and latched onto his forearm. A viper couldn’t have done it better.

When he tried to jerk his arm away, the claws sank deep into his flesh.

His skin changed immediately. The hues went from tan to yellow to a sallow, almost green color. Wrinkling as even that color drained, he appeared to grow old within seconds. A man of almost forty-five years aged at least thirty more. He dropped to his knees as the transformation overwhelmed him.

His skin turned gray, ashen, and clung to his bones.

The shadow person released him.

He fell to the ground in a heap, his eyes and mouth wide open and staring at nothing. His chest remained perfectly still.

The cloak swished as my savior turned away, presumably to retreat back into the woods. “Niis.”

The zombie turned to follow its master without so much as a glance in my direction. Fine by me, but…

“Wait!” I wasn’t sure what to say, but this person had just saved me from something horrible. No one could just walk away from that. “Who are you?”

“Does it matter?” The gritty voice sounded like dead leaves scraping their way across a dry dirt path.

Even hearing the voice gave me no clue as to whether this was a man or a woman.

“It does to me. You’re my hero.”

I cringed at how lame that sounded.

With a glance over one shoulder, my ‘hero’ met my gaze once more. “Heroes don’t kill people.”

“Then I’ll call you Justice.”

Without so much as a parting word, the strange figure vanished. The zombie ambled along in the direction its master had been facing.

I had a feeling the dead girl knew exactly where her master was. Justice waited in the shadows for her. For us all, I’m sure, for one reason or another.




NOVEMBER, 2017

Present Day

He likes it rough. Great. So, not only have I not deterred him, I’ve actually managed to encourage an attack. If I fight hard enough, and long enough, maybe ‘Sicko’ here’ll knock me out for the worst of it.

“Noco de Teloah, solpeth od darbs.”

That language is unmistakable. Justice has returned. This time, her voice is easily distinguishable as feminine.

 She extends a ghastly hand toward the man now leering at her instead of me, just as she had so many years ago. “Quasaba ar.”

Her voice is no longer as scratchy or ambiguous as it was over twenty years ago, but I’m certain it’s the same person. Has to be. How many people walk around with zombie body guards?

By zombie body guards, it’s important you understand I mean plural. As in very plural.

Corpses in varying degrees of decay stumble out of the woods as if just waking up. A young guy, still pretty fresh I’m guessing, pauses briefly as his gaze searches for then settles on Sicko. Reaching over his shoulder, he pulls a machete and rushes his target.

Sicko’s quick, though. He turns in a ridiculous imitation of a ballerina and slashes out with his knife just as Zombie Boy, arm upraised for a strike, plunges past him.

A long gash appears in the dead teen’s side, exposing a dark gray lung.

This guy was a smoker. I wonder if he still smokes, even in death.

The absurdity of the thought under the circumstances strikes me as funny. I can’t help the giggle that escapes.

Sicko glances at me, his eyebrows pulling together to form creases between them.

Zombie Boy takes advantage of the distraction. With two steps forward and a lunge, he shoves his machete toward Sicko.

But Sicko stumbles backwards and the blow is completely ineffective.

Fortunately—or unfortunately, for him—he backed right up into a mosh pit of dead bodies. When one of them jerked his head to one side and bit into the flesh of his neck, I looked away.

I didn’t need to see what happened to him. I heard it well enough to know this guy wasn’t going to be a problem for me, or anyone else, ever again.

Sicko’s still screaming, but if I don’t hurry, Justice will disappear again.

“Justice, wait!” 

Before I can even scan the trees for her, she emerges from a deep shadow near me. Instead of the rotting corpse of a tween girl I expected to see with her, a bare skeleton follows at her side.

“Oh, sorry. Didn’t realize you were right there.” Usually, awkwardness compels me to apologize for any little transgression. Right now, though, fear is my motivation. I’ve seen what she can do.

Her proximity is alarming.

The eyes are the same solid black orbs I remember. As long as they don’t start turning gray, I think I’ll be all right.

“Page a arezodi.” Her voice echoes in the relative silence of the night, a confirmation of Sicko’s demise.

All of the zombies retreat into the woods at her command. The skeleton remains at her side.

“So, uh… can I ask some questions now?”

“No one’s stopping you.”

“Wow, okay. Let me rephrase. Will you answer some questions now?”

The shadow of her cowl lifts to reveal a wry grin. “Ask.”

“What are you?”

“I don’t call myself anything. I was human once, not so long ago. Now, I’m not so sure. The name you gave me so many years ago is as good as any.”

It’s weird, just standing here in the woods with her, but I’ve been hoping for this moment for over twenty years. All the questions I’ve ever dreamed of asking her try to gush right out, but I can only ask one at a time. “How long have you been this way?”

“Which way?” The smile is gone. 

I can’t see her face, but I think she’s genuinely confused. 

It’s too late to take the question back, but I’m pretty sure I’m about to shove my foot into my mouth. I can’t stop myself.

“Not human. That way.” Yep, there it is. For better or worse.

“I don’t know what happened to change me to this degree. I can’t even guess. But if you want me to, I’ll tell you my story.”

“Thank you.” Really, that’s all I can think of to say at this point. Brain.exe has stopped working.

 That sarcastic smile appears again. “Let’s find a place to rest, where we can speak comfortably and freely.”

“My apartment is just a few minutes away.” I leave unsaid that her skelly pal will draw some unwanted attention, but my pointed glance does the trick.

Justice turns to the dead kid and hugs her. Actually hugs her. She whispers something, and a nearby shadow grows slightly brighter with a bluish glow. The skeleton walks into the shadow. Then glow and bones disappear, leaving behind a darkness that—I swear—seems somehow real.

Not that a shadow isn’t “real,” but I mean real in the sense that it’s a physical thing I could touch. Not like air or time. Not like a shadow at all, but a door. That’s not quite right, either. An opening without a door, like an archway between rooms—only, you can’t see the walls surrounding the archway. There’s no context. Just an empty space where a shadow should be.

That’s the best way I can think to describe it. The shadow is now an opening of sorts, one I dare not attempt to go through. I can’t even bring myself to ask Justice about it.

Instead, I pick up the slack in my jaw and head towards my apartment. Glancing over my shoulder, I’m surprised to find her right on my heels.

Even amongst the fallen leaves that crackle under my feet, when she walks, she makes no sound at all.

• • •

Once inside my apartment, I put on a pot of coffee. No matter what happens next, I’m pretty sure I’m going to need it.

Justice sat in one of the two cheap wooden chairs at my kitchen table.

As I fix my cup of joe, a thought occurs to me that really should have come up sooner. Not sure what that says about me.

“I should probably call the cops. There’s a corpse in the woods back there that’ll need explaining.”

Once again, she hid her hands and face within the folds of her mantle. “No need. Simply behave as though nothing happened.” She sat so still, even as she spoke, she could have been a statue.

“I can’t. It’s not that simple. I walk that exact path almost every night of the year when I get off work. And just in case something were to happen to me—”

“Like tonight?”

“Yes, like tonight but without you and the Zombie National Guard to save me. Anyway, I have a few friends at the hospital who know my routine. They know I usually walk to work through the woods. If the cops find the body and start asking around, and I didn’t tell them about it first, that’s going to look really bad. And the longer I wait—”

“They won’t find a body.”

“Oh.” I’m not entirely sure I want to know.

Damn it. I have to ask.

“What are you going to do with the body?” An image of Zombie Boy roasting it on a spit flashes into my mind. Surprisingly, I’m not even the least bit nauseated by the thought. I must be in shock or something.

“The same thing I did with all the others.”

Duh. “I figured as much. I mean…”

At this point, I’m just disgusted with myself. I don’t want to know. I really don’t.

I can’t even remember what I was going to ask her once we got here, so I’m just going to sit here and sip my coffee until she speaks. No more questions. It’s too weird.

The hood lifts again and those eyes, devoid of light but somehow full of knowledge, pierce right through me.

“I will tell you, but first, you must understand why.”

I’m nodding before I realize it.

“My story begins where it ended.”




AUGUST, 1973

I was twelve years old when my grandfather died. He was like a father to me, especially since I didn’t have one. He and my grandmother raised me as their own. Even as a child, I understood that they were much older than my friends’ parents. But I didn’t fully understand the implications of that. By the time I turned sixteen, my grandmother was ready for the nursing home. She couldn’t care for herself, and I was too foolish and too selfish to take care of her like I should have. If I knew then what I know now, my life would not have turned out the way it did. Without doubt, without hesitation, I would change the past if I could.

I had relatives who could take me in. My aunt and uncle were thrilled, in fact, to ‘adopt’ me and finish raising me as their own. My cousin, Alice, became my best friend. We even bought matching charm bracelets. Hers said Best and mine said Friends. She and I were inseparable, even though we were as alike as night and day. Our differences became our downfalls.

One morning before school, I woke to my aunt yelling at her.

“If you’re going to piss in your bed, you’re going to wash your own sheets! What’s wrong with you?”

Anger flooded my whole body with heat. I tossed the covers off of myself, intent on rushing to Alice’s defense. I was grateful for my aunt and uncle having taken me in, but I loved no one in the world more than I did my cousin. I would not tolerate anyone treating her in such a way.

 “Why can’t you be more like Kristine?”

Those words sent a spear right through my heart. Somehow, this was my fault but Alice would suffer the consequences.

By the time I gathered my wits and made my way to her door, my aunt had already stormed out of the house.

I knocked gently. “Alice?”

“Go away!”

“I’m sorry, Alice.” I didn’t know what else to say.

“Go. Away.”

I wish I had told her there was nothing wrong with her. That lots of kids have that problem. That her mother was being awful and she didn’t deserve to be treated harshly for something she couldn’t control. 

There are so many things I wish I had said that day.

Instead, I finished getting ready for school. As I closed the door behind me, I noticed my aunt’s car missing. She probably went shopping. She did almost every day. I briefly considered trying to talk to Alice again, but I had to be the last person she wanted to see. That’s what I told myself anyway. Now, though, I think I just wanted to spare myself the pain of seeing her hurting because of me.

If I had gone back, though, I could have saved her. I’m certain of it.

When I got home from school that afternoon, there was a police car and an ambulance in the driveway. Neither had lights flashing. No EMTs rushed urgently to or from the house.

Dread settled into the pit of my stomach. I approached the house from the back to avoid facing the adults who were no doubt in the living room. I wasn’t thinking of what I’d be walking into, of what I would face. I was nowhere near prepared for what I found.

I dropped my bookbag by the back door and walked straight toward Alice’s room.

So surreal was the moment, I took her open door as a good sign. A sign that she would let me in and talk to me.

She lay on the floor in a pool of darkened blood. Her bracelet was soaked and barely visible, but the charm glared in the afternoon sunlight.

Heedless of anything but my own grief, I sank to my knees and crawled across the carpet to her. Pulling her in my arms, I rocked her like a baby and screamed all the while.

I never lost my faith in God, but that day, I cursed him. Thoroughly. Until my throat was raw and my eyes burned. I rocked until my knees ached and lashes of pain shot across my lower back.

I rocked until I had the courage to draw back, to look at the face of the one person I loved above all others and say goodbye.

Her open eyes, devoid of life, stared blankly over my shoulder.

Then she blinked.

I dropped her and scuttled backwards, pushing myself away from her until my back hit the wall and I froze.

Alice sat up, her head and eyes moving around the room as if seeing it for the first time.

When her gaze finally settled on me, something inside me broke.

I’m not sure what happened next. My mind will only allow flashes of memory to surface.

I do remember seeing all of my aunt’s houseplants as I walked down the hall toward the kitchen. Every single one of those once-vibrant vines and flowers had shriveled up to skeletal remains of their former selves. On the floor in the kitchen, in his usual spot, the family dog lay curled up in a tight ball. I almost could have convinced myself he was sleeping except his fur lay in dried up curls on the floor all around him, his skin stretched tautly over his bones.

I encountered a similar scene in the living room. My aunt and three others I didn’t know—all three wearing uniforms—looked exactly like the dog and the plants: sucked dry of life.

On the front porch, I paused to bask in the warmth and golden glow of the setting sun. 

A cold hand reached for mine.

Alice was beautiful in a new way, precious to me because she was something else entirely, something I had created. Instinctively, I knew what had happened, what I’d done. I had taken life from everything surrounding me to bring her back.

And I wasn’t the least bit sorry.

NOVEMBER, 2017

Present Day

She’s just sitting there, lost in memories.

I don’t want to ask any more questions. There’s only one thing I’m curious about and I’m sure I know the answer. The kid who was with Justice the first time, back in ’96, that had to be her cousin Alice. The skeleton still with her? Probably one and the same.

More questions come on the heels of that realization as I resurface from her story. Instead of asking them, like a single-minded asshole, I try to imagine her as a friend in need of a confidant. As odd as that sounds, I think it’s exactly what she needs. It’s why she’s here.

“What happened next, Justice?” I can’t bring myself to call her Kristine. For whatever reason, it seems too personal; a secret she didn’t mean to share.

I still can’t see her face beneath the hood, but I think she’s coming out of her memories.

Squaring her shoulders, she continues her tale.

“We wandered for years, keeping mostly to the woods where no one would see us. I couldn’t bear the thought of watching someone hurt her. I could hardly bear the thought of living at all. I was so sure I’d die of grief—convinced no human being could experience so much pain and survive. And if the loss didn’t kill me, starvation would certainly do the trick. 

“The shadows whispered to me of a long-dead language. To this day, I don’t know if it’s the language of angels or demons.”

I wondered at the purpose of those odd words. She clearly didn’t need them for her life draining ability. But all those corpses she showed up with today— She interrupts my train of thoughts before I can grasp whatever idea was taunting me from the darkest corners of my imagination.

“One day, Alice and I happened upon a man in the woods. He was attacking a young woman.”

Chills race up my spine. The fine hairs on the back of my neck rise.

She tilts her head up to reveal that dark gaze and wry smile once again. “I believe you’re familiar with the scenario?”

Words? What are words? I can barely manage a nod at this point.

Before retreating once again to the shadows of her mantle, a wistful smile makes a brief appearance on her face.

“I killed that man, drained the life right out of his body. In those moments, I fully accepted what I was. I was a monster, pure evil. But then you said something, and your words haunted me every night thereafter.”

“I said you were my hero.” I remember that night—the feeling of having been saved from something awful—very well.

“That you did. I tried to become something good. I thought of how I might use this ability for good, to save girls like you and Alice from the cruelty of this world. My thoughts turned ever darker. I became obsessed with justice.”

Ooops. That was totally my fault. Still, if she’s only killing the bad guys…

“I came to regret leaving that man who attacked you where I killed him. Not because I thought he’d be found—”

“He never was.”

“I suspected as much. But I regretted leaving him there because there was more I could have done. I could have brought him back and made him suffer eternally for his vile nature. And so, from then on, that’s exactly what I did.”

Oh. My. God. All those zombies…

“My ‘army of zombies,’ or whatever you called them, is the result. The man who attacked you tonight will join them.”

“That’s… a lot to take in. The words… what are they for?” She didn’t need them to make Alice, so why use them now?

“Communication. I know of no other purpose for the shadow language, but I do know the dead don’t understand any other language.”

“Huh… Makes sense, I guess.”

“You know what the worst part is, what makes me truly evil?”

“Aside from hanging out with a horde of corpses?”

When her posture stiffened, her hood moved just enough to reveal the bottom half of her face and, on it, a frown.

Have I offended her?

Oh, I did. I forgot about Alice. Crap.

“Sorry.”

She waves one pristine, white hand in dismissal. “The worst part is that I’ve condemned my beloved Alice to the same fate as those vicious beasts. Because of me, she will endure an eternity of living death.”

Justice stands and moves toward the shadows in my living room, shadows retreating into the corners with the approach of dawn.

“Wait, you never did tell me why you came back to tell me all this.”

“You have the answer.”

With that, she’s gone. I’ll probably never see her again.

She’s right, though. I do have the answer. She told me because she needed to, and she told me because others need to know. 

That’s why I’m telling you. Don’t ignore the darkness within you. Confront it and defeat it. As hard as that may be, you must. 

I assure you, the consequences of failure are more than you’re willing to bear.


A Word From Jessica West




You’ve probably never heard of me, and that’s totally cool. I prefer to work in the background. Considering the type of work I do, it’s probably best done behind closed doors.  Some people say I’m ruthless. Brutal. Relentless. That I enjoy their suffering too much—that I’m too good at making them suffer—to be anything but evil. In my defense, they’re authors and I’m an editor. Hey, love hurts.

Speaking of love, would you believe I have a husband and three kids? I know, right? Me either. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear I was a banshee or vampire or some sort of soul-sucking demon; that I don’t even exist, really; that I’m a manifestation of every author’s worst fear. But no, I’m about as ‘normal’ as normal gets. 

Well, that’s not quite true. Everyone who has ever encountered me knows there’s something off. The doctors have yet to figure it out, but I’m leaning toward borderline personality disorder. The voices and I are still discussing it. We’ll let you know if we figure it out. In any event, we’re very happy with our typical life. I have a cool husband, three beautiful daughters, and a dog who goes by various names. First, she was Bug. Then Josie Bug. Sometimes I call her Silly Bug or Goofy Bug. Don’t judge me, she doesn’t know any better and I already told you I was evil.

When I’m not torturing authors as an editrix, or wifing and momming, I write. Sometimes, I swear, it’s lovely. Other times, I’m exorcising a demon. I can’t believe I still have some wandering around in here. I could swear I’d gotten rid of them all. 

There are a few in Daniel Arthur Smith’s Tales from the Canyons of the Damned series, one in The Faces of the Crying Girl, and another one in an upcoming anthology (B-Movie) from Samuel Peralta and Artie Cabrera. Lots more demons where those came from. They just keep coming. 

If your heart and sanity can take it and you’d like more (you poor, strange soul), follow me at Bookbub or Amazon to get a notification every time I possess their servers. Or you could just sign up for my newsletter but I suck at those so I wouldn’t recommend it. I’m pretty damn good at Facebook and Twitter, though, if I may say so myself. You can always just cyberstalk me there. I’m not afraid of stalkers. Even if a maniac managed to corner me IRL… let’s just say it didn’t end well. I mean wouldn’t. It wouldn’t end well. Most of my personalities are totally harmless. So, yeah. Stalk me but keep a safe distance just in case.

P.S. If you want to google me and find out where else I might be (I’m everywhere), search for West1Jess. Do not, for the love of all that is sacred in this world and the next, google Jess West. You’ve been warned.
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I just poured a cup of coffee. In Latin nations they call it cafe con leche. If a latino saw my cup they’d call it leche con cafe. It’s mostly cream. My name is Art Williams, they call me the Silver Serval, and this is how I became a villain…for a day.

I really don’t want to get ahead of the story, so I’m going to start at the beginning—which is a very good place to start. Here’s a little spoiler, I didn’t die, otherwise I wouldn’t be able to tell you this tale. Truth is, you’d be amazed how much suspense you could build telling any number of superhero stories, but I want you to know the truth upfront so when we get to the end you’ll trust me.

I’m going to need your trust when this is all over.

Unless you’ve been hiding under a chunk of ice in Antartica, you know who I am. You also know, by this time, that I just tried to take over the world, and succeeded. But it's important for you to know why I did what I did. 

I’m writing this from the Oval Office. No matter what anyone tells you, this is the most powerful position on the planet, and it is now my home. I have suspended elections for the foreseeable future since I have recently come to realize that you, the people, have no idea what is best for this planet. But again, I fear I’m dwelling in the present and you need to know the past.

I got my first degree when I was six years old from a little school called Yale University. I was, without a doubt, the youngest student they or any other place of higher learning had ever had. But I’d always been advanced.

My mother gave birth to me in Manchester, Connecticut and I hit the ground running, literally. It took the hospital staff two hours to track me down and wrangle me back into my mother’s waiting arms.

She tried to nurse me—I bit her. Lucky thing we were already in a hospital. I know it’s difficult to fathom, but I can remember every single moment of those first hours of my life.

I spent the next couple of years in and out of laboratories. Really, the same story you’d hear from any super flying around these days. The thing that made my story unique…not special, just unique, was that I was told at the age of two that my mind was already as developed as a fifteen-year-old. And not just any fifteen-year-old—a really smart one.

I skipped grade school completely. Never even stepped foot through the doors. At three years old I sat under the tutelage of some of the brightest minds in the world. All this and more at the expense of the United States Government. If only they knew that someday I would be the president of the world! President might not be the right term…ruler? King? Lord? Lord. I like that.

I was a good kid. I fell in with a good crowd in college. I was valedictorian of my graduating class. They had to stack thirteen phonebooks for me to stand on in order to reach the microphone, and even then, I strained to see my comrades in the congregation. Six years old and I was told it was the most encouraging and well-spoken speech they’d heard in all the years. But I was humble—I still am…I know, I know, saying that you are humble is the opposite of humility but truth is important to me.

“You are a work in progress,” I said with the vocal cords of a boy barely out of diapers, “so don’t expect perfection. Even as a graduate of one of the greatest schools in this great country, you will not get everything perfect every time. Extend grace to others but most importantly, to yourself.”

It was true then and it is true today. For years, I fought for the good guys. I didn’t realize how even the phrase “good” was relative to the thought process of the individual. You must remember, this was the late 80s. It was years before every university in America elevated self-reflection higher than academics. I wasn’t taught that truth was relative and I still don’t believe it is. Truth is absolute. But perspective determines what you perceive truth to be, and perception is reality.

When I became a villain…for a day…I saw things from two opposite sides of the spectrum and quickly found the absolute truth. I had experienced both sides of the coin and realized that the best position a penny could be in was upright and spinning.

In addition to being inhumanly genius, I also happen to have certain…powers. These are, as yet, unexplained by even the smartest of scientists. Since I count myself amongst that lot, I can tell you—I’ve done all the research. There’s no explanation for why I have been able to run faster than Usain Bolt on a six pack of Red Bull. There’s no reason I can leap vertically several times my own height. Also, I’ve died—four times. By all accounts, I am a sort of a Catman. Not nearly as cool as my nocturnal counterpart, but way smarter and when you’re as smart as I am, you’re rich too. 

A few years after I graduated from Yale, I decided my gifts should be used for something…something good. I’d met a handful of supers over the years—even befriended a few. But one thing was always common, they were dirty, thieving, greedy monsters. Even the nice ones.

Before you get the wrong impression, not everyone with super powers galavanted around town wearing spandex and a utility belt—but I did. I worked it too. I owned that look. Sparkling silver jumpsuit with body armor underneath to give the appearance that I was totally ripped. I wasn’t and I’m not. My chemical make-up doesn’t allow for it. My metabolism functions at such a high rate that I have to eat special food supplement bars slam packed with calories. I can barely keep weight on, much less muscle.

But that didn’t stop me from looking the part.

I was thirteen on my first night out on the prowl. It was actually my birthday. I figured I owed it to myself—like a rite of passage. I was becoming a man.

I relied completely upon my speed and reflexes, but didn’t consider the fact that I had no idea how to fight. I leaped down from my perch into an alley behind O’Shay’s Bar. I was responding to the desperate cries of a woman. Anger overcame me as I landed just feet behind a man who was struggling to take off his belt with one hand and hold the girl down with the other. I punched him as hard as I could in the small of his back and my hand crumpled like origami in the hands of a toddler. It was broken, and not just in one place.

The man turned around and grabbed me by my throat. As he thrust me headfirst into the side of a dumpster, with more force than I could imagine, the young lady had her wits about her enough to run. 

“I’ll be back for you, ya little queer,” the man growled at me as he tore off after his would-be victim.

As I lay on the ground, my eyes pooled with blood. I suspect the creep came back to finish the job, but he would have found nothing but a young boy, wearing what was little more than a dance costume, dead in the alley. As I’ve mentioned, I’ve died a few times since then, but that was my first. It was special. I like to believe I have nine lives but I don’t really want to find out.

When the jarring experience of my spirit re-entering my body was completed, I found myself running home at full speed. When I reached my driveway, I sensed something was wrong. Then I saw the lights flashing through my parents’ upstairs window and I knew something was wrong.

I threw the front door open and came face-to-face with a woman who appeared to be about forty years of age. Her hair was trimmed into a tight, grey pixie cut, and she wore brown leather. If I wasn’t so terrified, I’d probably have been aroused. We locked eyes and a strange dullness overtook me. Suddenly her presence there became completely normal as if she’d lived there all my life.

I tossed a hand into the air and said, “Hi.” She smiled and continued right out the door without giving me a second glance. By the time I’d come back around, she was gone and a feeling washed over me like I’d just eaten a pound of dog crap. My stomach churned and ached. I knew what I was going to find upstairs, but I didn’t want to.

From that day forward, the night my parents had been brutally murdered was referred to only as “the incident.”

• • •

After that night I wiped the stupid off my face and got training. Between the jujitsu, judo, kung fu and taekwondo I’ve learned and the billions of dollars I’ve invested in equipment over the last decade I can promise you that no force alive will be able to tear me from the White House. I know the truth and the truth has made me free. I am free to run this planet the way I know it needs to be run. And I need you to trust me.

It wasn’t long after "the incident" occurred that nine and eleven were no longer just numbers separated by ten. When the dust had settled, literally, and the terrorists had been captured, I was faced with a choice.

The phone call came in around midnight. At the time, I was living in England studying Muay Thai—not quite as interesting as if I were in a remote temple in Asia somewhere, I know, but world-renowned Ajarn Thoy spent time there during the Thai civil unrest. The world was a mess at the time. America had suffered the greatest on-soil attack since Pearl Harbor, much of Asia was in turmoil, but no one who knew was willing to say why. All media outlets were down for the count and Europe was in another period of the dark ages after the financial fiasco that occurred when the Vatican went public on the FTSE MIB—the European stock market. Jesus would have rolled over in his grave if he’d still been there.

“Hello?” I answered. I wasn’t asleep. I rarely was at that time of night. I preferred short cat naps at various intervals throughout the day. Kept me alert, spry.

“Art, we need you.” It was the voice of the President of the United States. I would know his stunted speech pattern anywhere. It was like Christopher Walken and Ronald Reagan smashed together into a mind-numbingly frustrating staccato.

It’s not like I’d had a lot of contact with the President. We weren’t best friends or anything, but every American—everyone in the world, really—knew that voice. Plus, you don’t graduate from Yale at six years old without meeting every President on several occasions.

“Mr. President,” I said, “how can I help you?”

“In the famous words of our great former President John Fitzgerald Kennedy, ‘Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.’”

“That is,” I said after a long pause on his part, “exactly what I just asked.”

“Oh yes, yes. We are assembling a team of the world’s sharpest and brightest. And you, son, are the world’s best hope for survival. We want you to lead a small team in an effort to clean up the state of the earth.”

At that point I think I was so quiet he asked if I was still there. I answered with an ambiguous response and before I knew it I was packed and moving to what is now called Bunker Base Bravo. You may know it as the Silver Sanctum—what am I saying? Of course, you know it as the Silver Sanctum. The whole world does.

I arrived shortly after daybreak the next morning, without a clue where I was. All I knew was that it was in North America because we hadn’t flown over any large bodies of water. I assumed we were in the United States because it wasn’t the Canadian Prime Minister who made the phone call.

As the jet landed on a runway that appeared only just long enough to entertain the stop, I peered out the window and saw the snow covered grounds. It was beautiful but it looked unforgiving. I stepped out into the bitter cold and my fears were realized. Have you ever seen a cat curl up in a ray of sunlight? Whether or not I can explain it, that is how I am as well. I do not like the cold. Not one bit.

I followed a small cavalcade to the hidden entrance and thought about the mystery of it all. I knew there were supers out there, but I’d never met one. Most of them were in some high security prison for using their powers for personal gain. I wondered for a moment if that was what this was? Some elaborate ruse to get me to willfully commit myself to imprisonment. Had I done something to warrant arrest? I thought back at the last few days. Nothing. But over the years, one could argue that my riches were gained because of super-brain. Is that a thing? We still don’t know.

I had little choice in the matter. The door was opening and there was a warmth emanating from within that drew me like a junkie. I needed that warmth and I took it. I even believe I pushed past a couple of suits in order to get in. It felt so good I could’ve purred.

“Boss,” I heard a voice call out from across the room, “Jamal Fredrick, U.S. Agent reporting for duty.” It took me a moment to realize he was talking to me. That moment came when he was standing less than a yard away with his hand to his forehead, saluting me like I was some army general.

“At ease?” I said it like a question. I was surrounded by blinking lights and computer screens. But remember, I’m a genius. I knew what every last thing in the room did and it didn’t take long for me to comprehend the vastness of the situation.

“Agent Fredrick, what are we doing here?”

The look that washed over him could only be described as utter dismay. “I was hoping you’d know. We were told to prepare for a secret mission. All we knew was that we were being led by the Silver Serval. Big, big fan, sir.” He said the last words with his eyes on his toes.

I was curious as a cat. Pun fully intended. I didn’t have time to respond before the bunker door slid open again. I shuddered as the cold air hit me for the second time in as many minutes. The sunlight reflected off of the snow and made looking outside difficult. The figure of a man cut a silhouette, followed by several more. It was immediately apparent who the shadow belonged to.

“Art!” the President exclaimed. “I trust your flight was comfortable?”

I never cared about secret identities. Truth was—and I love the truth—I wanted people to know who I was.

“I prefer the safety of the ground regardless of the comfortability of the flight.”

“Ah, well, I’m glad you’re here.”

“Where is ‘here,’ exactly?”

“Bunker Base Bravo,” he said with so much pride I felt like I could reach out and grab it from the air. “Your new operations headquarters.”

“So what is this all about? The terrorists? The 9/11? Europe? Asia?” I kept rattling off world events and my stomach began to sink as the realization hit that the world was knee-deep in used kitty litter.

“Ding, ding! Letter D. All of the above.” For the leader of the free world and the most influential person alive, the President was always light-hearted. I even remember as a kid, when I met him for the first time, it was a thing that stood out.  He was a senator, or a governor, or some other important somebody at the time. He was one of the few that understood my…special condition. He never treated me like a child. He knew that my twenty-something year old mind was just wrapped in the body of an adolescent.

“Here’s the truth, Art,” he continued. “The world is up a creek and we need you to come back. I know what you went through was difficult and we don’t want you to ever feel that kind of pain ever again.”

I shifted uncomfortably and probably noticeably. I pushed the thoughts of blood and gore—his head lying several feet from his body, and her body lying bloody, broken and indecent. A child should never have to see his parents in that state.

“But without you…” he paused, “just look at this place, Art. Honestly, nothing even makes sense anymore. Most of Europe has digressed into a state of depression. The unemployment over there is, like, 88%. And the 12% that are working are likely in the red district—the only people working are pimps and dealers.”

He put his arm around me and led me deeper into the complex.

“Asia…Christ,” he touched his head and torso in the shape of a cross, “the whole continent is in civil unrest. That’s putting it lightly.” He pulled me aside to where no one else could hear. “You know who Genghis Kahn is?”

“Well, he was the founder of the Mongols.”

“No, he is alive again. Resurrected along with Hitler and Stalin. We can’t understand it, their bodies should be long decomposed, but by all accounts they are alive and working together.”

I looked around in my mind for a place to file this information but had trouble locating one.

“Here’s the worst part of it all.” He motioned for me to take a seat on a long semi-hard bench in what appeared to be a waiting area. “We think it’s her again.”

That stomach-sinking, throw-up-inducing sensation poured over me again, but this time I had to actively choke back vomit.

“Her?” I said, knowing exactly who he meant.

“The Voltress is back and we believe she is stirring the pot—causing chaos on a mega scale.”

I bowed my head and cursed.

“How do we stop her?”

“We believe we’ve located her. We’ve received word from our contacts in Egypt. We believe she is…listen, this is going to sound crazy…we believe she is planning to use the pyramids as some kind of conduit to extend her psionic abilities.”

“Yeah,” I said with a laugh, “you’re right. That sounds crazy.”

The President stood up and so did I. “We don’t have a lot of time. I’ve called together a team of supers who haven’t gone rogue—ones we know we can trust. They are waiting for you in your new office—just beyond that door.”

• • •

Here’s the scenario: Ten years ago you tell me I’d be seventeen years old, leading my own team of supers—I’d call you insane. But here I am.

I spent several hours getting to know each team member and learning their abilities. These guys and girls were serious freaks of nature. Admittedly, they were far beyond my amazing feline powers—unquenchable thirst for dairy products or always landing on my feet. The whole nine lives thing is a contender though.

To be really honest with you, none of their names or powers are pertinent to this story. At the moment I write these words they, along with more than half of the world, are dead. Their powers did nothing to save them, and this might be a potential warning to the other half: no matter how powerful you are, there’s always someone stronger. No matter how smart you are, there’s always someone smarter. That might be true—for most. But I am the smartest person alive. Of this, I have no doubts.

As we discussed tactics, I heard every idea imaginable.

“Throw the pyramids into outer space,” said one of the supers, a little blond girl with bright eyes and a bushy tail—that’s not just a cute euphemism…she really had a bushy tail. She looked to the hulking brute in the room—Crossbeam or some other such overcompensating name.

He laughed. “You credit me more than am worth,” he said in a thick Eastern European basso profundo.

We soon came to terms with the fact that we didn’t even truly know if the Voltress was in Egypt. We had to go there and see for ourselves.

Corebreaker or Crunchmaster, or whatever his name was flew while the rest of us took the jet. I gave him strict orders to do nothing rash if he got there first. He assured me that he would get there first and that he didn’t answer to “capitalist bastards” like me. Not sure what timezone this guy was from, but he was already on my last nerve.

We landed within a mile of the Great Pyramids. I could see the Sphinx and it was apparent something was off. Way off. There was a cold blue energy that seemed to hover over its massive head. We cautiously exited the jet and we were hit by a smell so putrid it could only be described as death warmed over.

I couldn’t imagine what had tipped them off that something was awry in Egypt.

As it transpired, it wasn’t just Kahn, Hitler, and Stalin that had been brought back to life. There were bodies everywhere—dead but not dead. Zombie stories, all the rage, right? Well, trust me, these weren’t zombies. These were something else entirely, all wrapped up tight in yellowing bandages. It was clear we were looking at mummies.

I thought back to my Ancient Histories class. I was twelve and it was my third master’s degree. I imagined that some of these might be the remains of long-dead pharaohs and it saddened me to know what we were going to have to do. So much for resting in peace.

They were far away from us, but their attention had been drawn by the sound of us landing. The wind was blowing hard, but it was unnatural—a result of the event happening above the Sphinx no doubt. I turned to the three supers who flew with me in the jet.

“Anyone want to argue that we shouldn’t go find out what is happening up there?” I pointed to the blue cloud. “I didn’t think so. Be careful, we don’t know how dangerous those mummies are.” 

“Mummies?” shouted the small blonde. I think her name was Prairie. Prairie? Yeah, that sounded right. Her face was contorted in a form of terror I was unfamiliar with.

“What else do you think they are?”

“I don’t know…my eyesight must not be as good as yours. I just thought they were…tourists? I don’t know! But certainly not mummies. Are there even a such things as mummies?”

I bent over and looked her in the eye like she was a child. “You can speak to animals and they do what you ask them to. Are you really unsure whether mummies could exist?” Her face turned red and I returned my attention to the rest of the group. “Are you guys ready?”

A thundering boom cracked down so close to us I nearly lost my footing. I spun around quickly, gearing up for a fight but only found the giant Russian juggernaut, Crankshaft?

“Nice of you to join us,” I said in mock joy. “We’ve gotta figure out what is going on up there,” I pointed again to the Sphinx.

“I fly and go look,” he said.

“No,” I shouted, but it was too late. He was already off. We watched as he flew into the eye of the preternatural show of lights and crackling sound. His form became awash with blue light and a deafening clap gave way to a flash of white. Lightning converged from all directions to the spot where the flying super had just been. He was gone. At the time, presumed dead. As I write this to you, I can tell you with all confidence…he is dead. I saw his charred remains with my own eyes. Poor guy, I can’t even remember his name. Let’s go with Crossbeam for the remainder of history, shall we?

I swore. “This is why we don’t go off willy-nilly on our own!”

We were down to four of us and the mummies were close enough that I could hear their feet dragging in the sand.

I lurched forward, letting my speed carry me hundreds of yards in what appeared to be one bound. I met one of the mums with a clothesline across its neck. The thing flipped in the air several times before cracking down on its skull. I was grateful to see that it didn’t try to get up.

The next one came at me fast—unnervingly fast. It grabbed hold of my arm and wrenched it back with supernatural force. I allowed my whole body to move with the momentum of its turning, reducing the amount of damage that could have been done. It still hurt.

I managed to break free of the hold and thrust a stiff fingered hand through the chest cavity of the mum. I don’t know what my intention was, but it certainly wasn’t to be elbow deep in a mummy. The thing still thrashed and grunted, beating me relentlessly with its fists. Now I was far too close for comfort, with one arm lodged between broken ribs and the other at too awkward an angle to do any real damage to the beastie.

I put my head down and shouldered into the mum. Above I heard a sizzle and I looked to see that its head had been completely disintegrated. I shoved its remains off of me and turned to see one of the supers—a beautiful brunette who went by Whisper. If things had gone a different direction…let me tell you! She and I would be producing quiet little cat babies. But she died too. Not right at that moment, but you’ll quickly see that there’s a reason I’m alone in this oval office as I write to you.

I heard a dull roar steadily getting louder and higher in pitch. I looked up to see thousands of birds moving together in unison like so many synchronized swimmers. They swooshed and swooped and then rose high into the sky, almost disappearing from sight. Without warning they came back down like a mighty rush of wind and tore through the battlefield, pecking and clawing. The cries were all that could be heard, as if I’d been buried under the sea and the pressure of the ocean berated my ears. I watched as dozens of mums were whisked off the ground and carried to some far off and far away place. And then there was silence. Not actual silence, but the kind of silence that occurs when a storm settles.

There were a few stragglers left and we picked them off one by one until the path before us lay clear.

“Teflon is dead!” I heard someone shout. I don’t think his name was actually Teflon but that’s what I heard and I didn’t bother to seek correction. It was only me and the two girls left—Prairie and Whisper.

We closed the gap between us and the Sphinx rather quickly, but found that none of us knew where to go from there.

“Do we go inside?” asked Whisper.

“After the renovations in the ’70s everything we thought could have been entrances were sealed shut.” The girls looked at me, wide-eyed as I spoke. I like to think they were impressed with my knowledge but as it turned out, I had a large gash on my cheek and it was starting to bubble.

“I’ll deal with that when we’re done,” I said. “Whisper, can you blast us in?”

“I don’t know if I’m that powerful and are you sure you want to destroy the largest statue on earth?” When I didn’t respond, she said, “What? I can’t know things too?”

“Just blast us in!”

Whisper closed her eyes and put forth both of her hands in a sort of a diamond shape. I could hear her muttering something under her breath and a small, green object began to glow between her fingers. It grew exponentially over the course of the next few seconds and then with a shout it burst forward, devastating the large rock form.

We entered into the heart of the beast, so to speak. Whisper snapped her fingers and a small flame of energy appeared on her finger tips, providing much needed light. We passed from one cavern to the next with no resistance. 

“Art—I mean, Silver Serval?” I had almost forgotten about the earpiece I’d been fitted with before leaving for the mission.

“Silver Serval, go,” I said.

“There’s a massive storm heading your way and we fear the Voltress plans to harness its energy for something huge. You’ve got to stop her, now!”

“Did you think this would somehow make us go faster, Mr. President?” I asked, annoyed. “We’re doing the best we can. We’ve just entered the Sphinx. Looking for her now.”

“Copy that,” the President replied. “Good luck.”

A corridor broke into a fork and we chose to go right. We would have split up, but without the light of Whisper’s magic we could have been blind. 

I heard a squeak up ahead followed by another. Bats. Wrong superhero, Egypt!

“Prairie, could you make sure those don’t give us any trouble?” All I heard was silence as a reply. “Prairie? Whisper, where’s Prairie?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “She was right behind me. We’ve gotta go look for her.”

“No!” I shouted. “We don’t have time.” I told her what the President had just relayed to me. “You say a prayer for her or send her good thoughts. Whatever you’ve gotta do, but we have to keep going.”

She nodded somberly, but understood.

Suddenly the path opened into a giant chamber. It wasn’t made of the dusty orange stone you would have expected. Its walls were solid metal and covered in hieroglyphics. In the center of the room there was a large spherical contraption. That’s when I saw her—the Voltress standing on a platform in the middle of the sphere. I hadn’t seen her since that day she’d manipulated my mind into thinking she was a friend just moments after she’d brutally murdered my parents in cold blood. To this day, I have no idea why she did it and I don’t care. All I know was that she was going to die.

She looked the same as she had all those years ago. Short greying hair and curves for days. I heard a chattering in my ear, a warning that the storm was growing closer. But I didn’t listen. It was just me and her and I’d been waiting for this moment for the better part of a decade.

“Voltress!” I shouted before rushing toward the sphere. I stopped in the middle of the room and crumpled to the ground. I hit something invisible as hard as any wall. I picked myself up and placed a hand out in front of me. I felt something solid where there was nothing at all.

Whisper threw balls of energy and they collided with the force field sending sparks raining down on me.

“Stop!” I said as I walked the perimeter, feeling with my hand, looking for a break.

“Art,” said the voice in my ear again. “The storm is right above you. It’s now or never.”

I picked up speed, beginning to run now. The sphere began to rotate and spin, the Voltress at its center. She was staring at me now, laughing. Why do they always laugh?

I raged against the forcefield and Whisper’s energy balls began their relentless attack again. Nothing managed to make her defensive magic waver for even a moment.

Then there was a high pitched squeal and the room became white—solid white. I couldn’t see anything and then there was nothing.

• • •

Harsh sunlight poured in through a crack in the drawn shades and I woke. I opened my mouth to yawn. A maniacal cackle caught me completely off-guard but I reacted as I always did—I had the reflexes of a furry feline. I leaped out of bed and spun a quick circle. There was no one else in the room with me. It was at that moment I realized the laughter had escaped from somewhere deep within my own belly.

I was in a hotel room. I had no memory of anything that had occurred leading me here. I got up and pulled the curtains fully open, basking in the sunlight. I could tell I was in Cairo but the last thing I recalled I was in England. I looked down to the streets below. It was a mess. The Middle East was always a war zone, but this seemed worse than normal. There were fires blazing from rooftops and people in the streets. They appeared to be rioting, fighting, destroying everything they could get their hands on.

I liked what I saw. I remember a feeling of great joy coming over me. Like a kid in a candy shop I needed to be a part of what was going on down there.

I looked down. I was naked. I opened the closet and found that it was full. I threw on some clothes. Not the sparkling silver leotard. I grabbed something black. Inconspicuous. Menacing. I tore down the seven flights of stairs, not wanting to wait for the elevator. I threw open the front door and allowed the mayhem to overtake me.

I walked into the street, pushing past several men wearing business suits. They turned and tried to attack, but I leveled them with little more than a thought. I didn’t even bother to look at them once they’d hit the ground. I assumed they were dead and that was fine. The next moments were chaotic and unrehearsed. I turned cars end over end. I bashed in a man’s skull for bumping into me. There was no rhyme to what I did but I knew it needed to be done. I felt it inside of me. I was doing the right thing.

A manhole cover rose slightly, imperceivable near my foot and I felt a cold, wet hand wrap around my ankle. Before I could respond I was being yanked into the sewer. A creature with large fangs stood before me. It was a creature I knew well. A creature I had fought on many occasions. I hated these goodie-goodies—no idea what they are doing. They don’t even consider what the world deserves, they just fight for what they think is justice. What I do is justice! I nearly screamed as the thought rose up on the inside of me.

And then I did, “This world deserves judgment!”

The reptile swatted me like a bug. Its huge hand caught me and I flew against the wall. I felt a crack and hoped it was the stone and not my spine. I stood up, thankful I wasn’t paralyzed. I was confident I wouldn’t be able to defend myself against this…thing. I never could defeat it when it was in its element, in the sewers. I leaped at it, landing a flying kick to its neck. It roared and swatted again, missing me this time. I let out another swift kick to the side of its knee. Iguanodon dropped.

I took advantage of its weakened state and climbed back out and into the open air to join in on the fun.

“This world has abandoned itself! It does not deserve life, but I will be the one to give it what it truly deserves.”

I tore off through the streets at my superhuman speed. I passed by shop after broken shop seeing a reflection in the mirror that I barely knew. My speed began to slow as I looked into the eyes of the thing who wore my eyes.

I stopped and walked toward the front window of a storefront. I looked into those eyes and saw pain and hurt. But I saw something else there. I saw through clouded deception. I saw my mother’s eyes. Suddenly, I remembered the Sphinx.

“The Voltress,” I said under my breath. “She did this.” She’d convinced the whole world that no one deserved to live.

She had done it—the thing every villain from small brainiac mice to giant brainiac machines had tried to do. She had finally accomplished World Domination.

I ran back to my hotel room and picked up the phone. I dialed the White House’s private line. There was no answer.

I stared out the window again, remembering that feeling. The thrill and excitement. The knowing that what I did mattered—but not knowing why. I had become a villain, but I didn’t feel like it. I felt…good. More than that…I felt like I was doing good. I would have time to explore my feelings after the Voltress was stopped.

I ran back out on the streets and toward Giza. I cleared the city limits and the Pyramids loomed in the distance. The silhouette of the Sphinx grew as I neared it. The same blue cloud of energy pulsed above it.

A green ball of energy landed in front of me, the heat of it burned and I dove to the side. I looked, following the trajectory of the blast, and saw Whisper standing atop the great cat-man statue’s head. It was in that moment I realized the irony. Did you catch it?

Whisper floated down on a disc of energy and hovered before me. “You would do well to turn around Cat-Man,” she said. “You cannot stop her. I will not allow you to.”

“What happened to you, Whisper?”

I stared at her perfect body and beautiful face, now contorted into a vicious scowl. I told you…in another life…

The disc dissipated from beneath her feet and she landed softly on the sand. “What she is doing must be done.” Even as she said the words I felt myself agreeing with them.

“No,” I said, unsure of who I was trying to convince. “Step aside or I’ll make you step aside.” She stretched out her hand and a bolt shot out. I dodged and came in hard, shouldering her and sending her to the ground. Energy shot from her hands propelling her to her feet. I threw a right hook and it landed.

I know what you’re thinking: She’s a woman! You never hit a woman! 

When you’re dealing with super humans, all bets are off. It’s kill or be killed. I’d rather not kill her, but she didn’t leave me much of a choice.

I punched again, harder. She took it in stride and lashed out. I shouted for her to stop but she wouldn’t listen. I tried to tell her she was being manipulated, but if she heard me, she didn’t show it.

I gave her one last warning and I was met with a blast of energy to the chest. I soared through the air but managed to land on my feet, as I always did.

I pushed through the pain and charged her, weaving in and out as she tried to hit me again and again. I brought back a fist and let it fly. I had to stop the Voltress and that meant stopping Whisper first.

My hand went through her chest cavity just as it had the mum. I felt her still-beating heart against my forearm and quickly pulled my arm back.

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”

I looked up at the cloud and tried not to imagine what was happening all over the world. I prayed it was only Cairo, but I knew better. That storm had been exactly what she needed last night.

I entered the Sphinx the same way I’d entered before. I silently thanked Whisper for providing for me even from beyond the grave. As I sprinted through the caverns, I thought about my father—not the decapitated remains of my father, but the one who took me fishing and treated me like his little boy even though I was a freak. He treated me like I needed his wisdom even though I was far wiser than he. But I loved him for it. He never treated me like I was anything other than his little boy. I would do this for him.

I charged into the chamber and found the sphere spinning at a far more rapid rate than before. The Voltress was inside, but she looked frail and beaten.

“He-eeelp,” she croaked.

I walked forward cautiously. Was this another trick? Another of her mind games?

“Please, help me,” she said, “I can’t stop it spinning. It’s tearing me apart.”

“You mean like you tore my parents apart?”

“You don’t understand,” she said. “This is the only way. We must start afresh. Anew. The world is too far gone. Even God sent down rains when the earth had grown too wicked. Did he not engulf Sodom and Gomorrah in fire and brimstone? We must…”

“You’re not God!” I shouted.

“Where is He then?” She was crying now and I had a choice to make.

I walked to the place where I knew the forcefield would be. As I suspected, it was no longer active. There was a control panel near the sphere and I made my way toward it.

The Voltress cried out in anguish. “Don’t touch that!”

“You want me to help? I’m shutting this thing down,” I said.

“I will die!”

“Two birds then.” I wanted her to die. I reveled in the thought.

“Everything I’ve worked toward…don’t you see? It has to be this way.”

“People are dying and it’s all your fault. You killed my parents and now you’re killing millions of other parents. Your death, for the greater good. I can handle those odds.”

It wasn’t easy, but I graduated Yale at six. I found the correct combination of buttons and the machine began to wind down. Her screams began to wind up. I could feel her dying. I drank it in. It was like nectar. Like water on a hot day. Like…cream. It was a beautiful thing.

I walked to the front of the sphere, watching as the metal bars rotated past my face, one after another, slower and slower until finally, it stopped. She looked up at me with those eyes I’ve had nightmares about for over a decade.

“You’ve damned them all.”

• • •

Maybe I did. Maybe I did damn you all. But here’s the thing…as soon as that sphere stopped its final revolution all of humanity reverted back to normality. But I had trouble remembering what normal was. As I sit here, writing this to you, the American people and the people of the world, I know one thing: Truth is absolute. But perspective determines what you perceive truth to be. And perception is reality.

I can no long trust humanity's perceptions. My mind was shaken and rattled to its core, but I was able to see past the things projected upon me by another and focus in on truth. I am not a hero. I was a villain for a day. But now I stand as the holder of truth, the keeper of peace and the Lord of the world. You will all do well to remember this. Remember, and obey.

God bless you, and God bless this United World of the Silver Serval.

I have your best interest at heart—trust me.


A Word fromAaron Hall and Steve Beaulieu
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Yesterday I reported that the defensive initiative in the Balewater sector was a success thanks to the combined efforts of Hero and the third Berserker battalion. The troops arrived home twenty minutes ago, landing at Childd’s airforce base. Rather than fly back on his own, Hero rode with the Berserker to spend some extra time with his best friend and battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Rick Hardin. The troops have now reported to the briefing centre. I attempted to get an interview with Hero but was informed that he accompanied the Lieutenant Colonel to visit the Berserker’s wife and newborn baby. 

We extend our congratulations to the happy couple.

Jan Stexsmall—Military reporter VXNN news




The elevator door opened and Hero clapped his friend on the back, pushing him forward. “After you, brother.”

Rick laughed and stepped from the elevator. He ignored the hushed whispers and muffled talking as his super-powered friend appeared behind him. “If you stop to give autographs, I’m not waiting.”

Hero grinned. “You know I have to give at least a couple. Go ahead, I’ll catch up.”

Rick chuckled, turning to see that his friend was already surrounded by a small crowd, pen and paper in hand as he asked a lady for her name.

Rick turned the corner and made his way to the nurse’s station. The woman at the desk smiled. “Welcome home, daddy.”

“I told you not to call me that where others can hear, Kay. There will be rumours about us.”

“As if anyone would believe you’d pick me over your gorgeous wife.” The nurse laughed and shook her head. “Congratulations, Rick. Bexal and your boy are both doing great.”

Rick felt tears form in his eyes. “I just wish I hadn’t missed the birth.”

Kay stood and reached across the counter to touch his shoulder. “Duty calls, berserker. You have returned safe and sound. She will be pleased at that. Are you ready to meet him now?”

Rick smiled and nodded, warm tears running down his cheeks as he followed her down the hall.

• • •

“Hey there.”

Bexal felt a sudden twisting in her stomach at the sound of his voice. She took a moment, her gaze lingering on the baby boy in her arms, before smiling and looking towards the door. Rick’s massive frame filled the doorway. His eyes were glassy, and he was smiling. She could feel his love and felt her stomach tighten again, this time feeling as if she had been punched in the stomach. “Hi, soldier.” She raised her arm and beckoned him closer. “I think someone wants to meet you. Brock, this is your daddy.”

Rick moved to her side, wide grin and tears streaming down his face. He grasped her hand and leaned over to kiss her forehead. 

Bexal closed her eyes and felt tears of her own. Not of happiness, but shame. I can’t do this, she thought. All he’s ever done is love me, and this is how I repay him.

“Brock.” His voice was almost a whisper. “Oh, wow. Bexal…” He bent down and reached out to grasp the baby’s tiny hand. His large thumb looked enormous in contrast to that of the newborn’s. “He’s perfect.”

Bexal tried to speak but her voice cracked and all she could manage was a nod.

“Look what we made.” He reached in and tenderly pulled the child away from her, straightening as he cradled the babe in his arms. “Hello, Brock. I’m your daddy. You’re perfect, aren’t you? Yes, you are. You’re a perfect little man.”

Bexal’s eyes darted towards the doorway. Hero stood there, arms folded over his chest, muscles highlighted by the skin-tight, black body armour of his costume. He watched the scene, lips pursed together, eyes watching the back of his best friend. After a moment, the super powered soldier’s ice-blue eyes blinked and his gaze slid to meet hers. 

Bexal saw the sadness, the guilt. She raised a hand and covered her mouth, fighting the urge to get up from her bed and try to run away. 

From Hero.

From her unsuspecting husband.

From the shame that she had brought to all three of them.  
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Bexal heard the crying, but she couldn’t move.

Two weeks into motherhood and she was totally exhausted. A small voice told her to move—to get up—but the voice was not persistent enough to get results from her body.

Vaguely, she was aware of movement beside her.

“You sleep, hun.” Rick’s voice. “I got him.”

Inwardly, she sighed and allowed sleep to pull her back into its embrace.

• • •

Bexal’s eyes flew open and she sat up, fully awake, pulse racing.

Loud crying sounded from the room next to her. She swung her feet over the edge and began to walk fast. “Oh, thank God, I woke up right away.”

She rushed towards the nursery. “Stop, hun. I got him.”

She reached the doorway and froze.

The baby lay on the change table, arms and feet flailing as he cried. Bexal’s head turned left and then right. She frowned.

Rick wasn’t there.

“Rick?” She called out as she rushed to the table, placing a hand on the child to prevent him from rolling onto the ground. “Honey? Where are you?”

There was no answer.

She looked down. Brock’s diaper was missing, his little legs pumping in rhythm to his squalls. Bexal’s hand reached down to touch the birthmark on his right thigh. She picked the baby up and held him close as she sank to the ground.

Then she began to sob.

• • •

Base Commander James Arnett reached for his phone and pushed the speaker button. “What’s up, Jen?”

“I’m sorry, sir. I couldn’t stop him.”

“Stop who?”

The door opened and Rick entered, brows were furrowed, eyes hard as he glared at the commander. James recognized the look in his soldier’s eyes and shot up from his chair, standing at attention as he barked a command. “At ease, Zerker!” His voice was hard and swift. “No one brings that into my office.” James drew his pistol, thumbed the trigger back, and aimed at Rick’s head. “Stand down immediately or I will end you.”

Rick blinked and shook his head. His shoulders slumped and then began to heave as he took gulps of air. Then he dropped to the ground, his knees making a dull thudding noise as they made contact. He bowed his head, breathing still heavy.

The commander kept his weapon trained on Rick’s skull, blood pounding in his ears from the rush of adrenaline. “Can you understand me, soldier?”

“Yes.”

“Again!” He shouted. “With a bigger word or two.”

“Yes, Commander. I understand you.”

Seconds passed. Finally, James nodded and holstered his weapon. “Stand up slowly and sit your arse in the chair.”

Rick stood and moved to the chair across from the commander’s desk. “I’m sorry, sir. I—”

“Sit.”

Rick nodded and plopped into the chair, head hanging and gaze downcast.

The commander sat and counted slowly to thirty. Then he sat in his chair and took a breath. “You mind telling me how you managed to work yourself up into a berserker rage in a non-theatre setting and storm into my office ready to kill?”

Rick remained motionless.

“I’m waiting.”

“I’m sorry, sir.”

James barked out a laugh. “I’m sure you are. That don’t help much though does it?”

Rick shook his head.

“I almost had to put you down.”

“I know.”

“You were wild, Rick. Bloodthirsty, limb-ripping, wild.”

“Yeah.”

“Scared the hell outta me, son.”

Rick’s shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry.”

“You already said that.” The commander drummed his fingers against the wooden desktop. “Now tell me what set you off?”

Rick looked up. The commander could see deep pain in the man’s eyes and felt a twinge of pity. “Listen, I want to help you, Rick. The penalty for losing control and entering a berserker rage in a civilian setting is a bullet in the head. You know that, man.”

“Yes.”

“This isn’t you. Your self-control is better than anyone else’s. That’s why you’re the one who trains them. Something powerful has happened to make you lose control of yourself.”

Rick shrugged.

“May as well tell me.”

“The baby.” He looked at his hands.

“Your baby? What about him?”

Rick took a deep breath and met his commander’s gaze. “That’s the thing, Skipper. The kid ain’t mine.”
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The elderly woman entered the living room, sat down, and answered the phone. “Hello?”

“Mom?”

“Bexal?”

“Yeah.”

“Hi, sweetheart. How is my grandson doing?”

“He’s…”

“Honey, you don’t sound right. Is everything okay?”

“No. No, mom. It’s all falling apart.”

“Bexal? Please stop crying.”

“I can’t…I’m sorry…I—”

Mildred listened to the sobs on the other end of the line and it dawned on her. “Rick found out? Bexal? Did Rick find out the baby isn’t his?” Mildred’s lips pursed together. 

Long moments passed before Bexal could speak. “Brock has a birthmark. It’s very distinctive. Only one other person has it. It’s even on the same place as it is on Hero.” Bexal’s voice cracked. “The upper thighs. I hoped that Rick wouldn’t have seen it on Hero, but I guess that was stupid of me to hope for. They are soldiers and shower together during training. Just in case, I tried to do all the diaper changes. But this morning I was so tired. He got up to help and I wasn’t able to wake up.”

“I see. And there’s no way it could be explained away?”

“No, he saw it and knows. He left the baby on the change table without even making sure he wouldn’t roll off.”

“Where did he go?”

“I don’t know, Mom.” There was a long pause. “I don’t think he’s coming back.”

“You’re on an army base, dear. He will come back. At least to collect his things.” There was more crying on the other line. Mildred frowned and sat straight in her seat. “Alright, now.” She hardened the tone of her voice. “That’s enough.”

“But—”

“But nothing. You made a mistake. More than one. You had an affair with your husband’s best friend and then tried to keep it a secret. If it had worked that’s one thing, but it didn’t. Now you have to face up to what you’ve done and move forward.”

“How?”

“Do you love him?”

“Who?”

Mildred sighed. “Rick. Your husband.”

“Yes.”

“That doesn’t sound very convincing.”

“It’s complicated.”

Mildred laughed. “I’m sure you think so, but it’s time to strip away the drama.”

There was a pause. “I need him.”

“Really? Hero won’t welcome you with open arms?”

A harsh laugh. “He is too busy for a family.”

Mildred pursed her lips and counted to three before answering.

“Then you must find a way to make it work.”

“Rick won’t want to.”

“Then you move on.”

“But—”

“You have a child now, Bex. Time to grow up and do whatever it takes to give him a proper life.”

• • •

James frowned. “You’re sure it’s not yours?”

Rick nodded. “The birthmark gave it away.”

“Birthmark?” James frowned and then his eyes widened. “No.”

“Yep. Same place on the leg, just like his daddy.”

The commander closed his eyes and groaned. He opened them and saw that Rick was watching him. “Rick—”

“I’m leaving her.”

James shook his head. 

“You can’t stop me.”

“I’m sorry, but yeah, I can.”

Rick frowned but did not speak.

“You are committed to the unit.” Rick shook his head, but the commander held his hand up. “Your country spent a lot of money and time to turn you into what you are, son—a Berserker. The elite support troops for Hero. And not just one of the troops. You lead them. We cannot lose you. Not now.”

“He betrayed me.”

“No, your wife did.”

Rick’s eyes hardened. Then his gaze became flat and he blinked. “How long do I have to stay with her?”

“Til your commitment is fulfilled.”

“Six more years.”

James nodded.

“I’ll need somewhere else to stay.”

“Brother, unit, country. That’s your priority soldier. You hear any mention of wife?”

“No sir.”

“We forbade you from marrying. This was one of the reasons why. But you did anyway.”

Rick’s eyes flashed. James raised an eyebrow and the berserker’s expression disappeared, replaced by the blank stare. Inside, James wanted to console the man, to say a kind word. But he did not have the luxury of pity. They were at war. “You made your bed. Now lie in it.”

Rick said nothing for a few heartbeats. Finally, he stood and saluted. “Is there anything else, Commander?”

James watched him, searching. Finding nothing, he looked back towards his computer screen. “No. You are dismissed, Lieutenant Colonel.”
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Rick remained seated as the door behind him opened. A moment later, Bexal appeared and sat beside him. Neither looked at each other or spoke.

Across from them, a middle-aged woman adjusted her glasses and pulled open a file folder. She reached for a tape recorder, turned it on, and set it on the edge of the desk.

“My name is Ruth Chedway and I am a social worker for the state. We are here today to address charges of unfit parenting. The person in question is Bexal Hardin. The accuser is,” she paused and cleared her throat, eyes flicking up to glance at the pair before returning to her file, “Rick Hardin, her husband.”

Rick snorted.

“Mr. Hardin’s complaint states that Bexal exerts no discipline over their boy—”

“Her boy,” Rick interrupted. “The brat isn’t mine.”

“But he lives with you, is that not correct?”

“Mr. Hardin sleeps in the house when he is not deployed and unable to find any other place to pass out,” Bexal said. “But that’s amounted to twenty-six days in the past three years since Brock was born.” She reached into her purse and withdrew a small notebook which she dropped onto the table. “I’ve kept track.”

“I see.” Ruth adjusted her glasses and made a note. “Mr. Hardin states that Bexal does not control or discipline her son, instead letting him run wild and free. He asserts that this lack of control has caused damage to both property and persons on repeated occasions.” Ruth frowned and looked up. “Is this really what you’re claiming, Mr. Hardin?”

“It is. The little bastard breaks everything. Throws food and drink. Screams and yells when he is told no. He’s an ignorant puke with no manners. A menace to everyone he encounters. And she does nothing to correct the behaviour.”

Ruth considered his words for a moment and then reached over to shut the tape recorder off. “I’m aware of the tension between the two of you. Your story has unfortunately been in the press off and on since it began.” She squinted, trying to appear demure. “But if Brock was really as out of control as you claim, wouldn’t there be some mention of it? Others to corroborate your allegations?”

Rick laughed.

“I know he’s a small toddler, but you’re describing him as violent and wild.” She pulled one page from the file. “You say here that he threw things through mall windows and that the broken glass caused two women to be cut so badly they needed to go to the hospital for stitches.”

“That’s right.”

“There would be a police report for an incident like that, sir.”

Rick sighed and shook his head. “The police came and refused to write a report. The women declined to press charges, and the mall said that everything was fine.”

“Then it must not have been as bad as you describe.”

“You see the surveillance video of that incident?”

“No.”

Rick reached into his pocket and withdrew his cell phone. He tapped the surface and turned the phone towards the social worker. 

The video showed the scene as Rick had described it. Broken glass and alarmed cries as people were injured. The small boy on a rampage, screaming like an animal and throwing, biting, kicking. When the video was finished, Rick turned the phone off and put it back in his pocket.

Ruth looked at the couple with a deep frown on her face. “That’s.” She shook her head. “I don’t know how to describe what I just saw.” She looked at Bexal. “How in heaven’s name could you allow your child to misbehave like that.”

Bexal frowned. “What do you mean?”

Ruth’s mouth opened and then closed. She looked at Rick. The man gave her a tight-lipped smile and raised one eyebrow.

“You’re saying that’s how he acts all the time?”

Rick nodded and Bexal frowned. “He’s a perfect little angel.”

Ruth stared at Bexal. “Like at the mall on the video Mr. Hardin just showed me?”

“Exactly.”

Ruth took a breath and sighed. Then she reached for a second folder, flipping through the information. “I see no mention of drug or alcohol use from either of you.”

Rick chuckled. “You’re wondering how she doesn’t see what you did.”

“I’m very confused.”

“Or the police,” Rick continued. “Or the people who were injured. They all swear the boy did nothing, even though it’s right there on video.”

“How can that be?”

Rick shook his head. “The kid inherited some power from his dad.”

“Hero?” Ruth stopped herself from saying more, feeling her cheeks grow warm. “I’m sorry.”

Rick shrugged. “Don’t be. It’s no secret.”

“What power?”

“Charm. Or guile. Something like that. Once you are in the same room with him, you love the boy. After that, in your mind, there’s nothing he can do that’s bad.”

“I’ve not heard that before.”

“And you probably never will.”

“Why?”

“You gonna meet him before you make your final ruling?”

Ruth nodded. “It is required by law.”

Rick spread his hands. “Then you will fall under his spell and tell me I’m mistaken.”

“There’s no way. I saw the video.”

Rick laughed. “Oh well. I had to try. Bring him in and let’s get this over with.”

***

Ruth watched the family go. She reached for the tape recorder and hit the record button. “After a full interview with all parties, it is my conclusion that Mr. Hardin’s charges are unwarranted. Both mother and child are happy and well adjusted. Young Brock is a perfectly behaved child. I wish every youngster was so good.” She rubbed at her shin, wondering how the red welt had gotten there. “The state considers this matter resolved, and rejects the false claim of Mr. Hardin. Mrs. Hardin is to retain full custody of her child.”
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Hero flew high above the battlefield, enjoying the feel of wind rushing across his skin as he took mental note of the enemy troop placements. After the third circuit, he returned to the ally base, hovering for a moment before slowly descending to the ground. While hundreds of enemy troops occupied twenty different points, the seventy allies were gathered at one.

Hero’s feet touched the ground. With nods and waves, he acknowledged the soldiers close to him who watched with respect and admiration. The third Berserker battalion, elite shock troops created by Hero and best soldiers in the world. Drafted from the best of air, land and sea forces, they were gifted with weapons and armour crafted by the alien technology designed by long dead engineers and scientists from the lone alien’s far off home world. The thin fabric-like material of their body armour would repel all forms of projectile and blade, the bladed weapons they wielded retained a razor sharp edge capable of cutting through six-inch thick military grade steel as if it were butter.

He made his way to the command centre, His eyes settling on the one individual in the battalion who would not meet his gaze, had refused to join in the basic camaraderie of the group for years. 

Since the birth of a boy, four years ago.

Hero came to a stop in front of Rick Hardin, waited for acknowledgment, and sighed when none was given. “Are your troops ready, Lieutenant Colonel?”

Rick blinked slowly, his stare fixed on some far off point. “Berserkers are always ready.” He turned to face the battalion and shouted. “Ready to stand.”

“Never to fall!” The men shouted loudly as one, their voices deep. 

Hero smiled. The war cry always reminded him of a clap of thunder and never failed to send shivers of pride down his spine. “The enemy is split into twenty positions, the smallest comprised of sixty men, the largest one hundred ninety. Most are mid-sized and numbering around one hundred.”

Rick nodded. “Ordinance?”

“Standard guns. Some anti-aircraft for me, but they will be useless. Using your shields while you close is a good idea.”

“It always is,” Rick muttered as he stepped away and turned to face the lined troops of his battalion, arms crossed and expression stern. 

He spoke five names and the men stepped forward from the first line. “We face twenty groups. Our force will split into five squads of ten men in each. I will lead the remainder. We will roam, providing assistance where Hero deems necessary. Are there any questions?”

No one spoke. Rick nodded. 

“Form up and take communion. Then deploy.” He made a fist and pounded it against his chest. “We strike them down.”

“We strike them down!” The battalion cried as one and then broke into smaller groups with practiced efficiency. The first platoon trotted towards Hero and formed a line, heads bowed, hands together and raised to eye level.

Hero raised his hand and bit into the flesh, making a small would and pushing the skin to allow blood to well up. Then he held his hand over the first soldier’s. A single drop of blood fell through the air and landed with a faint splat onto the Berserker’s palm. The warrior smiled as he stepped back and raised his hands, licking Hero’s blood with a swipe of his tongue.

Hero moved to each in turn and administered what was known to the Berserkers as, ‘Hero’s communion’. When the first group had been served, the next came forward.

Rick approached last. He approached and then stopped. After waiting for a beat, he shook his head and stepped forward and held one hand out. The blood barely touched his skin before he snatched his hand back and licked the blood with a look of disgust, turning on his heel and marching towards the edge of camp. 

Hero smiled and shook his hand to let the cut close, then he jogged to catch up with Rick. The rest of the Berserkers were running—more of a shuffle that could be sustained over long distance—towards the battlefield, splitting into groups and breaking off in different directions. Hero caught up to Rick and looked at him. 

The Lieutenant Colonel ignored him.

“There’s a high spot in the middle of the field.” Hero watched Rick as they trotted. “By the time we reach it the rest will be close to their own targets.”

Rick said nothing.

“It’s high enough to recon the battle. No need for me to fly you.” Hero opened his mouth to say more, but he felt the presence of Rick’s mind touch his. He closed his mouth without speaking and considered initiating a conversation. Too late. He felt the others—the platoon commanders—join them. Hero felt a twinge of sadness but pushed it away to prevent the others from noticing.

• • •

As they reached the high ground, Hero could telepathically feel the intense rage now coursing through the minds of his Berserkers, at the same time gaining strength, endurance, focus, and power. Hero’s blood coursed through their veins, linking minds and turning them into diluted, yet very effective, versions of himself.

One drop of his blood was all that a human body could handle. The effects would peak soon and then slowly fade over the course of the next five hours.

If any were still fighting two hours from now, their hearts would burst and they would die, still raging and unaware of their body’s failure.

Ready? Rick’s thought pulsed to the leaders. There was a pause and Hero knew the leaders were asking their own troops.

Initiate. The reply of five voices speaking as one was intense, almost overwhelming. Hero knelt, preparing to launch his body into the air. The action would provide the final surge of his power that would slam the Berserkers into peak fighting frenzy as the battle began.

Wait.

He paused and turned to look at Rick.

Take me up.

Hero shook his head. No need.

Rick scowled. Fly me to the largest group. Drop and leave.

Hero sighed. This was how it had gone since the birth. Rick wanted to die. Or he wanted to kill. Hero couldn’t be sure which fact was truer. He frowned. Too many this time.

Rick’s stare went flat. You cannot counter my orders in battle. Do as I say.

Hero snatched Rick roughly under the arms and soared into the air, speeding towards the largest group. Wind whistled past his ears as he streaked to his target. Rick screamed with primal rage, the chilling sound echoing across the battlefield as his flight fully triggered the blood of every Berserker at the same instant.

The emotions and rage of all connected by his blood fed back into Hero, threatening to overwhelm him as he reached the target and released Rick. Gasping, he came to a stop, hovering thirty feet above the ground as he watched lieutenant colonel engage the enemy.

Rick plummeted towards the earth, twin blades pulled from their sheaths on his back and appearing as if by magic. Eyes wide and screaming like a jet engine about to explode, he began to swing them. A spray of blood erupted around him as blades flashed. Hero watched for a few seconds, then turned and began to roam the field from above, ready to help any groups should they need it. 

They rarely did.

The enemy outmanned and overpowered his force with weapons and ordinance, but they would fail, dying horribly at the hands of his Berserkers.

Hero almost felt sorry for them.




6

Day two of what many are referring to as the city’s trial of the decade will begin in less than an hour. In a scene straight out of a gangster movie, the defendant is accused of murdering Colin Newlin, boss of the most powerful crime family in the country. Brock Hardin is accused of walking into a busy restaurant, pulling out a gun, and shooting Mr. Newlin point blank in the head.

You may remember the name, Hardin. Brock is the stepson of this nation’s most decorated war hero, Lieutenant Colonel Rick Hardin, leader of the Berserkers during the war eleven years ago. Brock, aged eighteen, will make his first appearance in the courtroom later today, just before the defence rests and the judge sends the jury out to deliberate. Everyone is certain that a guilty verdict will be reached quickly since the entire crime was captured on video.

Gena Redman - XPW News correspondent




Rick entered the courtroom, ignoring the whispers and looks of recognition as he moved to the back row of gallery seats. A lady on the edge of the long bench looked up as he approached, smiled, and moved over.

“Thank you,” he whispered. “Have they played the video yet?”

“They are getting to that now,” the woman said.

Rick nodded and looked towards the large video screen as the scene of a busy restaurant appeared. The courtroom was full, but no one made a sound. 

Thirty seconds into the playback, a young man appeared on screen and sauntered towards a table in the corner before stopping. There were bodyguards in front of the table. They scowled but did not reach for their weapons as they said something that no one could hear. After a moment the bodyguards smiled and took a step back. Brock came closer, stopped at the edge of the round table and reached into his coat. He withdrew a gun and said something to the bodyguards. They laughed and nodded.

Then he targeted the man sitting behind the table—Colin Newlin—and pulled the trigger, firing three shots.

Rick grunted but said nothing as he watched his step son in the video. On the screen, the young man laughed and then tucked the gun away. He turned to face one of the bodyguards, his lips moving, a smile on his face. The bodyguard laughed and then Brock turned and left the restaurant, walking calmly out through the front door.

The television screen went dark and a lawyer stood from his chair. “As you can see, your honour, the video is extremely clear. The shooter is Brock Hardin, the victim Mr. Newlin.”

The judge was frowning. “Why didn’t they try to stop him?”

“The bodyguards?” The lawyer adjusted the frames of his glasses. “We don’t know, sir.”

“Were they in on the hit?”

“The state’s attorney has determined that they were not.”

The judge’s scowl deepened. He turned to address the other lawyer. “Well, Mr. Saldane, it looks as if your client is guilty with no leg to stand on.”

The man stood. “Yes, your honour.”

“And yet Brock Hardin is maintaining that he is not guilty?”

“That’s right.”

Rick shook his head and turned to examine the jury. He laughed softly and the woman beside him leaned close. “What’s so funny.”

“The jury looks convinced.”

The woman blinked. “That the boy is guilty?”

“Yeah.”

“Why wouldn’t they be? The video was clear. No one who sees it would say he’s anything but guilty.”

“Yet they’re gonna set him free.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “What makes you say that?” She paused. “You think they will go easy on him because of who his father is?”

Rick snorted. “No, they won’t go easy on him over that.”

“Then what makes you think he will go free?”

“Experience.”

The lady opened her mouth but Rick held up one hand. With the other, he took out his cell phone, started recording, and pointed it at her. “How bout you, miss? Do you think the boy is guilty?”

She blinked and then nodded. “Of course he is. We just watched the video. He shot that man in cold blood. There’s no way to deny the video tape. He’s guilty as sin.”

He turned his phone off, stuck it back into his pocket, and faced forward. “Okay.”

• • •

The judge turned to address the bailiff. “Law dictates that the defendant is entitled to face his jury before deliberations begin. Bring him in, please.”

The bailiff nodded and moved to a side door, opening it and speaking to someone. A few minutes later Brock emerged, a cocky grin on his face as he walked to the table where his defence lawyer sat.

Rick watched the jury as the young man entered. The glares and condemning looks that were on their faces before slowly melted and were replaced by looks of confusion. Rick sighed and looked towards the judge, noting the same expression. “And, here we go.”

“What do you mean?” The woman asked.

Rick didn’t bother to look at her. “You think he’s guilty of murder?”

“What? Of course not. Look at him. It’s obvious that he’s innocent.”

“But they have him on video.”

“It must have been faked.”

Rick stood.

Brock turned and saw his stepfather. He waved and then winked, the smirk on his face widening.

Rick shook his head and left the courtroom. On his way out of the courthouse, he saw a tv reporter and stopped to mutter, “They are letting Brock Hardin go free.”

The woman frowned. “What? There’s no way.”

He laughed and walked away.
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A black Suburban SUV pulled close to the sidewalk and stopped. Rick stuck his hands into his pockets and continued walking. He heard the power window descend.

“Rick Hardin?” A man’s voice asked.

“Nope.”

“Sir. We know that you’re Rick Hardin.” The SUV began to roll forward, keeping pace with him.

“Then why ask?”

“The governor is requesting a meeting with you.”

“No thanks.”

“It’s about your son.”

Rick stopped and turned to face the man. “I don’t have a son.”

“You know who we mean.”

Rick glared.

“Please. It’s a matter of national security.”

“That sentence sounds familiar.” He tapped his chin. “Oh, wait. I’ve been saying that since the kid was born.”

The man winced. 

“Everyone laughed. Told me I was crazy.”

“Only those who met Brock in person.”

Rick smiled and arched one eyebrow. “Has the governor? Met him in person?”

The man shook his head.

Rick paused for a moment and then sighed. “Okay, fine. I’ll meet him.”

The suburban door opened.

***

Two men stood as Rick entered the room. One extended a hand. “Lieutenant Colonel. Thank you for coming.”

“Governor.” The two men shook hands.

“Please. Call me Stan. Have a seat. Would you like something to drink? Coffee? Water?”

“No thanks.”

The governor looked at the man to his right. He nodded and the governor opened the briefcase sitting in front of him, withdrawing a folder. “Lieutenant Colonel, your step son—”

Rick held up his hand. “Don’t.”

“What?”

“Call him my step son. He’s nothing to me. Never has been.”

The governor adjusted his glasses. “I’m sorry.”

Rick nodded.

“The government has been watching…Brock, since he was born.”

“You mean once they found out that his real father was Hero?” Rick almost spat as he said the word.

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

“Preliminary findings indicated that the boy wasn’t a problem. Every report filed assured readers that the boy had no powers of his own .”

Rick laughed.

Stan grimaced. “We now realize that was a lie and he somehow managed to hide his ability.”

“Like I said earlier. I reported there was a problem.”

The governor nodded. “There is one record of a complaint by you.”

“No one believed it.”

“You were a husband scorned.”

Rick nodded. “I can see how some might think that. Those who knew me shouldn’t have.”

“Those who knew you were already under the boy’s spell.”

Rick felt his face get warm and he frowned. “No. They weren’t.”

“Okay.” Stan held a hand up. “Let’s agree that mistakes were made.”

Rick leaned back in his chair, arms crossed, chin on his chest. “The last time I tried to warn anyone was when he made himself crime boss. Of the country. That was before he took over crime for the rest of the world.”

The Governor cleared his throat and looked at the other man beside him before replying. “Authorities were convinced that was orchestrated by the government.”

Rick shook his head, laughing softly.

“Head of national security and the director of crime affairs both assured the president himself that Brock was working for us.”

“They both met Brock before they made that claim?”

There was a pause. “Yes.”

“Mr. Hardin.” The other man spoke. “My name is Connor Kane. I’m director of a new unit dedicated to maintaining the country’s safety from super-powered threats.”

Rick eyed Connor. “You’re ex-Berserker.”

“That’s right. I entered the unit two years after you retired.”

“A peacetime ‘zerker. My condolences.”

Connor smiled. “We managed to stay busy.”

“I’m about ready to leave. What do you want, boys?”

“Long story short?” Connor spread his hands. “We have finally managed to discover and confirm Brock’s super power.”

“Charisma.”

The governor laughed. “It goes beyond the scope of that word, Rick. We prefer to call it guile.”

“I’m not sure that word covers it either.”

“Whatever word you want to use, it’s a serious problem. Anyone who comes within a thousand feet of him becomes enthralled.”

“That big a radius, huh?”

“At the moment,” Connor nodded. “We think it’s constantly growing.”

The governor opened the file folder and slid it towards Rick. It was a single page. “That’s all we have on him.”

“Pretty flimsy.”

Connor crossed his arms. “It’s enough to scare the hell out of us. Turns out that Brock has spent years building an empire of both financial and personal support. He is the richest man in the world and has managed to personally meet with nearly every global leader. All that matter, at least.”

Rick shook his head. “Damn.”

“We figure he’s going to announce his candidacy for president next week. He will win. After he does that, it won’t take long for the rest of the world to give control of their own countries to him. He is about to create a One World Order, with himself as uncontested supreme ruler.”

Rick scanned the page before meeting the Governor’s stare. “Have his daddy take care of the problem.”

Connor frowned, pulled out his cell phone, and extended it towards Rick. 

There was a photo of Brock standing in front of a band of microphones, Hero smiling as he stood at his right side.

Rick whistled. “I always wondered if the old man would be immune to the kid’s power. Thought for sure that he would be.”

“Nope. He’s enthralled, and Brock keeps him by his side at all times.”

“Well.” Rick stood. “Seems like you have some fun times ahead of you. Good luck, boys.”

“There is only one person that can stop him. Only one immune to his power.”

Rick raised one eyebrow and stared at the governor. “Me.”

“That’s right.”

Rick thought about it for a few heartbeats. “What’s your plan?”

Connor produced a small glass vial and held it up.

“Is that Hero’s blood?” Rick asked.

“Yes.”

“Interesting. You want me to take it, then get close enough to Hero and the kid to kill them?”

“Something like that.”

“I can’t beat Hero. Even with his blood.”

“We know.”

Rick frowned. Then his eyes widened and he smiled. “You want me to keep him busy.”

Connor nodded. “All we need is a second to put a bullet in Brock’s head. If Hero is busy with you, he won’t be able to focus on his son.”

“He might.”

Connor said nothing.

Rick laughed. Visions of a bomb, the spray of bullets, and a dozen other scenarios filled his head. “You’re asking me to go on a suicide mission.”

“We don’t want you to die.”

Rick laughed and held out his hand. “Let me see that.”

Connor placed the vial in his palm. Rick raised it to his eyes, watching the light play on the blood. Then, he set it on the table and considered it. “When I found out that the boy wasn’t mine, that my wife and best friend—my brother in all ways but blood—had betrayed me, I wanted to be away from them. I asked, no, I begged to be moved from the home, to be transferred out of the unit.” He looked at the Governor, a feeling of calmness filling him. “Do you know what I was told?”

The governor shook his head.

Rick sighed. “Same thing I’m gonna tell you.” He turned and opened the door. “You made your bed. Now lie in it.”


A Word from Terry Schott




I get asked to contribute to anthologies quite often. My standard reply is to give thanks for the invitation and then politely pass.

But super villains…yeah, I wanted to give that a go.

I’ve always been a fan of clever stories. Stories that make you think a bit. I’m not talking descriptive prose where you read three pages describing how dew drips off of a leaf. I like fast paced writing, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be clever.

Was my story clever?

I tried.

Story ideas come to me in flashes. Sometimes I see the story, other times I see what happens before the story. There is a third flash that comes to me, but rarely. The rare flash I get is from a future… I see a vision of what happens after the story I am about to write has occurred. A flash from the story’s future.

That’s what happened with “Charisma.”

Here’s what I saw;

In the recent past, there was a tyrant. A despicable, evil ruler who somehow conquered the entire world and controlled everything and everyone.

Life was miserable. People were sad, poor, and oppressed. Millions died for no reason except to suffer in order to entertain the Tyrant. He was pure evil and for thirty-nine years the Tyrant reigned absolutely. No one could stop him. Those few who tried suffered more than the rest.

Then he died without anyone to take over.

Slowly things are returning to normal, at least what people remember as normal. Countries have begun to declare their independence and reclaim their sovereignty. Citizens are stepping forward to help form new governments and run for election. It’s awkward cause the lawyers who ran for office and screwed it all up before the tyrant came along are all dead and gone. 

Still, evil is no longer in charge and people are hopeful, optimistic, and happy to be alive.

No one forgets the Tyrant. His rule was so long that it will be years before it becomes less painful. New schools continue to teach about the Tyrant, afraid that if we forget what happened, it might occur again. 

And we don’t just remember the Tyrant. We also keep the names of his conspirators fresh in our minds. We might even hate them more.

If it hadn’t been for them, the Tyrant could have been stopped. They are also the villains in this history.

There was the Tyrant’s mother, and his father, but worst of all was a man named Rick Hardin. He was the only man in the world who had the ability to stand up to the Tyrant. He had powers of his own. One of the few on the planet who did. Rick Hardin could have prevented all of this, but chose not to.

Intent on their hatred for the man, no one ever bothers to wonder why he chose not to kill the Tyrant. No one knows how truly it all went down. 

How it really happened.

But now you do.




Terry Schott
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DREAMER

BY HANK GARNER


DREAMER

BY HANK GARNER




JANUARY 12

Yesterday was a pretty good day. After you turn eighteen, birthdays become less important, but they really made me feel special with the surprise party. Mom said she put a lot of thought into what to give me, and she settled on this journal.

“You should record your thoughts,” she said. “One day when you’re older, you might be surprised to look back on what was going on with you. Sometimes it helps to solve problems. Kind of like talking things out, but just to yourself. Anyway, I hope you’ll use it.” 

So I guess I’ll give it a shot. 

Dear diary. Good lord that sounds dumb. How about we dispense with the formalities and I’ll just write? Consider us introduced.

I woke up this morning from the strangest dream again. I guess it’s been three nights now. Same thing.

Last night I drifted off, not thinking about anything in particular. I began dreaming about weird things like you do when you first go to sleep. You know, the usual crazy stuff. Probably pizza talking. But then the dream became realistic. Almost hyper-realistic. I dreamed that I was following a guy and watching him. Kind of like a reality TV show. I felt like I was the camera man and was documenting his day. I couldn’t make out his face, though. And even though the person had the build of a man, I was assuming.

It was pretty mundane to begin with. Just going through the motions of a boring life, but he left his house and walked downtown and that’s when it got weird.

In my dream, he walked around the back of a jewelry store. He paced outside the door, wringing his hands, I guess working up his nerve. Then he stood still and breathed deeply. His hands started glowing and he reached for the door, but before he could actually touch it, the door ripped off the hinges. 

He ran inside the store and pulled rings, bracelets, and necklaces out of the display cases and crammed them into his hoodie. With my cameraman’s view, I zoomed in and watched as he grabbed as much as he could before the windows of the shop were bathed in the red and blue lights of approaching police cruisers. He laughed and strolled to the gaping rear door. He walked out and casually made his way up the alley. A cruiser slid to a stop and the guy just walked right past them. It was like they didn’t even see him.

I woke up right after that. 

Weird, huh?




TRIBUNE: JANUARY 13

GOODMAN’S JEWELRY ROBBED, NO SUSPECT NAMED




Last night at 10:05 p.m., Goodman’s Jewelry Store at 533 East Avenue was robbed in what police are calling a baffling incident.

Officers arrived just after ten o’clock to find the rear door of the store ripped completely off its hinges. Police found the door laying approximately fifteen feet down the alley. No other signs of forced entry were detected. 

Detective Dwayne Chaney said that a full investigation is underway, and rest assured the culprit would be apprehended. He warned other business owners to take extra precautions in securing their businesses. 

No suspect has been named yet. Cameras in the place of business failed just before the robbery, so no description of the perpetrator is available yet.

If you have any information, please contact Detective Chaney at 555-1967.




JANUARY 13

You won’t believe this. I stopped at the coffee shop this morning for my usual coffee and donut and picked up a paper. I don’t normally read the paper, but there was a picture of the jewelry store on the front page! Then I read the story and it’s the same thing from my dream! What the heck?

There’s a detective that’s looking into it, and I feel like I should say something, but what would I say? 

“Hey officer, I watched that robbery happen.”

“Good, an eye witness. Tell us about it.”

“Ummmm, I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I was dreaming and I couldn’t even see the guy’s face.”

“Dreaming, huh?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Kid, you ever been in the nut house?”

Yeah, that’s exactly how it would play out. But seriously, I think I should do something. I need to remember more about the dream. And why am I dreaming about stuff and then reading about it in the paper? Am I seeing the future? If so, I don’t like it. No, it’s just a coincidence. I still don’t like it. 

Signing off.




JANUARY 15

I had supper with Mom and Dad last night. They kept asking me what was wrong and I just shook my head. I mean honestly nothing was wrong, except for that crazy feeling that I knew something that I shouldn’t know. Anyway, I tried to push it out of my mind and that waitress at the I.H.O.P. was flirting like she always does. I should ask her out. Remind me to do that next week, OK?

So…

It happened again last night. I woke up this morning soaked in sweat. It took me a little while to realize what happened. I was convinced that I was in a dark alley somewhere, but as I finally woke up and pushed the memories of the dream to the side and allowed reality to come into focus, my bedroom became real again. And here I sit trying to make sense of it all. I will try to recount the dream while it’s fresh.

I remember lying in bed reading a book. My eyes got heavy and I drifted off to sleep. It felt like I was falling down a hole, hitting weird scenes along the way. Kind of like Alice in Wonderland, but passing screens playing different scenes that I stopped and participated in for a moment that seemed like an eternity, but truthfully only lasted a second or two. Bizarre, right?

Anyway, when I finally hit the bottom of the tunnel, I found myself downtown again. I walked down the street, just checking out the scenery. I saw a couple coming out of the movie theater. They were holding hands. I could tell that they were in love, probably at the beginning of their relationship. They still had goofy looks on their faces like they had not yet realized the other’s faults. That is a good place to be.

I continued down the street and saw the pawn shop at the end of the street. The owner was turning off the lights and locking the doors. I saw his shifty eyes and imagined how many people he had taken advantage of that day. Aunt Judy hocked her jewelry after Uncle Bill died. The owner of the pawn shop charged her so much interest on her jewelry that she eventually lost it because she couldn’t get ahead. What a jerk that guy is.

I was standing there remembering about Aunt Judy and just thinking about all that crap when I saw the guy in the hoodie again. I saw him slip around the side of the building, then I saw him through the front window. I saw him going through the display cases and filling his hoodie with jewelry, guns and whatever else he could grab. 

The shop owner looked surprised as hoodie guy loaded up. I could see the owner freaking out as he ran to set off the alarm. Hoodie guy left back through the side and disappeared. I heard a police cruiser’s warbling siren down the street. Then I saw the flashing lights as they slid up to the front of the store. 

The shop owner ran out and blurted something about being robbed. The cop asked which way they went and the owner said he never saw a person. A backup cruiser showed up. The first cop took off on foot trying to pick up a trail while the second cop looked around the perimeter. He walked close to me and asked a lady if she saw anything. She shook her head. He walked right past me as he questioned someone else. 

I don’t think he saw me. 

Dreams are crazy things.




TRIBUNE: JANUARY 16

UNIDENTIFIED ROBBER STRIKES AGAIN




Last evening around 10:00 p.m., another suspicious break-in occurred that has local authorities looking back at the incident from Jan 13. Last evening an unidentified perpetrator robbed the Golden Nugget Trading Post while the owner and operator Willard Ferguson was attempting to close the store for the day. 

“I was turning out the lights and getting ready to set the alarm. The back door was already closed, dead bolted and barred. Whoever it was didn’t come in the back door and they didn’t come in the front. I had a clear view of the door. A lot of stuff is missing and I could see things disappearing. When the detective got here we checked the security tapes and they are all blank.”

When asked if he would reopen the shop tomorrow, Mr. Ferguson replied, “I don’t think so. Not until they get a handle on what’s going on around here.”

Detective Dwayne Chaney said in a statement, “I do believe that these crimes are related. I am again urging anyone with information to come forward. The police can’t have officers everywhere, so we need your eyes and ears. If you have any information, please contact me at 555-1967.




JANUARY 16

Holy crap! I stopped to get coffee again, picked up a paper and read that it happened again, just like in my dream. Should I say something? 

What am I worried about? Let’s see...

If I say I saw something they are going to ask me where I was when I saw it. Can I honestly say I was dreaming? I mean, it’s the truth, but does anyone want to hear the truth when it’s something like this?

Here’s a good test. Would I believe the story if I heard it? Hell no I wouldn’t. Who am I kidding?

Maybe an anonymous tip would work. If I could call and give a little bit of info and get off the phone before they could trace the call then it wouldn’t matter if they believed me or not. They could catch the person and who cares if I sound like a crazy person?

So what do I tell them? I still haven’t seen the robber, not his face anyway. Maybe I need to just sit still and see if I can get more info. Assuming it happens again. 

If it happens again, I will call the cops as soon as I wake up. Maybe my memory will be fresh. That’s what I’ll do. 

I gotta get to work. 




JANUARY 16, 6PM

Work was weird today. I had my usual stream of old people that needed me to clean viruses off of their computers. Seriously though, why can’t people just stop clicking on shady stuff? Uggghhh.

Anyway, the boss was on edge all day. She kept pacing in front of the plate glass window looking up and down the street. If she told me once, she told me a hundred times to keep my eyes open, watch for anybody looking creepy. I just nodded and kept my head down. 

I know they’ve all been reading the paper, and for once they’ve gotten the story close to correct. I wanted so bad to say something. To say that I saw it happen, but I just can’t bring myself to say anything. I don’t want to be labeled “that guy.” No thanks. 

Looks like tonight is a pizza and a movie. Silence of the Lambs or Forest Gump? Do I really want to instigate a nightmare? I think my dreams have been psycho enough lately without help. Gump it is.

“I don’t know if we each have a destiny, or if we’re all just floatin’ around accidental-like on a breeze, but I, I think maybe it’s both. Maybe both is happenin’ at the same time.” My favorite line. God bless you, Gump.

G’night.




JANUARY 17, SUNRISE

At some point, Gump drifted out and I fell down the tunnel again. Like last time I saw different scenes pass by and this time I tried really hard to look at them—to recognize anything. I saw scenes from the other nights, but I also saw scenes that I did not recognize. Was I seeing things in the future? Or maybe things in another dimension? Nothing makes sense at this point, which is kind of liberating. If nothing makes sense then anything can. 

I’m starting to sound like some crazy Timothy Leary crap. Turn on, tune in, drop out. Yeahhhhhh, man.

As soon as I woke up I grabbed the phone. I left it right next to me and I already had the detective’s number punched in, with *67 at the beginning to block my phone number. The sky was dark, and the clock on the phone said it was 3:33 a.m.. I hoped that he would be sound asleep and I could just leave a message. Quick and off the phone. But no, he answered right away, and he sounded on edge.

“Chaney.” My throat nearly closed off.

I pushed up my courage and blurted out, “I just watched the movie theater get robbed. The guy was wearing a black hoodie. He must have some sort of special gloves because his hands glowed and then the door flew off its hinge and he walked right in. He walked through and found the safe and pulled the door right off it. He made off with stacks of cash and went right back through the door.”

Chaney blurted out, “Slow down. Give me a description.”

“I didn’t see his face, but it’s the same guy that’s robbed the last two places.”

“Tell me anything else you can remember.”

I hung up the phone. I powered off my phone. That’s what they do in the movies when they don’t want anyone to trace them. I need to ditch this phone and get a burner. How many Bourne movies have I watched?

I paced around the apartment for a while, sleep was nowhere to be found.

I told him the truth. That’s just the way I saw it. I’m sick to my stomach. Telling him what I saw hasn’t made me feel any better. If anything, I feel worse now.

I’m sitting here by the window looking out the window as the sun begins its slow ascent to begin another day. I’ve been watching the flashing lights down the end of Elm. I bet the cops are combing every inch of the theater and probably every building within a several block radius. But something tells me they won’t find Mr. Hoodie. 

And those hands. What is up with the dude’s hands?

I need sleep, but sleep is not to be today. I need coffee. I can’t wait to see tomorrow morning’s paper. That’s the joy of having a small town paper that prints in the evening. By the time the headlines are printed the news is way old. 

Signing off to get coffee and to clean viruses. 

I’ll be watching for you, Hoodie. 




JANUARY 17, 6PM

Tonight is Chinese takeout. You would not believe how nervous everyone in town is. The little black lady that owns the Chinese place was watching everybody that came in. She eyed me up and down and dared me to case the joint. I just wanted my egg rolls and sesame chicken. I got out of there as quickly as I could.

The boss was in rare form today. I just thought she was wound up the other day. She was wearing her .357 Magnum on her belt today and rested her hand on the grip as she paced in front of the window. 

One old lady that brought her computer to me asked if I thought ISIS could watch her through her computer. I wanted to tell her that her old 486 was probably safer than anything on the Internet because not even ISIS would bother hacking in through her 1200 baud dial-up modem. 

Instead, I assured her that I didn’t think the rash of robberies had anything to do with a terrorist organization. Probably just an opportunist looking to make his mark on a sleepy, unsuspecting town. Probably won’t even happen again. I mean, what else is there here? The bank?

Crap. 

The bank.




JANUARY 17, 11PM

You ever had that feeling like you knew something was gonna happen? Like maybe you’ve seen it before but you can’t quite put your finger on exactly when? I have a knot the size of a basketball in my stomach. Tonight’s the bank. I know it is. I know it better than I know my name. 

The more I think about it, I think I’ve seen it in one of those scenes when I’m dropping into the dreams. I’ve been debating whether I should believe it or not, but why shouldn’t I? Haven’t all of the dreams come true? Haven’t they been in the paper? If that is true, then why wouldn’t the future events be true also?

I’ve been formulating a plan. I am going to call the detective right before I go to bed. An anonymous tip. Then I’m going to take some Benadryl so that I will be sure to go to sleep. Then I’ll watch to see if it happens like I think. Maybe the detective will be there and I can assist him in some way. Maybe between the two of us, we can get a look at his face, or better yet maybe they can catch the guy.

Here’s hoping. 

Benadryl down. Anonymous tip call made. Hitting the sack.

See you in the headlines.




JANUARY 18, 5AM

Good God, my head hurts. There is no hangover in the world like a Benadryl hangover. It worked. I fell right to sleep, but this trip down the rabbit hole was different. I didn’t see any other scenes. It was like the whole scenario just changed.

I fell down the hole and the tunnel was just black. No distractions, no trying to figure out what I might be missing, no looking into the future. But when I landed, I knew I was right.

I hit the ground with a thud. Up until then, I had never remembered landing. I just was. I attribute it to the medicine. Who knows? Anyway, I walked down the street and felt a bit of a chill so I put my hands in my pockets and kept my head down. I could see the bank at the end of the street, but I had called the detective so I didn’t want to be obvious.

I skirted around Elmer’s appliance repair store and took up a spot on the bench at the next corner that served as advertisement space for one politician or another year round. I sat and watched the bank. Nothing happened. I also watched for any sign of the detective, but I didn’t see him. Maybe he didn’t take me seriously. I think if I was him I would have taken any lead seriously at this point. But I’m not a cop.

After what felt like an hour, I got up. I figured someone camped out on a bench all alone would be more suspicious than someone wandering around, so I walked. 

I decided that I had nothing to hide so I strolled past the front of the bank, trying not to look at it other than a passing glance. I got past its ornate granite columns out front and when I saw the Masonic cornerstone at the edge I knew I was past the building. I breathed a sigh and walked past the post office the next block over. I turned and walked toward the rear of the building and that’s when I saw him.

My old buddy hoodie was lurking by a door at the rear of the bank. I followed him. The same thing happened with his hands and the door peeled down like tin foil. He stepped in. 

He was on a mission and knew right where he was going. He made a beeline for the safe. He gave the combination dial a spin and it spun off leaving a hole where it once sat. He spun the big wheel and the door creaked open. He flung it the rest of the way and stepped into the cavernous safe. He walked past the stacks of cash and went right for the safety deposit boxes in the rear. He opened several and filled his pockets with diamonds and jewels. 

I looked around for the detective, but I saw no one. I worked up the courage and screamed, but hoodie didn’t even look up. He filled his pockets and left. 

I followed him as we retraced our steps back through the bank and onto the street. He walked faster and faster and then, right in front of my eyes, he disappeared. Vanished. 

I made another circuit around the bank trying to find the detective. He was nowhere to be found. Finally, I gave up and went back to my spot on the bench. The next thing I knew I was lying in bed with this god-awful hangover. 

I think I need a nap.




JANUARY 22, 10AM

I like this thing. I might get one for myself. I see why people use these things. Must be cathartic to be able to process your thoughts without anyone judging you. Writing down every crazy idea that comes into your head. Leaving a trail...

If you’re reading this then consider this the final chapter to your little episode. I thought it would be a nice touch to finish it off for you. Maybe you won’t read it. Maybe it winds up in a museum one day and others can see the evolution of a truly evil person. 

We’ve actually been following you for a while now. Not actually following you, but you’ve been on a list. Since that accident at the chemical factory near your elementary school, several of your schoolmates have exhibited, shall we say… “odd behavior”? But you have been quiet. A model citizen.

Until I got called in for that first break in. When nothing made sense I pulled out that list and made a few visits. Everything checked out for you though. No prints at the crime scenes, no trail whatsoever. Then I started going through the FBI files from the explosion.

The most curious one I found was an interview with your aunt who you lived with at the time. She said you would complain about weird dreams, then she would find odd things in your room. One day you slept for nearly 36 hours and she was sure you never left your room. She later found a stash of comic books, baseball cards, and odd things that a preteen kid would collect. Except she had not bought them for you. When she confronted you, she said you honestly had no idea where they came from.

There are several little stories like that in your file and apparently, the feds didn’t think they were interesting enough to pursue. Their loss.

The first phone call I got from you was startling. I really had no idea who you were or what you had to gain, and I really think you have been oblivious. The thing that I can’t shake is not knowing what’s next. One minute it’s robbing jewels, the next it’s taking over the government. And who could stop you?

I’ve never been stumped like I have on this case, but it was you that broke it for me. That second call, when you told me where you were going to strike before you did it, you must have forgotten to block the caller id. I did a reverse number trace, had your name and a quick cross-reference of the database and you were mine. 

You were honestly surprised when I knocked on your door right after the robbery and you sleepily came to the door. You have professed your innocence the whole time, and the trouble is, I half-believe you. At least the half that says you didn’t know you were doing it. But I can’t take the chance of letting you free, but this is a case I know I can’t try and win. So here you are.

The feds were nice enough to give us space at this facility. No one knows where you are, and probably never will. 

Watching you through the two-way glass breaks my heart, but only a little. You’ve been equipped with an adrenaline pump that pumps you with a steady stream and ensures you can’t go to sleep. 

I only hope it works. 

Good night.

-Detective Dwayne Chaney


A Word from Hank Garner




I hope you enjoyed “Dreamer.” As a fan of comics for nearly 40 years, I wanted to do something unique and not entirely in the capes and cowls line. When Steve asked me to join this project, I knew that I’d like to tell a villain story.

In my experience, what makes a great hero a lot of times is the fact that the hero is met with a foe that is not doing evil for evil’s sake, but they are doing what they think is right; think General Zod, for example, or sometimes they are being affected by forces they don’t even understand. When I pondered that possibility, that my villain would be oblivious to what he was doing, the story was born. 

With an unconventional villain comes an unconventional storytelling style and I hope you enjoyed seeing this story through the lens of our character’s journal as he learns the truth of what’s really going on, and through the detective that ultimately steps in and enters the story.

I am the author of a few weird books and short stories, most notably my latest novel called Writer’s Block. A reader actually took the time to write to me to say that they hated me because I made them “snot cry.” Any writer will gladly mark that in the win column.  I also host a podcast called Author Stories where I interview authors about the creative process and try to find out what makes them tick. There’s around 200 episodes so far, so subscribe and give it a listen. You can find everything I do at hankgarner.com
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I was sure I had locked the front door, so when the voice boomed into the fermentation vat I nearly dropped the long-handled scrub brush.

“Mr. Rogers?” the voice said again.

“Who wants to know?” I said. The man’s face was blurry from the steam rising out of the copper container. 

“Can I speak with you privately, Mr. Rogers?”

I clambered out of the vat and stripped off the bright yellow waterproof pants. The man was alone and he didn’t have an overcoat, which pegged him as an out-of-towner. February in Minnesota is cold.

“My name is Smith,” he said, offering a weak handshake. He had short brown hair, neatly parted on one side, and the pasty features of someone who spends his time in front of a computer screen in a dark room. I have to say, not what I expected from a bill collector.

In my office, I cleared a stack of books off a chair for him to sit down. After refusing coffee, he perched himself on the edge of his seat with a neutral smile. I settled down behind the desk.

“What company are you from?” I said.

“Pardon?”

“The bank? The leasing company? Who do you work for?”

“I’m here to offer you a job, Mr. Rogers.”

I chuckled and waved my hand around. “And leave all this? I don’t think so, my friend.”

I tried to keep the bitterness out of my voice, but even I could hear how it edged my words. My office was a windowless closet in a crappy storefront in an even crappier strip mall in the middle of mind-numbingly cold Nowhere, Minnesota. I’d sunk everything I had into this place, and I was watching it go down the tubes.

Mr. Smith didn’t even blink at my sarcastic tone. “You don’t understand. The job would require you to retain and operate this establishment.” A long pause ensued while he searched my face for a reaction. “It pays very well.” 

I hitched my chair forward. “How well?” 

He named a number. A big number.

“I’m listening,” I said.

“We are looking for an independent contractor who can persuade people to join our project.” 

I gave him a blank look.

“The agency I work for searches out people with singular abilities. We collect these people as part of a think tank—a secret think tank.”

“You collect them?” I asked, resting my elbows on the desk. “What does that mean, exactly?”

Smith’s expression remained fixed. “We offer them a job and a place to live. Here in Minnesota. As part of a community.”

“That sounds like a pretty good deal. Why do you need me?”

“Our project requires full participation,” he said. “Anyone who cannot be enticed using conventional methods needs to be persuaded. I understand you have experience with recruiting unwilling volunteers.”

I sighed. I’d done everything possible to start a new life, but still my past managed to catch up with me. I looked around my crappy office. If I was being honest, the new life wasn’t working out so well. 

“How did you find me?”

“Mr. Rogers, I just told you my agency finds people with special abilities. People like you.”

“Is it legal?” I asked.

“You will be very well compensated.”

“And what sort of leeway do I have to bring these people to lovely Minnesota?” 

“Any means necessary.”

I stared at Smith for a long time. Nothing is free and the path Smith was offering was a dark one. There would be a price to pay. The walls of my tiny office seemed to close in around me. 

I heard myself asking Smith if I could get the first year’s salary in a lump sum.

Keeping the same bland smile, he reached into a satchel at his feet and pulled out an iPhone and iPad. At least that’s what they looked like, but when he booted them up, it was clear these were not Apple products. He went on to tell me they were genetically keyed to me; unless I was physically touching them, they would not work.

“Keep this phone with you at all times,” he said. “This afternoon, a wire transfer will be made to your bank account. Tomorrow, your brewery will receive a very large recurring order for your product at an excellent price.”

He stood and offered me another limp handshake. “We’ll be in touch.”

• • •

The money arrived in my account just like Smith promised. The next day we received a large standing order from a distributor in Chicago, paid in full. 

The weeks turned into months and thoughts of my bargain with Smith faded. I kept the phone with me, but I left the iPad-ish device locked in my office safe. The phone itself was cool: it never needed to be charged, was completely waterproof, and never ever lost a signal.

It was spring when I got my first call. I had just gotten into bed when the phone on my nightstand started to ring, which was odd, because I had it set on vibrate. The caller ID said SMITH.

“Hello,” I answered.

Smith’s bland voice came through the receiver. “Mr. Rogers, I have your first assignment. Please turn on the tablet I gave you.”

“Umm, I’m sorry, I don’t have the tablet with me—”

“Stand by,” he cut in. “There is a package on your doorstep. Go get it.”

I stumbled down the stairs in the dark with the phone still pressed to my ear. A FedEx package sat on my front step. No return address. I peered into the dark, then snatched up the package and slammed the door shut.

Inside the package was a new tablet. It turned on when I touched it.

“I have it,” I said into the phone.

“Good,” Smith said. “File is transmitting now. I’ll call back in an hour to hear your plan.”

The phone went dead and a single icon, a silhouette of a woman’s head, began blinking in the center of the screen. I touched the icon.

Her name was Ellen Mayberry, ninth-grade algebra teacher from small-town Iowa, fifty-one years old, retired early on full disability from a recurring leg infection. Ellen was single, no children, both parents deceased. Her financial summary showed a life on the knife-edge of poverty, her pension payments and savings barely made ends meet.

As I began to form a plan of how to convince Ellen to move to Minnesota, I felt a little rise of satisfaction in my chest.

The phone rang. I checked the switch on the side of the phone; it was still set to vibrate. The phone rang again.

“Hello, Mr. Smith.”

“You’ve studied the material. What is your plan, Mr. Rogers?”

“I say we do an Ed McMahon on her,” I replied. “Send a stretch limo, big check, balloons, cameras, the works. Tell her she’s won the big prize. She needs to come to Minnesota for a ceremony immediately.”

There was a long pause on the other end.

“Good,” Smith said. “Be ready to go at nine a.m. There’s a new suit in the closet of your spare bedroom. Wear it.”

• • •

At nine o’clock sharp, a stretch limo pulled into my driveway. The new suit—dark blue with faint gray and red pinstripes—fit perfectly and paired well with the accompanying crisp white shirt and handsome burgundy tie. The driver held the door open for me and introduced himself as Manny. The back of the limo was stocked with the necessities: balloons, a big check, full-color photos of the new house, flowers. There was a note from Smith telling me the rest of the team would meet me at the address.

I’ve always liked Iowa in the spring, with its smell of freshly plowed fields under a warming sun and a sense of rebirth in the air. The feeling that you’ve made it through another harsh winter and the best is yet to come. 

I looked at the big check and I made myself believe the lie.

Ellen Mayberry’s house was a small bungalow with a cracked cement sidewalk leading up to an Arts and Crafts–style porch. A van was parked across the street from the house, and a man and a woman emerged when we pulled up. The man, wearing jeans and a faded sweatshirt, carried a camera. The woman was a leggy blonde in a business suit with a stunning smile. The three of us mounted the sagging steps of the porch, carrying the prize accessories. Up close, it was clear the house needed a serious paint job. I rapped on the door.

The white curtain on the window stirred and there was a slight whooshing sound as the front door opened. Ellen Mayberry wore a washed-out blue housecoat and matching fuzzy slippers. One of her legs was clad in a compression bandage that ran down over her ankle. Her round face was alight with joy and surprise.

“Ellen Mayberry?” I said, using my best announcer voice. She nodded and pressed her hands to her cheeks.

“You’ve won our grand prize!”

The blonde moved forward and handed Ellen the flowers, along with a kiss on both cheeks. The cameraman danced back and forth behind us getting the whole thing on tape.

Ellen waved us in, overcome with emotion. We followed her into a tiny sitting room that held a sofa, an easy chair, a very small TV, and a very large cat. She sat down in the easy chair with the flowers in her lap. The cat jumped up beside her, watching the three of us lined up on the couch. I explained the contest and how we needed to be back in Minneapolis for the awards ceremony that very night.

The thought of traveling clearly flustered the woman, but the blonde moved in with an easy grace. “Oh, I can help you get ready, Mrs. Mayberry. It’s only an overnight. . .” She pulled the older woman out of the chair and urged her toward the steps.

They returned a few minutes later, Ellen in a pantsuit circa 1980 and my accomplice lugging a calico-patterned overnight bag. As the cameraman and I headed toward the door, Ellen stopped. “Oh, goodness! What about Pickwick?”

The blonde and I looked at each other for a moment until I realized she meant the cat. “No problem, Mrs. M,” I said. “Why don’t we bring him with us?” I scooped up Pickwick, keeping the smile plastered on my face even as the cat dug his claws through my new suit and into the flesh of my forearm.

I kept up my charm offensive for the entire ride back to Minneapolis. The bar was stocked with soft drinks, champagne, and sandwiches, which I broke out as soon as we hit the highway. By the time we crossed the Iowa–Minnesota border, the two of us had downed two glasses of champagne each and I was running out of things to talk about.

“How was it teaching freshman algebra, Ellen?” I asked. “Pretty tough?”

She laughed and began to answer, then her face clouded over. “I never told you I taught ninth-grade algebra.” 

“Sure you did!” I bluffed, trying not to look guilty.

She shook her head slowly as if trying to remember. “Maybe I did,” she said finally.

I topped off her glass of champagne and set the bottle back into the bucket of ice. I was done drinking for the day.

By the time we reached the outskirts of Minneapolis, it was dusk. The sky was clear and the first stars were just beginning to show in the darkening sky. Ellen asked to open the skylight, and warm spring air filled the limo. She tilted her face upwards.

“Astronomy is my hobby,” she said. “I spend most of my time looking at star clusters on the computer. I’m very good at it.”

I nodded in the dimness.

“A man came to see me once and told me I saw patterns that no one else could see.” She giggled. “He told me I was a genius.”

Manny left the highway and we passed directly under a street lamp as the car rolled down the ramp. Her upturned smiling face glowed for a moment. The limo made a sharp right turn toward a warehouse with a faded sign. As the vehicle approached, a rolling door began to rise. Manny pulled into the brightly lit garage and shut off the engine.

The overhead door rattled closed behind us. In the ensuing silence, every noise we made sounded extra loud—the slam of Manny closing the car door, our heels on the cement floor, even our breathing. The space smelled like fresh paint, and little gray domes, which I took to be cameras, occupied all four corners of the ceiling. Apart from the garage door we had come through, the only exit was a steel passenger door directly in front of the limo. The door opened and a woman stepped out.

She was a tall redhead, maybe mid-thirties. No makeup, no perfume—a what-you-see-is-what-you-get kind of gal if I ever saw one. Over her business suit, she wore a white lab coat with an ID badge tucked into the breast pocket. The tablet she had cradled in her arm looked like a duplicate of the one I had in the limo.

She stretched out her hand as she approached Ellen. “Mrs. Mayberry, what a pleasure to meet you at last.” Her voice was warm and pleasant, soothing in a professional way. “I’m Renee.”

I could see she had hazel eyes when she turned to me. “And you must be Matt.” As her gaze locked with mine, I felt a spark. Then she turned back to our target.

“Now, Ellen—may I call you Ellen?” She placed one hand on the older woman’s plump back and urged her toward the door. “We need to get you started. We’ve got a long night ahead of us.”

Ellen planted her feet. “Renee, why are you dressed like a doctor?” She fingered the lapel of Renee’s lab coat.

Renee opened her mouth and froze, fixing the older woman with a blank stare. Behind me, I heard Manny moving.

“Ellen,” I said, taking her arm. “It’s for the makeup. That stuff can ruin a nice suit like hers in a heartbeat. Renee will get you situated and I’ll see you in a little while.”

The light of understanding dawned on Ellen’s face and she moved forward. Renee’s warmth flooded back, and she laughed as she keyed in the security code on the door. There was a clacking sound as the lock disengaged.

“Oh, Matthew!” Ellen turned around, flustered again, and headed back toward the car. Manny moved closer. “Pickwick! What about Pickwick?”

“No problem, Mrs. M. I’ll watch him for you. We’re old friends now.” I looked down at the pulls in the fabric of my brand-new suit and smiled harder. “No problem.”

Ellen clasped her hands together and gave them a little shake in my direction. Then she turned on her heel and walked through the door. Renee locked eyes with me and mouthed Thank you. The door closed with a loud clunk that echoed in the space.

And that’s how I started my new collection. With a cat.

• • •

It’s amazing how well I was able to integrate my collection job with the rest of my life. There was no schedule. Sometimes I would go months without a call from Smith, and then I would have two calls in as many weeks.

We used the same process with each target. Smith would alert me by phone, then I would download a file. He would give me a set amount of time to review the material, then he’d call me back and I would tell him how to prosecute the target. The job was done when we delivered the mark to Renee.

I never saw what was behind the door and I never asked, but I did enjoy seeing Renee each time.

My team varied, but usually it was Manny, who seemed to be able to drive or fly anything; Jerry, the cameraman; and the blonde, whose name was Diana. Despite her brilliant smile and acting talent, her sense of humor was limited.

The collection plans changed all the time. The sweepstakes thing was only effective on a narrow demographic. If we needed any rough stuff, Manny and Jerry usually handled it. But as we started to rack up the successful takes, I got more comfortable with using violence—whatever it took to get the job done.

I probably should have seen that as a warning sign, that I was depersonalizing people again. There were other signs, too.

With each job, I kept one personal item from each target: a hair clip from the housewife in Glens Falls, a silver “Don’t Mess with Texas” belt buckle from the unemployed mechanic in Laredo.

I kept them all in the bottom drawer of my desk at home. I didn’t look at them. Much.

• • •

That’s how it went for nearly three more years. Pickwick and I were living the bachelor life and my brewery business was booming. 

Then came Emma Worthy. 

Smith called me a few days before Thanksgiving and her file was waiting for me on the tablet when I got home.

Emma Worthy was a walking cliché of white trash characteristics: thirty-one years old, lived in a trailer park, heavy smoker, dabbled in drugs with a string of abusive boyfriends. Her son was twelve years old and his name was Cash. I snickered to myself at the name. Cash Worthy. He stared out at me from a school picture that looked like a mug shot. A pair of filmy eyes mostly hidden behind a cascade of dirty blond hair made me suspicious. It took me a minute to find it in the file: the boy was blind.

On every file Smith sent me, there was a special skills section. I’d started to pay attention to that box, to see if I could figure out why Smith wanted all these people. In Emma Worthy’s case, the space was blank.

The phone rang. Smith.

I had already figured out that the best way to pick up Emma Worthy was to stake out her trailer and run a sweepstakes scam, but I was curious about the blank line in the file. When I asked Smith, the line grew silent.

“I can’t disclose that information,” he said finally.

I shrugged. It didn’t matter.

• • •

By dinnertime the next day, I was cruising through a North Carolina trailer park with my team. Manny cursed softly as he navigated the rutted main drag of the park. These were old, broken-down trailers, the kind that had settled into the dirt so completely it was unclear where the trailer left off and the ground began. Trees crowded overhead, shading the area in moist dimness. There wasn’t a decent paint job in the place and thick moss grew on the roofs of most of the structures.

The Worthy home was all the way in the back of the park. We rolled up into their parking space, the stretch limo barely making the turn, and piled out. From the corner of my eye, I could see neighbors peeking out of their windows. A gaggle of dirty-faced kids gathered around the car.

I put on my best smile and mounted the steps to the trailer door. The steps swayed under my feet as I rapped on the aluminum frame.

No answer.

I knocked again, louder this time, and called out, “Mrs. Worthy, are you home?” The kids buzzed behind me and I flashed a thumbs-up sign to them.

No answer.

I turned the knob. The door was unlocked, so I stuck my head inside. I called out her name again.

Nothing.

This was not right. There was no way she couldn’t hear me in a trailer that small.

I stepped inside and the smell of burning meat assailed my nostrils. On the stove, a frying pan filled with ground beef was smoking. I turned off the burner and flipped on the overhead vent. It didn’t work.

Jerry poked his head in. “What’s the deal, man?”

I shrugged and was about to respond when my phone rang. Smith. I motioned for Jerry to shut the door.

“Do you have them?” Smith asked.

“No,” I replied, a little embarrassed. My team had never failed to bring in its target before. Sure, sometimes things got a little messy and we had to improvise, but miss them entirely? Never.

“I was afraid of that,” Smith said. “There’s something you need to know about her.”

I was annoyed now. “Such as?” 

Smith took a beat. I had never heard him speak in anything other than a bland monotone, so it was hard for me to believe he was apprehensive, but that’s what it sounded like.

“We believe she has a precognitive tendency,” he said finally.

“A what?”

“She has the ability to see things before they happen.”

I looked around the filthy trailer and breathed in the sour smell of unwashed laundry and ripe trash.

“I think you’ve got the wrong person.”

“Our classification system is never wrong.”

“Alright,” I said. “We’ll regroup. She can’t have gone far.”

“Good,” Smith said. “One more thing.” Another hesitation. “This is your last assignment.”

“Look,” I replied. “If this is about missing her on the first try, I can explain—”

“That’s not it,” he cut in. “Emma Worthy is the final target. She completes the project.”

“Okay,” I said.

I thought of my collection of trophies stashed in the bottom drawer of my desk at home, and I wondered what I would take from Emma Worthy.

• • •

As Manny backed the limo out of the trailer park, the herd of kids trotted along with their dirty hands on the smooth black metal shouting suggestions. I thought he handled the criticism well.

The phone rang with Smith’s insistent ring tone. I put it on speaker and rested my head back against the soft leather. “What now?” I said.

“We have them,” he said in a tone that sounded almost excited. Smith emoting twice in one day? This target must be a big deal.

“Where?” In the front seat, Manny cocked his head and switched his display to navigation mode. 

Smith gave the name of a local hospital. “Police brought them in. Boy’s hit by a car, mother’s there with him. Get there now.” He hung up.

The hospital lay in a hollow surrounded by a grove of mature trees, encouraging the same mossy dampness we had seen at the trailer park. It was full dark now, and our headlights cut a swath of brightness as we swept around the circular driveway and parked behind a vacant police cruiser.

The building was vintage ’70s, dark brick, narrow windows with peeling metal trim. A sea of overgrown shrubbery filled the space beneath the windows and a tattered American flag hung limply from a pole over the facade. 

The glass door gave a screech when I pushed it open and crossed the grayish linoleum. I paused under the sign that read “Reception” and cleared my throat. The girl behind the desk stopped paging through a tattered People magazine and tucked a lock of greasy brown hair behind her ear. She gave me a smile full of crooked teeth.

“Yay-ah?” she said. 

I gave her my most sincere smile. “Hello,” I said. “I’m looking for—”

“Emmy?” she said, standing up. “Yer lookin’ fer Emmy, right?” She gave me another wide-angle shot of her dental inadequacies.

I nodded. “Emma Worthy?”

She danced around to my side of the desk. “Com wi’ me,” she said, taking my hand and leading me down the hall. I caught Jerry’s eye and signaled for him to follow.

She pushed through a set of double doors into what looked to be the emergency room. Where the rest of the hospital looked tired, this space was brand-new. Three examination cubicles lined the wall next to a nurses’ station outfitted with a pair of gleaming wheeled carts.

In the first exam room, a boy lay stretched out on the table, an ice pack on his arm and a piece of gauze on his head. Next to him a woman sat on a plastic chair holding the boy’s uninjured hand against her cheek. She was gnawing on the fingernails of her free hand, but stopped when we came through the doors. She shrank toward the boy.

I was glad to see Emma, but my attention was hijacked by the mountain of blue uniform standing on the other side of Cash’s bed. His uniform name tag said ROSS, and I could tell we were looking at ex-military. The sleeves of his uniform were snug against his biceps and the muscles of his neck rippled when he swiveled his head in our direction. His eyes flicked from me to Jerry and his lips tightened. Officer Ross stepped out from behind the bed and intercepted us in the middle of the room.

“May I help you, gentlemen?” His voice was cool and even, with no hint of the heavy accent that seemed to plague the area.

As if on cue, a doctor and nurse entered the room from my left and Diana and Manny came in from the double doors behind us. Everybody seemed to stop, waiting for my answer.

“Officer . . . Ross,” I said, fumbling the words as I tried to pull myself together. “We’re with the—” The lie stuck in my throat. 

Diana moved up next to me and flashed her brilliant smile. “Officer Ross,” she purred, placing her left hand on his arm and stepping close enough to fit her breast in the crook of his elbow.

Ross’s attention shifted from me to Diana, then back again. That was all the opportunity Diana needed. Her right hand snaked up under his arm and the sharp bzzt of a Taser crackled through the room. Ross stiffened and fell to the ground. He tried to get up and Diana gave him another shot of electricity in the neck. She turned to me.

“Tie him up and get your head in the game, Matt,” she said. Jerry was already herding the doctor, nurse, and receptionist into the back room. I rolled Officer Ross over and handcuffed him with his own cuffs. I pulled the handgun and radio off his belt and handed them to Manny.

Diana brandished the Taser in front of Emma. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way, Emma. It’s up to you.”

Emma scraped her fingernail against her bottom teeth. “Y’all ain’t prize people,” she said in the same vowel-swallowing twang as the receptionist. “What ye want me fer?”

Under the fluorescents, Emma looked much older than her thirty-one years. Streaks gray shot through her mousy brown mop and her skin had a papery quality to it, like crumpled parchment. She twitched in her chair and pressed her son’s hand to her cheek. The boy had his head cocked, listening to the exchange.

Diana waggled the Taser in her hand. “Make up your mind, Emma.” 

The boy sat up suddenly.

“Maw-ma,” he said in a low voice with the same local twang. “We should go with them.”

• • •

When we arrived at the Minneapolis warehouse, it was already past midnight and raining. Manny waited until the overhead door had shuddered closed before he unlocked the car and got out.

Cash exited the car on his own, his face sweeping back and forth as he walked with one hand in front of him. He touched the wall, then settled his back against the vertical surface. Emma left the car reluctantly and scurried to his side.

The heavy door at the front of the garage opened and Renee entered. She smiled at the mother-son pair, her crisp white lab coat with the ID tucked into the breast pocket shining in the fluorescent light. She consulted her tablet.

“Emma,” she said. “Emma Worthy?”

Emma nodded and shrank back against Cash. The boy cocked his head at the sound of Renee’s voice and a slight smile formed on his lips. Renee held out her hand.

“I’m Renee, Emma,” she said. “Why don’t you come with me now?”

The two of them moved in her direction.

“No, Emma, I’m sorry. Just you. The boy needs to stay here.” Emma pushed her son behind her. Manny moved toward Cash and I approached her from the other direction. 

“Wait!” Emma said. Her eyes were wide, and she was taking quick, shallow breaths that echoed in the open space. “Lemme talk to my boy.” Emma’s wary gaze snapped from Manny to me.

Her long, thin hands with the chewed-off fingernails gripped her son’s face, and she planted her lips on his forehead. She was crying as he whispered in her ear. 

Eyes dark with hate, Emma dragged the back of her hand across her runny nose. “Ye take care of my boy, ye hear?” She peered into my face, her breath rank. “Ol’ man gonna git ya.” Cash tittered, a high-pitched giggle that echoed eerily in the open space.

The heavy door closed behind Renee and Emma, leaving us alone with Cash.

Up to that point, I hadn’t thought about what we were going to do with the kid. I’d just assumed Renee would take them both. Manny walked around to the driver’s side and raised a quizzical eyebrow at me. 

“I’ll take him home with me tonight,” I said. Cash reached out his hand and I gave him my arm.

It was still raining when we reached my driveway. Manny stopped the car and unlocked the doors. He looked at me in the rearview mirror. “Happy Thanksgiving,” he said with a grin.

“Yeah,” I said. “You, too, Manny.”

Pickwick took an immediate liking to Cash. He jumped into the boy’s arms and set up a loud purring. Cash’s face, hidden beneath his dirty bangs, cast back and forth on a continuous basis, locking on a sound for a moment then continuing the search pattern.

I ran a warm bath for the kid and put his filthy clothes in the washer. When he got out of the bath I wrapped him up in one of my old bathrobes, fed him two peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, and put him in the guest room bed. The entire time he didn’t say a single word.

Pickwick jumped up next to him and resumed his purring. Before Cash, I had never heard the cat purr.

By the time I got to bed myself it was almost two in the morning. I should have been exhausted, but I lay in bed listening to the rain on the roof and wondering what I was going to do with the kid. Maybe I’ll keep him, I mused.

I woke to a land sheathed in ice. The sun peeked over the neighbor’s roofline, lighting the ice-jeweled tree limbs in dazzling fire. Thanksgiving Day. I drank my coffee and listened for any sounds of Cash moving around his room. Nothing.

I decided I had a little time to myself.

Apart from Pickwick, all my trophies were small inanimate items. At first, I’d kept my collection in a shoe box, but as it grew in size and importance, I bought a jewelry box at an estate sale. It was made from burnished cherry wood, with ornate brass corner guards and a heavy brass handle in the top. Best of all, it fit neatly into the deep bottom drawer of my desk. I rolled the drawer open and, taking the antique key from around my neck, opened the lid.

I ran my fingers over the objects on top: the pocketknife from the organic farmer in West Virginia, the locket from the young mother in Nevada, the photo of two dachshunds in Holmes and Watson costumes from the girl in Boston. I hummed softly as I arranged them on the desk in chronological order, associating each one with the face of the person I had taken. The feeling of power was a little intoxicating— 

The door to my office creaked open. Cash stood in the hall, his attention locked on me. My bathrobe hung on him like a long dress and Pickwick pranced in the loose material at his feet.

I jumped to my feet. “Cash!” I said. “Good to see you awake, buddy.” I looked at my watch and saw it was past noon. “How about some Thanksgiving dinner?”

Cash advanced into the room, his spindly white legs stepping out of the bathrobe that trailed behind him like a royal train. I held my breath as he touched the silver “Don’t Mess with Texas” belt buckle, his nimble fingers exploring the ridges of worn metal. The top edge of the silver oval was shiny where the mechanic used to rub his thumb as a nervous habit. He was one of the ones we had to sedate.

Cash lifted the silver oval from the desk and hefted it in his hand.

“Cash, please put that down,” I said in a voice that was more forceful than I intended.

He replaced the buckle exactly where he had found it. His face resumed the back and forth searching pattern.

I guided him out of the room, locking the office door behind me to ensure he would not disturb my collection again.

• • •

While Cash changed back into his freshly washed clothes, I heated up some food. Looking over the table, I was pretty proud of myself for the meal I had pulled together. It was good to share Thanksgiving with someone, I decided. Maybe Cash should stay with me permanently. 

Cash sat down in his chair and I cut him some chicken and spooned green beans and potatoes onto his plate. Pickwick jumped up onto the adjacent seat, so I fixed a plate of chicken for the cat as well and sat back to watch both of them eat.

My phone rang, Smith’s ring tone, the one that bypassed the silent setting and never went to voice mail. It kept ringing.

“Happy Thanksgiving, Mr. Smith,” I said, still watching the boy and the cat enjoy their chicken.

Smith ignored my greeting. “I need you to bring the boy back to the warehouse.”

Cash was navigating his teeth around one of the drumsticks. “Why?”

“It’s not the mother we want. It’s the boy.”

“What?” I stood up and left the room, automatically dropping my voice to a whisper. “What do you mean, you want the boy?”

“This is not a discussion, Matt,” Smith replied. “Bring him in. Now.”

“But he’s—”

Smith hung up. I jammed the phone into my pocket. 

“Hey, Cash,” I called. “How’s about we take a car ride before we have pumpkin pie?” 

The urgency of the situation left me rattled and breathless. I tried to tamp down the feeling that Smith was cheating me of what was rightfully mine. Just get the boy back to Renee, I told myself. You can find another trophy.

I ran out to the driveway to warm up the car. When I returned, Pickwick was in Cash’s arms.

“He wunts ta’ com wi’ us.” The boy’s soft, twangy voice seemed out of place in my flagstone foyer.

These were the first words he had uttered while in my custody, and I smiled in spite of myself. “Sure,” I said.

Cash whispered into the big cat’s gray fur and Pickwick responded with a slow blink of his amber eyes.

Traffic was light and most of the ice had melted off the roads, so we made good time to the warehouse. Cash cocked his head when the overhead door rattled but said nothing.

I pulled into the garage and let the door close behind us before I shut off the car engine. The only sound in the car was the rhythmic rustle of Cash’s sleeve as he ran his hand along the cat’s spine and went back for another pass.

Renee was waiting for us, wearing a dark teal suit under her white lab coat. As usual, her name tag was flipped over and tucked into the breast pocket of the coat. She smiled at me, making a “come here” motion with her hand.

Cash unbuckled his seatbelt. As he opened his door, Pickwick leaped onto the floor of the garage. “Pickwick,” I called.

“It’s okay.” Renee laughed. She had her back to the door, holding it open. The cat ran past her into the hallway. Cash moved toward Renee’s voice, his hand trailing along the side of the car. Renee guided him through the door. “C’mon, Cash. Your mother is waiting for you.”

She turned back to me. In all the time I had worked for Smith, Renee and I had never been completely alone. She appraised me with her cool, hazel eyes, a slight smile playing on the corners of her mouth.

“Happy Thanksgiving,” I said when we were face to face.

She smelled faintly of spice, like pumpkin pie, and her smile broadened. She touched my arm, and left her hand there. “If you want your cat back, you’d better go get him.”

I squeezed by her. The heavy door clanged shut behind me.

The hallway reminded me faintly of a nice doctor’s office. Deep blue Berber carpet ran the length of the passage, which terminated in a pair of heavy steel doors that looked like the entrance to a bank vault. Most of the dozen or so offices that lined the hall were open and a man wearing owlish spectacles poked his head out of an opening. Renee waved to him and pointed to Cash, who was heading in his direction. The man stepped into the hall to intercept the boy. He wore a white lab coat over a shirt and tie. His name tag showed his first name in large bold letters with the last name in smaller font underneath. I could see his first name was Henry, but was too far away to see his last name.

Renee took my arm. The move surprised me, but I thought back to the look we had shared at the door. “C’mon,” she said, “I’ll give you the nickel tour while you’re here.” Her grip tightened.

Up ahead of us, Henry guided Cash into one of the open doorways, Pickwick trailing closely behind. Henry stayed in the hall.

Renee matched my steps. We moved in unison up to the room where Cash and the cat had gone. Emma Worthy was holding her son tightly. She looked rested and clean, but a bitter smile twisted across her face when saw me.

“Gu’bye, May-at,” Cash said, pronouncing my name with two syllables.

“Good-bye, Cash,” I said. Out of the corner of my eye, I could feel the heat from his mother’s glare. 

“We’ll just leave you two alone until it’s time,” Renee said. She pulled the door closed.

“Ol’ man gonna git ya,” Emma called. She and her son began to laugh.

Renee drew me further down the hall. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself,” she said. “As soon as Emma found out what we were doing here, she offered up the boy without a qualm. Told us it was the boy’s idea.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know what it is you do here, Renee.”

We were almost to the heavy double doors. “Well,” she said, “then you, my dear, are in for a rare treat.” She had an excited lilt in her voice and she leaned over to give me a quick kiss on the cheek before she moved to the security station on the wall. She swiped her ID badge, then gave a retina scan and finally punched in a passcode. The heavy doors swung open.

I could tell the room was large by the way our footsteps echoed on the cement floor. A single light hung over the entrance, making it hard to see into the darkness beyond. By shading my eyes, I could make out four rows of dim green lights, arranged like seats in an auditorium.

Renee pulled me toward a stairwell. Her fingers slid easily between mine, and I half-listened to her as we climbed up two flights of steps.

“For a long time we thought the next era of computing was artificial intelligence,” she said.

She reached the top of the steps and pulled open a door marked Control Room. The lights came on automatically, revealing a room of sleek control panels.

“The subjects you brought us were outliers, genius of a single mental task. We thought if we could mimic their neural patterns we could develop an AI that would have the capability of a human being, but the capacity of a computer. Think about it, Matt—the ability to analyze patterns in hundreds of thousands of communications in the blink of an eye, classify as many star clusters as we can find in an instant, see the human genome in a whole new light . . .”

The room was tiered, and we climbed upward as she talked. As she spoke, her eyes grew bright and she clutched my hand even tighter. She reached the top level of the room, which held a single curved console. She sat in the padded chair.

“Then we realized we were coming at the problem backwards. We changed the question: if we can’t make a computer more like a human, can we make a human brain more like a computer?” She faced forward and swept her hands out before her in a wide arc.

“Behold,” she whispered in a tone of reverence. “The greatest supercomputer in the history of mankind.”

She touched a button and the lighted console showed up as a bright rectangle in Renee’s beautiful hazel eyes.“With Cash here, the project is almost complete. Just one more step, the most important step. The step that ties everyone together.” 

“What step is that, Renee?” My throat was dry.

She gave my arm a playful slap. “You, silly. You unify the collection. Look, they’re waiting for you.” She nodded toward the front of the room. 

I turned to face the windows. The pods were arranged like seats in an auditorium, each one a gleaming base of stainless steel covered by a dome of clear plastic. The naked bodies inside were festooned with wires and tubes, and their shaved heads were covered by clear plastic, like a swimmer’s cap, glowing a ghostly green.

Their eyes were open. Every single one of them was looking up at me.

Two pods sat empty, the plastic domes flipped up. One was outfitted to handle a scrawny boy of twelve and the other labeled “Rogers.”

I turned away from the accusing eyes of the people I had collected. Renee’s smile broadened, and my eyes fell to the badge hanging from the breast pocket of her lab coat. The piece of plastic, always so carefully tucked away, said “Renee” in large bold letters.

Just under that, in smaller font, it read “Oldman.”
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I wanted you to understand from the beginning that my goal in all of this was not for Rare to die. I won’t say that the thought hadn’t come to my mind many times, but that wasn’t what I was after. What I was after was so much less complicated than all of that.

The police, as could be expected, were no help in this regard. Not that I ever asked them how they would feel about me going after Rare on my own. Soon after the telephone call that told me my husband was gone, I realized that if I was going to seek revenge for his death it would mean diverting attention away from myself. A revenge where I wound up in a cage myself, in the end, was no kind of revenge at all. It wasn’t what my husband would have wanted, and it sure as hell wasn’t what I wanted. Rare had already taken so much away from me, he wasn’t about to take my freedom too.

In the beginning, all I could think about was speed. I was consumed with the notion that the swifter my revenge was, the more satisfying it would feel. It’s for this reason I initially sought a metahuman to help me in my goals.

They weren’t as easy to find back in those days. Lots of people were afraid of them, mostly because the ones with ill intents found themselves on the world news every night. It wouldn’t be until later that the majority of the supposedly ‘good’ metahumans of the world showed themselves in the cold light of day.

I kept my eyes and ears open though, and eventually, I found one that I thought would be willing to take up my cause. There was little special about him, other than his being a metahuman and having proven that he was willing to kill. He had yet to give himself a moniker, and the news media found him too uninteresting to foist one on him. But he had killed.

It had happened during a street fair. A small-minded new meta had hit it up hoping to win himself a few easy prizes ‘testing his strength’ at one of those carnival games with the big mallets. What he didn’t realize was that like everything else at this rinky-dink carnival, the game had been rigged. An argument broke out between the undercover metahuman and the man running the booth. Pushing quickly escalated into fists, which meant the fight had turned deadly for the carny. He was just about to meet his maker when another metahuman appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, blocking the fatal punch before it could land on the carnival worker’s weak chin.

The new metahuman was wearing a crudely thrown together mask that made him look more like a cowboy than a superhero. When the meta looking to win a six-foot-tall stuffed teddy bear refused to stand down, he found himself on the receiving end of a deadly blow from the newly arrived hero.

The meta in the white mask disappeared into the crowd in a blur of speed. The few security cameras that were covering the street barely even caught the deadly exchange, let alone the metahuman’s escape. No one had seen this new metahuman since, and it looked like he’d returned back underground, possibly for good.

But I saw something that no one else had noticed. Something that immediately stood out to me from my waitressing days in college. The makeshift mask wasn’t made from a handkerchief, as many had speculated online. It was much too thick for that. I could tell by the way it moved, or rather didn’t move. It was too stiff. The result of too much starch used when washing it. And the white of it, even on the grainy black and white security footage, seemed too bright to be a handkerchief. It practically popped off the screen.

It was plain as day to me that the mask was in actuality a restaurant napkin. At first, I thought this might have meant that the metahuman had been eating nearby when the fight broke out, but then I noticed his shoes. Thick, black and clunky, they were the type of sneaker someone wears when they’re going to be on their feet all day. The type of sneaker a waiter would wear, for example.

I waited until noon, when all of the restaurants would be open for lunch, then I started my search. I was in and out of most places quickly. Catching sight of a red napkin resting on a table meant I had the wrong place and I didn’t waste time asking questions of the staff.

The fifth restaurant was where I finally found white napkins. I told the hostess I needed a table for one and she found me a seat in an out of the way booth on the other side of the empty restaurant. I didn’t even notice the type of food they served before walking in. Once seated, I unfurled the napkin in front of me and brought it up to my mouth, pretending to wipe it. Really I was testing to see if it was large enough to wrap around my head easily in a pinch.

It was.

“Welcome, my name is Robert and I’ll be your server this afternoon. Can I get you started with something to drink?”

The waiter had appeared out of nowhere and there wasn’t enough time to discretely hide what I was doing, but that turned out to be a stroke of luck. Robert wasn’t very good at hiding his expressions and his surprise at what I was doing with the cloth immediately confirmed for me that he was who I was looking for.

“I think I’ll be fine with just water, Robert. Can I ask you: were you working here yesterday?”

“Umm, I’ll be right back with that water for you.”

The avoidance of the innocent question confirmed everything that I needed to know about Robert. When he returned with my glass of tap water he nervously glanced around the empty restaurant. Except for the hostess stationed near the front door, we were the only two in the dining area.

“Here you go,” he said with forced cheer. He set the glass down and turned with the intention of quickly retreating back into the safety of the kitchen.

“The reason why I ask, Robert,” I said as though the conversation hadn’t been interrupted by his departure, “is because there was someone who looked very much like you at the street fair the other day.”

Robert laughed nervously.

“I wish I had time for something like that. I was stuck here working all day, unfortunately.”

“Sit down, Robert.”

I was beginning to lose patience with him. I needed him for his speed and strength, not his ability to unconvincingly tell a lie.

“I really should—“

“The restaurant is empty, and I’m not asking.”

Robert quickly glanced over his shoulder before sliding into the booth across from me.

“I’m not looking for any trouble, okay. I don’t want to be like one of the others, the ones out there flying around wearing tights and everything. I just want to live my life and be left alone.”

“I can sympathize with that, Robert. I really can. That was all I wanted before my husband was murdered.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“That’s good, because there’s something you can do to help me make it right.”

Robert started to slide back out of the booth.

“Sit. Down.”

He did as he was told, but was now beginning to look visibly nervous. He was scared of me, which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing in this situation.

“I’m not looking for a hero, and I’m not looking for a freebie, okay? I have a very particular need and very little time. What I do have, and can offer to you, is money. You like money, don’t you Robert?”

He didn’t respond, so I continued.

“The metahuman who took my husband’s life is named Rare.”

“Rare? The magnet guy? Isn’t he supposed to be a hero or something?” Robert asked.

“Or something,” I replied, “he wasn’t acting very heroically when he dropped the roof of a bank building on my husband’s head.”

“Why did he do that?”

“It was an accident, but one that he hasn’t apologized for yet. That’s where you come in.”

“Look, I’m not sure what kind of revenge scheme you’re trying to cook up here, but like I said, I’m just not the guy you’re looking for.”

“I’m not looking for revenge. I know that nothing will bring my husband back. I understand that this is the kind of reality we live in now, and nothing I can do will change that. Nothing I can do will prevent other needless deaths at the hands of metahumans. Revenge is impossible, all I want is an apology.”

“What does that mean?”

“Rare was responsible for the death of my husband. I want to hear him admit to that and express remorse. That’s all. It’s a simple action that will help me find closure.”

“How would I be able to make him do something like that?”

“You can’t. That’s not what I’m asking you to do. I’m just asking you to bring me to him.”

“What? How would I know where he is? Just because I’m a…” he lowered his voice, “metahuman or whatever, doesn’t mean we all know where each other live.”

I could tell that I almost had him on the hook. Now it was important not to press too hard, play up the notion that this would be easy for him.

“You don’t know where he is, neither do I or anyone else. But he will pop up again, that I’m sure of. And when he does, I need to be there. I need to confront him. That’s where I need your help. Not to find him, or to fight him, I just need you to bring me to him.”

“I’m not quite sure I understand. Like I said already, I have no idea where he is.”

I had to remind myself to not let my frustration through. He’s not who I was angry at. That person was Rare. Right now, Robert is displaying the exact qualities that I sought him out for in the first place. Namely, being easy to coerce and not all that bright.

“You won’t have to know where he is, Robert. The media will take care of that. He’s a hero, after all, like you said. They’ll get a live truck out to wherever he shows up next in no time. When they do, I just need you to use your abilities to get me there quickly, before he’s able to disappear back into the wind. For this, you’ll be paid handsomely.”

Robert quickly glanced back at the hostess station to make sure that the restaurant was still empty and that no one had noticed his taking a seat across the table from a customer. He leaned in slightly.

“How much are we talking here?”

Now I’ve got him.

“Name your price.”

Robert was taken aback by this and took a moment to consider. Even still he answered too quickly, not even taking a moment to fully mull over his prospective payday.

“Five thousand dollars,” he blurted out.

I had to keep my own eagerness in check to prevent myself from making the same negotiating mistake that Robert just had. I glanced off into the distance, feigning contemplation, before returning my gaze to Robert.

“Fine. You’ve got a deal. Half now, half when it’s all over.”

My purse was on my lap, where I quickly counted twenty-five one hundred dollar bills out of a large wad of cash that I held carefully to prevent Robert from seeing. No need to let him know that I was prepared to offer him a much bigger payday. 

I placed the bills inside a small envelope and slid it across the table into Robert’s waiting hands. He quickly stuffed the envelope into his pocket, struggling to make it fit. His nervousness was beginning to give way to the excitement that comes with a pocketful of cash. I closed my bag and gathered my jacket. No need to stay here any longer than necessary. It’d only increase the chances of someone seeing the two of us together. Even a place this shabby can’t be empty all day.

• • •

The next few days were nerve-wracking for me. I had to keep reminding myself to have patience. Rare will pop up again, I know it. It’s just a matter of time.

I spent my days checking the police scanners and finding excuses to keep myself near Robert’s restaurant night and day. Even though he could retrieve me quickly when the time comes, I felt more confident in getting to Rare in time if I was near.

And then, one day, it finally happened. A bank robbery on the other side of the city. Far, but still easily within running distance for Robert. I was sitting in a coffee shop near his restaurant when I heard the news. I didn’t even bother to call his phone, even though that would’ve been faster. Instead, I sprinted toward the restaurant. I hoped that when I entered, Robert knew what was happening already and would be ready to go, but I didn’t count on it.

When I burst through the front doors of the restaurant, it was obvious that Robert was completely oblivious. The money spent on a small police scanner that he could keep with him throughout the day had been a waste. He was on his way to drop off a tray of ice waters when he saw me. His eyes nearly bulged out of his head when he saw the expression on my face.

He tried to gesture for me to give him a second to finish what he was in the middle of, but I ignored it. Instead, I grabbed him by the black button-down and pulled him toward the restaurant’s front door without a word on my end. The glasses of water shattered onto the floor in the middle of the restaurant. All eyes were on us, but my eyes were firmly on the door.

Outside, on the sidewalk, Robert tried to protest, upset that I’d caused such a scene.

I didn’t care.

I jumped onto his back and threw my arms around his neck.

“First National. 48th and Main. Go!” I shouted into his ear.

The logistics of how he was meant to carry me to the bank at supersonic speed weren’t discussed, but from my research, this seemed like the only way to pull it off on such short notice. I’d considered a harness or strap of some kind, but that would have just added more complexity that I didn’t have time for.

The metabands appeared around Robert’s wrists with a thought, and he brought them together to activate. An instant later, we were off running. The world melted into a dull blur. Buildings blended together to form a continuous gray tunnel. We were going too fast for me to know where we were, or if we were even heading in the right direction. I had to rely completely on Robert. It was the only part of my plan that I had to cede control of, if only temporarily.

It was a distance of seven miles, but it was mostly a straight line heading due east. I knew we were facing east when I jumped on Robert’s back, so I can only hope that we were still going in the right direction.

Suddenly, the world snapped back into focus and I felt the strong urge to vomit. We stopped.

I released my grip from around Robert’s neck and fought the disorientation to take in my surroundings. We were indoors, having apparently pushed through a door. Considering the speed we were just traveling at, I doubted the door still existed in one piece. The ceilings were low, and the walls blank and sterile.

“Is this the right place?” Robert asked me.

I turned to look at what was behind me and immediately knew for sure that we were in the right place.

Through a series of open doors, I could see a man on the floor, seemingly unconscious. He was next to a large, black duffle bag that was overflowing with cash. Standing over him was the metahuman I was looking for.

“Rare,” I shouted. He turned to look at me. It was him.

He had a smirk on his face.

“Sorry, the day has already been saved here,” he said to us. I was confused until I realized that he must assume we were also metahuman do-gooders.

“I’m not here to stop anybody,” I replied, “I’m here to talk…with you.”

Rare nonchalantly kicked the duffle bag of cash back into the vault from which it presumably came.

“I’m not speaking with reporters right now,” Rare said as he stepped over the bank robber he’d dispatched of before we arrived.

“I’m not a reporter.”

“What do you want from me then?” he asked. He seemed genuinely confused and maybe even a little bit frightened.

Good, I thought.

“I want an apology from you,” I said, trying to keep my tone as even as possible.

“An apology?”

“Yes. For killing my husband.”

He paused for a moment, then put it all together.

“He was the victim at Central Bank.”

“Yes, he was. And you killed him.”

“I’m sorry, you’re going to have to speak with the police about that. I’ve already given my statement.”

He tried to walk past us to leave the bank.

“I had a feeling that you would feel that way, that’s why I brought this,” I said, holding up a cassette tape that I’d been keeping in my purse.

“And what’s that supposed to be?” he asked.

“Evidence. Proof.”

“Of what, exactly?”

“Of who you are. Who you really are, that is. Your so-called secret identity. You didn’t think your first display of heroics through all the way before you performed them, did you? You left evidence. Evidence that shows who you really are.”

Rare’s eyes lost focus for a moment. He was running through the first time in his mind.

“That’s not possible, the robbers had knocked out the electricity to the building. All of the cameras were offline before I even stepped foot into that place.”

“But you returned the next day, didn’t you? And you weren’t wearing this get-up that you have on now. You returned to the scene of the crime to make sure you didn’t leave any evidence behind. It was just a matter of going through all of those tapes and finding the person who seemed a little too interested in the placement of the security cameras. When you know what to look for, it’s almost comical how obvious you are on the tape.”

“And I’m supposed to believe that tape in your hands is the only copy in the world, right?”

“You can believe anything you’d like, but you have my word that this is the only tape. And it’s yours, if you just apologize. Maybe I’m lying and I’ve already sent a copy of the tape to the authorities, but maybe I’m not, and you can avoid going away for a long time just by saying two little words: I’m sorry.”

Rare thought about it for a second before thrusting his hand toward me and using his powers to rip the cassette tape from my possession. It sailed through the hallway in an instant, snapping into Rare’s waiting hand.

“I think you’re probably lying, lady, but on the off chance that you’re not, I probably shouldn’t be leaving evidence about who I am just lying around.”

“All I want is to hear you say that you’re sorry for killing my husband.”

“I didn’t kill your husband, not on purpose at least. Look, I’ll talk with you. But I can’t do it here.”

“I’ve already met with you on your terms. Now you’re going to meet with me on mine. 324, 17th Street. My apartment number is 2701. Tonight, at midnight. If you don’t show, I’ll find you again, and the next time, you won’t be able to dictate the terms again.”

• • •

I’d worried that I would spend the entire rest of my day nervously pacing, waiting for Rare. But I didn’t. I spent the rest of the evening in a state of calm. It would be over tonight. One way or another, tonight there was finally going to be some resolution. Some sense of closure. I knew it.

I almost didn’t hear the tapping on the glass at first. The second time I heard it, I would have dismissed it as the wind if I hadn’t been waiting for a metahuman. I exited the kitchen and walked across the foyer to the living area. On a clear night, you could see clear across the river and into the next state through the ten-foot-tall, floor-to-ceiling windows. It cost a lot for that kind of view, I knew because I watched my husband work himself into the ground to buy it. He’d gone gray in his twenties from eighteen-hour work days, but on Sunday nights, when we’d settle into the couch and look out those windows on the world twenty-seven stories below, it all seemed worth it.

Now that was being blocked, ruined by a jerk in spandex floating in between the window and my view of the rest of the world. He rapped his knuckles against the window pane again, even though he saw that I was already on my way. I reached for the latch that held the window locked and pulled it in, disabling the safety mechanism that prevented the window from opening fully, lest anyone try to use it to take the easy way out. You can probably figure out why I’d already broken it earlier in the week.

“Sorry, I would have taken the elevator but this tends to be easier,” he said as he floated into my living room without waiting to be invited.

My blood was boiling. Everything about the way he entered the room reeked of ego. He thinks the rules of humanity no longer applied to him. Common courtesy, manners, they were all dropped in order to emphasize to me just how powerful he was, to remind me that he was different.

“I don’t have much time, but I thought it was important to speak with you,” he said.

I crossed my arms and waited for him to continue. I have no problem leaving him hanging for the next part of the conversation. He was momentarily flustered, obviously not being used to not being fawned all over. This is the man that killed my husband, and he was telling me that he didn’t have time to speak with me. My blood went from boiling to vaporized.

“I just wanted to say that it’s extremely unfortunate that your husband is no longer with us.”

“He’s no longer with us because you killed him.” There was silence from Rare. “You do know that, don’t you? Or has your own public relations team convinced you too?”

Rare exhaled, thought carefully about his next words.

“Look, I wish I could say more. I really do. But it’s just not smart for me to. I’m a big target. I’m not saying this about you, you’re obviously well off…” He scanned around the room, gesturing to the view and high-end entertainment system against the far wall.

“So you think because I’m rich I don’t deserve closure?”

“No, no, not at all. Of course not. I just mean that…you don’t have the same motivation to litigate that others might.”

“Litigate? You’re afraid of a lawsuit?”

“My line of work…it’s complicated. There aren’t a lot of rules or best practices for what I do. I just try to do my best, but I need to look out for myself too.”

“And your best, sometimes that’s killing innocent people?”

“No, of course not.”

“So you’re telling me that you didn’t kill my husband, that it was someone else?”

“No, yes, I mean…”

My patience was nonexistent.

“I don’t care about your job, I don’t care about your powers and I don’t care about court. All I care about, all I’ve ever cared about in this ugly world was my husband, and because of your actions he’s gone—“

“I never inten—“ he began to interrupt.

“No, you’re going to listen to someone else for a change, and I’m going to finish. My husband didn’t deserve to die, and he especially didn’t deserve to have his name dragged through the mud just to cover up your mistake.”

“I didn’t say that he did, and if it were up to me that would have never happened.”

“If it were up to you? You’re telling me that you can fly through the air, control metal with your mind, but you aren’t powerful enough to own up to your actions?”

He was quiet again. My words had finally pierced through. Just barely, but it was something. An opening.

“Can I offer you something to drink?” I asked him, already turning toward the kitchen. “I just made a pot of coffee. I hadn’t been able to sleep much lately anyway, might as well lean into it.”

This managed to catch him off guard and he mustered a smile.

“Sure, I’d love a cup.”

I returned a moment later with the cups in my hands. Rare was walking around the living area, admiring the artwork hanging on our walls.

“Harry picked all of this out. I don’t know the first thing about art, but he studied it in his undergrad. Said it helped him to relax.”

He took the cup of coffee with an appreciative nod.

“Why did you tell the media that my husband was working with the robbers? Why did you let them report that my husband was an accomplice on the inside?”

The question caught him off guard and he nearly choked on his coffee, which wouldn’t do at all.

“I didn’t tell the media that. In fact, I didn’t tell them anything.”

“And you didn’t correct them either. That’s the whole point. I don’t care what they reported. They weren’t there. They don’t know. But you were there. You do know. And you did nothing to correct the misinformation that spread about my husband.”

“To be honest, I don’t know much about anything that happened. It was all very quick, but if you tell me that he was a good man and had nothing to do with any of this then I’ll take your word for it.”

“And issue a statement correcting how my husband died?”

Rare turned his back to me and moved back toward the window. For a moment I thought he was about to leave, but he didn’t. He began speaking again, now with his back to me.

“It’s just not that simple. I feel bad that your husband died, I truly do, but you have to understand the kinds of constraints that I’m under. If I inject myself into the story then I open myself up to all kinds of—“

“You didn’t inject yourself into the story when you crashed through the roof?”

“What I do isn’t easy, and it sure isn’t clean. No one tells you that when you decide to become a hero.”

He was losing his patience now. He was not used to having to defend his actions to someone like me, someone with no powers.

“You’re no hero,” I said.

“Excuse me?”

He put his coffee mug down on the end table. I glanced over at it and noticed that he’d already drunk half.

“I said you’re not a hero. You’re a metahuman, yeah, sure, but you’re not a hero. A hero takes responsibility for their actions. A hero doesn’t just do whatever is easiest. And they don’t put themselves above innocent people.”

“It must be nice to think that way. It eats me up inside that I can’t just say whatever I want, whenever I want. That’s the kind of responsibility that I didn’t know I was signing up for when I started doing this, but it’s an aspect of the job that I can’t change. I’m not sure what else I can offer to you.”

“All I’ve ever wanted was an apology,” I said, determined not to let my voice crack.

“I’m sorry that your husband died.”

“You killed him. He died as a result of your actions.”

“Dozens of people were saved that day as a result of my actions.”

“I understand why my husband died. I’ll even allow for the fact that I wasn’t there and couldn’t ever possibly know exactly what happened, but that doesn’t change the hole in my life, and it doesn’t change that you’re the one responsible for it.”

“So what is this then? Do you have cameras hidden somewhere? Are you recording me right now, hoping that you can guilt me into apologizing and sue me later, or leak the tape to the press to destroy me? Is that why you’re going through this whole charade?”

“There’s no surveillance camera. I don’t have any interest in exposing you for the fraud you are. I’m not the one looking for attention. I just want to hear you take the blame and apologize. That’s all.”

Rare turned back to me, his face red with suppressed anger.

“Well, you’re not going to get that. Have a good evening. Thank you for the coffee.”

He turned back to the open window and lifted into the air, gliding into the night sky.

I watched him as he soared over the nearby skyscrapers and toward the horizon. He was only a blip in the sky when I saw him lose altitude. Just a hundred feet or so at first, before recovering and then faltering again. He slowed and seemed to be looking for a nearby rooftop to land on. Before he could find one he stalled in the air and fell to the ground far below, out of sight. A second after he was out of my view, I heard a muted crash from far away, followed by the sound of car alarms in the distance.

With any luck, he wasn’t dead before he hit the pavement, although that certainly finished the job.

I took a few steps back from the window and toward the end table where he’d left his half-empty coffee cup. As the sound of sirens grew in the distance, I took the cup of coffee and threw its contents out the window, onto the street below. I closed the window and locked it.

It wasn’t the apology I wanted, but it was closure, and sometimes that’ll have to do.
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Day 1

Maybe I should call it day 15, which is closer to the truth, but 15 has never been a good number for me. Besides, I didn’t have this garage-sale laptop until this morning, which means Day 1 is appropriate. So this is how I’m starting it. And if I’m the one writing it down, telling the truth of what’s going on, then who’s to say I’m wrong?

This is kinda weird, I guess, but I’ve always liked to write. Never had much to say before, but if I were a reporter, this would probably win a Pulitzer. Or something. If we had Internet maybe I’d post it to a blog . . . eventually. After it’s over, I guess it would be safe.

So it’s been 15 days since I found out that Zach Hochberg has superpowers. How long has he had them? Your guess is as good as mine. When something this big happens, most people would tell their best friend. If you’re reading this, maybe you’re scratching your head now. Especially if you know Zach and me. We used to do everything together, for as long as I can remember. I guess, though, that when you find yourself basically invulnerable and able to fly, and you become the most selfish person I can think of (worse than Lex Luthor!), then you don’t tell your former best buddy. Because I was always Batman to his Superman. We’ve actually had conversations about what we’d do if we got superpowers, and we were like, “Dude, we’d be Power Man and Iron Fist.” Super friends through and through. I guess it doesn’t work that way when just one of us evolves into the most powerful teen on earth.

Back to 15 for a minute. That’s how old I was when my father walked away from us. Us being me and mom. I want it written here, for the record, in case I do post this and he reads it. Nice technique at fathering, wouldn’t you say? It’s been close to two years now. I’m 17 and still riding a bike, because we can’t afford a car. He drove away in the only one we owned. Mom rides the bus for both of her jobs. Cleaning houses in the morning and scrubbing office building toilets at night. Great legacy, dad.

We never had much money when you were here, but at least we had a car. And snail-slitheringly slow Internet service, but we had it. Not anymore. Mom sold the computer. She told me to go to the library if I need one for school assignments. Do I need to tell you how much that sucks? 

Yet not everything is a negative. Today is Saturday, and I rode my bike around for a while, thinking about Zach and how to fix the problem, and that’s when I saw it. A beat-up old HP laptop at a garage sale. I pulled two dollars out of my jeans and handed it over as fast as I could. The lady seemed a little embarrassed when she took a look at me (Come on, ripped jeans used to be a thing, right? And who has the time to buy new sneakers these days? They’re falling apart, but they get me where I’m going.), so she said she was just about to mark it down to half price and gave me back a dollar. I took it. I mean, I’m not proud. Why should I be?

The laptop works good enough for me to write this blog. Who cares that it’s ancient. Anyway, Zach will be heading out soon, and I’m going to try to track his moves. Tomorrow I’ll have time to write more while mom is at church. I can report the latest on my “frenemy” and maybe fill in some of what’s happened over the last couple weeks. If I live.

This is Coby Cook, signing out.




Day 2

Still alive.

It’s good to have someone like you who cares, who actually listens.

OK, so I know I’m not really talking to anyone, but maybe someday, someone will be reading this. And it makes me feel a little better to pretend I’m talking this over with a friend. Because I lost my best friend. I’m just hoping now that Zach doesn’t kill me first. I thought he was going to, last night. Remember when I said I was going to follow him? I did. At least for a while. Then it was him following me.

I biked over to the park across the street from the Hochberg house. Like I said, he lives in the next block, and his stupid sisters are always out front jumping rope and stuff, so I went the long way around to the back entrance of the park, just past the swings. Some big hedges are facing the street, so I laid down my bike and hid there. Man, was it boring. Zach has three sisters. The oldest, Lydia, is 15, Katie is 12, and Alisa is 11 now. They were sitting on the porch, yakking away nonstop about boys for about three hours it seemed, and my legs started cramping up as much as my brain from the stupid talk. Finally, their mom yelled out the front window to come in and start getting ready for bed. I can’t tell you how long it was until Zach came outside because I’d fallen asleep. The screen door of their house makes a loud creaking noise, which brought me awake. I wiped some drool off the corner of my mouth, watched the direction he headed, then crawled out of the hedges and hopped on my bike.

Zach turned the corner at the end of his block. Going downtown, I figured. Better businesses to knock off compared to this neighborhood. Anyway, he can fly, and pretty fast, too, so I quickly pedaled in pursuit, and when I rounded the corner I crashed right into him. He’d jumped out from behind a van and when my front tire made contact, both my bike and I went flying in opposite directions. 

Before he gave me the chance to lick my wounds, he picked me up with one hand and set me on my feet.

“You need to stop following me.”

Just like that. No “Hi Coby, sorry we don’t hang out anymore,” or “Hey, sorry I forgot to tell you that I’ve developed superhuman strength now.”

I’m not a tough guy at all, and I’ll be the first to tell you I felt so groggy that I wanted to be back under the big hedge, asleep with drool on my face. When the street light above us started buzzing, I almost jumped out of my shoes. I could have folded right then, but instead I took a deep breath and got to the point.

“When were you going to tell me?” I felt sorta brave when I said it. There was attitude behind my words. But when I saw the look in his eyes, I realized I’d made a mistake. He didn’t say anything, though. He just kept penetrating my brain with his eyes.

A car turned the corner and Zach broke eye contact because of the glare from the headlights, so I took the opportunity to go move my bike. Not that it would do any good as a getaway vehicle from crazy Zach, but I didn’t want the car to hit it. Because I’m a good guy, unlike him.

“I don’t get it,” I said when I pushed my bike over to the side of the road where he was now standing. “I mean, we actually talked about what we’d do if we got powers and stuff. I thought we were like Captain America and Spider-Man, battling the forces of evil, but you’re more like Darkseid.”

Sometimes when you’ve been friends forever, you know how to strike a nerve, and at that moment I’m fairly certain that’s what happened. I could be wrong, but I thought I read shame on his face. He looked down at his shoes and fidgeted a bit, and I thought I’d brought him back from the abyss.

Then he raised his head and peered into my eyes with a super-villain stare. “Yeah. We said stuff like that when we were twelve.”

It felt like the temperature dropped a couple dozen degrees, and I backed up a few steps.

“You know how much money I’ve brought home over the last couple weeks?” I knew he didn’t expect me to answer so I sat down on the curb. Whenever we have a serious conversation we sit down and talk it out.

“Listen,” Zach said, getting a little fidgety. I waited for him to go on, and it seemed like forever. If he still felt uncomfortable from what I said, that was a good thing, right?

“You want a piece of the pie, or what?”

Even before it was out of his mouth, my gut told me he’d make me an offer. My mom sure could use the money. Everyone in this neighborhood could use the money. I had to think, and when I’m under pressure, I get nervous and sometimes get a little too sarcastic. “So are you turning all Robin Hood on us now? Steal from the rich and give to the poor?”

He got ticked off and started walking away. 

“Wait Zach, it’s not that I don’t appreciate the gesture, but you need to stop before you or somebody else gets hurt.”

Walking backwards now, Zach spat on the street and shook his head. “I can’t get hurt, Coby. Someone shot me a couple nights ago, but the bullet didn’t penetrate. Nothing can stop me.” He pulled a ski mask out of his pocket, slipped it over his head, turned around, and leaped into the air. 

In seconds I was on my bike and zooming down the street as fast as I could go, trying to keep up. 

“I’ll tell everyone who you are,” I screamed. “I’m gonna go call the police because you have to be stopped.” Dogs started barking and a couple porch lights came on, and before I could blink, my bike was ten feet below me and we were soaring past the trees. I closed my eyes, figuring he’d toss me into the street, and I’d die or get paralyzed or something. 

I don’t know how long we flew like that, but I knew if we didn’t stop soon I’d vomit, and I made sure to tell him. Then we landed and I sank to my knees, trying to pull my heart back into my chest. When I opened my eyes I couldn’t see much. There was one weak lightbulb on the side of a brick building, and I could tell we were on some old concrete parking lot, with lots of cracks and spray painted symbols all over it.

“You tell anyone, and there’ll be plenty more of this,” Zach said, pulling me to my feet and slapping my stomach. Well, it looked like a slap, but he has super strength now, and it knocked the wind—and probably my spleen—right out of me. Then he started flicking his fingers on my arms and legs. I couldn’t believe how painful it felt, and at the time, no kidding, I sort of wanted to die and just get it over with. “Don’t forget to keep your mouth shut, or next time will be so much worse,” he said, then flew away.

This is Coby Cook, signing out.




Day 3

The worst part about getting home last night was figuring out where Zach left me. Besides it being so dark there, clouds covered the night sky and I couldn’t even see the moon. Once I recovered enough from the beating Zach gave me, I stood up and found my way out of the parking lot and just started walking along the street. There were no cars, which was spooky enough, but no people, either. My arms broke out in gooseflesh, which actually kind of hurt because of all the finger flicks from that jerk, Hochberg.

When I got to the corner, there was a streetlight and I could read the street sign above me. Maple and 4th Avenue. Ugh. That left me about three miles from home. And every step hurt. It was pretty obvious to me that Zach meant business. Leave him alone, don’t tell anyone, and I wouldn’t get hurt anymore. But that’s not the right thing to do, and if he knows me at all, it won’t surprise him that I’m not giving up my crusade to stop him. At any cost. 

How long did it take me to get home? Probably over an hour, but I didn’t really know. It felt like forever, and a couple times I hid behind parked cars when I saw people. Even though it was Sunday night, and getting late, people were out roaming around. As far as I know there aren’t any gangs around here, but I wasn’t taking chances. And with my body feeling so sore, being a bit of a chicken seemed to be my only option. I tried playing hero earlier, and look where that got me.

When I got home I popped a couple pain pills mom keeps in the medicine cabinet then grabbed a Coke and turned on the TV. I should have just gone to bed, but to be honest I felt a little scared that Zach might decide to come in and finish me off, and I didn’t want to die in my sleep. If my mom had been here, maybe I would have felt differently, but she wouldn’t be home for a while because she got an extra cleaning assignment at some hotel. Something about a weekend convention and needing extra hands. I needed extra hands to help me pound on Zach. But if bullets couldn’t penetrate his skin, what good would punches do?

I didn’t go to school today. My body is just too sore. My muscles are bruised and my bones are aching. I told my mom I felt like I might vomit, which isn’t too far from the truth.

After she left for work, I crawled back in bed and tried to get some sleep. My night was full of tossing and turning, and it didn’t matter if I flipped on my right side or left side or back or stomach, it all hurt. I keep a pile of my favorite comic books on my nightstand and started reading an old issue of Marvel Team-Up I’d found with my dad’s stuff in the basement. You’d think that if Spider-Man and Howard the Duck could fight on the same side, so could Zach and I. But at this point we’re more like Elmer Fudd and Bugs Bunny. Only there’s nothing funny about it. I didn’t want to be depressed so I got up, popped more pain relief pills, grabbed a pack of Pop-Tarts and a can of Coke because it was the easiest breakfast I could think of, and binge-watched Fuller House on Netflix. Don’t judge me. It was the easiest way to get Zach out of my head for a few hours. 

Somewhere along the fifth or sixth episode in, my mind started drifting back to a couple weeks ago. The images on the screen were replaced with…well, you guessed it: the fateful day that the hero makes a shocking discovery that his best friend is a supervillain.

When it happened, it was kind of late, maybe close to 9:30 p.m., and since my mom was working, I biked over to Zach’s so we could hang out for a while. There are five stairs leading up to the Hochberg porch, and as typical, I do a little stutter step and jump to the third step, then spring on to the porch. Zach always did it and I picked it up from him. I thought I heard a noise above me, and I was reminded how for years Zach’s room faced the street, and he’d sneak out his window, walk across the little roof above the porch, and slide down one of the support beams at the corner. One day, when he was around 14 or 15, he came sliding down only to see his mother on the porch, watching him. After that, Lydia and Katie moved into that room, and now the window in Zach’s room is useless because there’s a straight drop onto the concrete driveway, so no more sneaking out at night.

Then I heard the noise again and realized Zach must be opening his window, so I walked over to the edge of the porch, was just about to yell up to him, and he jumped out. My breath caught in my chest and I couldn’t get anything out, because right in front of my eyes my best friend has become Superman and is flying. I mean flying, like above the trees! Okay reader, so you already know he can fly, but the first time I witnessed it, I nearly cried tears of joy. It took me all of two seconds to get my head in the game, jump off the porch, and try to follow on my bike. But he was fast, it was dark, and in just seconds I couldn’t tell you where he went if my life depended on it. Until the next day when I saw in the newspaper that someone broke into a little convenient mart and made off with some cash. The store had security cameras, but they’d been destroyed, and the hard drive they download to turned up missing.

Did I really suspect Zach at that point? Maybe. But maybe he was playing superhero and patrolling the city at night. The crime spree didn’t stop. I waited for Zach to tell me about his powers, but it was like he’d dropped off the face of the earth, at least in our friendship world. No calls, no texts, no emails. He wouldn’t look at me at school. I tried to talk, and he mumbled something about not feeling well, and needed his space. He became a loner. And the stories about the mysterious robberies became a regular thing in the paper. Just small stores, nothing big like a bank. Why, I don’t know. I’m sure he has his reasons.

Okay, it’s getting late, my body still aches, and thinking about Zach gives me a big headache. But one last thing. Revenge is the word that keeps floating around in my head, yet this is bigger than revenge. Now it’s about stopping a dangerous criminal.

This is Coby Cook, signing out.




Day 4

Somehow I made it through classes today, but my body still hurts all over. Zach and I passed each other in the hallway a few times but he wouldn’t look at me. In Mrs. Falconi’s third period English class we sit right next to each other, and Hochberg did his best to make it awkward by scooting his desk away from me. And at an angle. No doubt Mrs. Falconi could tell something was up, but she’s a pretty cool teacher and just let it go.

Zach had to read Hamlet’s soliloquy to the class. You know, that “To be or not to be” speech, and I wondered if he thought about our situation at all. I know I did, especially the part where Hamlet says, “Thus conscience does make cowards of us all,” because right now I am a coward. My bones and muscles ache so much, and Zach barely laid a hand on me. So my conscience is telling me to obey Hochberg and keep my mouth shut. I mean, I don’t have any powers, and while I’m far from stupid, how do I outsmart someone who can easily kill me?

After school I leafed through my mom’s newspaper to see what Zach did last night. A small flower shop had its cash register broken into, and the security footage is conveniently missing. The article said the mayor held a special council meeting and there will be extra police patrols around the clock. Some of the local business owners stated they’d be hiring armed guards, hoping to put a stop to this. 

The whole thing is crazy. Just last month Zach and I were trading comic books and talking about some of the new video games set to launch this year. This isn’t the Zach I’ve known my whole life, so all I can figure is that however he got these powers, it also warped his mind. And speaking of minds, I’m screwed if he has, like, mind reading powers, because the only way I’m going to get him to stop being my nemesis and robbing stores is by coming up with a plan so brilliant that he doesn’t see it coming. Now I just need a plan.

This is Coby Cook, signing out. 




Day 5

What in the world happened to my best friend? I feel like sitting here and crying instead of writing all this down, but that won’t do me any good. I guess I can cry when I’m in bed tonight. All the talk at school today was about the security guard who got tossed out the window at Beltran Pharmacy. Poor guy is in a coma now and the doctors don’t know if he’ll make it. Word is, he lives a little outside of the city and wanted to make some extra money for his family, so he signed up to work late night shifts as part of the plan to stop the robberies. They say he has a wife and three kids. I suppose I could look up the story in the paper, but after what I heard at school, I feel sick to my stomach that Zach did this, and I don’t think I want to know the extra details.

The only good that came out of today was when I bumped into Hochberg in the hall and started thinking, as strongly as I could, that he’s an idiot and his stupidity would be the only part of him that wins in the end. When he didn’t flinch, I tried to project (if that’s the right word) my thoughts that I’d be following him tonight. Again, no response at all. So I guess he can’t read my mind. Which gives me an edge, because when it comes to the two of us, I’ve always been smarter. And now I realize I’m also a much better person than him.

Truth be told, I’m not following him tonight. That’s done, because I’m not sure my body can take another round of his powerful finger flicks, and at this point, I don’t know how far he’d take it if he caught me again. After what he did to that security guard, anything is possible. I just have to face it that he’s evil. Time for a plan. Time for me to be the hero.

This is Coby Cook, signing out.




Day 6

I daydreamed my way through classes today. Only got embarrassed once, when Mr. Laserna, my chemistry teacher, called on me to answer a question. Hearing your name when your mind is somewhere else can bring you back to reality pretty quickly, and as fear of looking stupid coursed through my veins, the fastest way I could think of to avoid his question was to start coughing. And I mean loud, rough coughing. No doubt my face turned all shades of red, and Laserna sent me into the hall to get a drink of water. By the time I returned to the room, the bell rang.

So I know what your question must be. You’re wondering what I was thinking about. Honestly, finding a way to stop Zach should have been the only thing in my head, but as a plan started formulating, I couldn’t help but think back to a couple years ago. Yeah, that’s right. The day my dad walked out on us. 

It happened late at night. Or maybe it was early in the morning. I can’t remember that part so well, but I do remember my parents started arguing just after dinner, and it never seemed to let up. It was a school night, and my mom kept yelling at my dad that he needed to quiet down so I could get enough sleep for school the next day. 

That just made him scream more, and I heard some loud thumps on the walls from my bedroom. I figured they were throwing things around, and I was plenty scared one of them would kill the other. Then I screamed at the top of my lungs for like fifteen seconds, and when I finished, nothing. No more yelling from them. No objects thumping into walls. I hoped it was over for the night, but as it turned out, it was really over for forever, as far as my parents were concerned. 

I found out later that after I screamed, my dad sat on the edge of the bed, and my mom eventually fell asleep. She woke up a few hours later and saw a light on in the hall, and my father was no longer in bed. Turns out he must have waited until we both fell asleep, then got some of his clothes, packed them in an old suitcase, and was headed out the door when my mom found him. That’s when the worst screaming and yelling started. 

Probably everyone in the neighborhood heard it. Dogs started barking, and when I stepped out on the porch I could see several neighbors coming outside to see what was going on.

Getting embarrassed by Mr. Laserna in chemistry doesn’t begin to rank, compared to everyone on the block watching your family implode.

The sky was dark that night. No stars or moon. Why that detail sticks with me, I’ll never know. I heard Mrs. Blackford from across the street say she was going back inside to call the police. Shortly after, my father pulled away in his old Saturn Vue. That was the last time I saw him.

Mom and I went back inside, and we were both crying. She said something about having to be at work in a few hours, and how she didn’t want me going to school that day or being alone, but with dad gone she couldn’t afford to stay home. It was just the two of us crying and talking like that for maybe all of five minutes when the doorbell rings and it’s Mrs. Hochberg.

“Charlene, I…” was all my mom could get out before Zach’s mom stepped inside and wrapped my mom in a big, gentle hug. Mom started crying one of those hitching sort of cries that makes your body shake, and Mrs. Hochberg held her all the tighter.

Between tears, my mom started explaining about having to go to work and not wanting me to be alone and before I knew it, I was getting dressed to go spend the day at her house, and she would be keeping Zach home from school, too, because, “You two are best friends, and this is what best friends are for.”

It might have been the best-worst day of my life. Does that even make sense?

“I’m making you boys pancakes for breakfast, my special meatball and Provolone pizza for lunch, and your favorite dessert, apple pie,” Mrs. Hochberg told me on the way to her house. “I’m not sure what’s for dinner yet, but you and Zach will be so busy watching your favorite super hero movies that you probably won’t care.”

I felt embarrassed, not from her generosity, but because I couldn’t stop crying after she said it. Why should someone be so nice to me? When Zach’s dad left a few years before this, I don’t think I said two words to her. And as far as I knew, my mom hadn’t, either. 

Maybe Zach can’t read minds, but it seemed like his mother could on that day. She put her arm around me as we turned up their little sidewalk leading to the porch. “I’ve been at this place before, Cody. So has Zach and the girls. We know what you need. We love you and want to help you through this.”

The day seemed nearly perfect, all things considered. Zach and I watched old Superman, Batman, X-Men, and Spider-Man movies between meals, and promised each other to watch more over the weekend. After dinner (which ended up being fantastic, homemade tacos), when Mrs. Hochberg was slicing the pie, Katie came running into the kitchen and bumped into Alisa, who in turn stumbled into her mother. The knife accidentally give Zach’s mom a nasty slash on her left index finger, and a lot of blood got on a couple pieces of pie. I have to hand it to Mrs. Hochberg. Despite all the tears and pleading for forgiveness from her daughters, she didn’t show any anger at all, and after cleaning the blood off her hand and deciding stitches wouldn’t be necessary, she calmed everyone down. It was pretty amazing, and I think Mrs. Hochberg may have saved me that day. I’m not really sure how, but she was there for me, even when things went wrong for her. Even now she still tells me the scar on her finger was worth it to give me a “best-worst day.” That’s right. Zach’s mom is the one who said it first.

Still, no matter how many pieces of delicious pizza and apple pie you get to eat, the day your father walks out of your life is tough, but Mrs. Hochberg and Zach (and even his sisters) helped me get through it. They showed me such love, and except for Zach, still do. That’s why the cost of my plan to stop Zach is going to be so freaking hard.

This is Coby Cook, signing out.




Day 7

I have a plan. Maybe it’s not the best plan, but it’s all I’ve got. Will it be easy? No. But anything worthwhile often calls for hard work and sacrifice. My mom will be involved, too. There’s no other way. I ran it through my head, like 50 times today. It’s all for the best. I’m going to hide out under the tree in the park across from the Hochberg house tonight and wait for Zach to go off on another robbery spree. Maybe tomorrow it will all be over. 

This is Coby Cook, signing out.




Day 8

Things went well last night. Mrs. Hochberg and the girls seemed very surprised to find out that Zach is the ski-masked criminal, and when I informed them he’d been injured and was hiding out in the Valley National Park, they couldn’t pile into their old SUV fast enough.

The park entry had a chain across the road, and we had to leave the car there. The girls brought flashlights and soon we were walking on a trail, heading towards the river.

“And how did you find out Zach is hiding here?” Mrs. Hochberg asked, her voice dry and nervous. 

I’d planned my story out and fed her a line about Zach flying up to my bedroom window, telling me he didn’t want to go home in case the police were able to figure out who he was, because in his struggle tonight his ski mask got ripped off his face.

“You’ve always been such a good friend to Zach, Coby. To all of us, actually.” 

“Well…” and that’s all I said. I mean, I had a job ahead of me, and that’s the sort of thing I didn’t want to hear at a time like that.

“Hey,” I said, “we still have a ways to go, and I’ve got some water bottles in my bookbag.” I gave a bottle to Lydia, and to Katie, and to Alisa. And one last bottle to Mrs. Hochberg. It was that easy.

Later that night after my mom got home from work (actually, it was about 2 a.m. because mom had to clean a big floor of some office building), I gave her a nice cold glass of water.

This is Coby Cook, signing out.




Day 9

First thing I did the next morning, after drinking a couple cups of coffee (I didn’t get much sleep, I was so busy!), I biked up to Zach’s house. After about two straight minutes of knocking he finally opened the door. He looked terrible.

“Not sleeping well these days? Guilty conscience, perhaps?”

He turned around and shouted up the stairs. “Mom, why didn’t you get the door?”

Here we go, I thought, and stepped into the house, shutting the door behind me.

“She’s not here, Zach.”

A blank stare zeroed in on my face, and then his eyes started opening wider. Now he seemed to be waking up.

“What did you do?” he looked a little frantic at this point, and I have to admit I enjoyed it. “Lydia,” he shouted. “I swear…Katie?”

Afraid he’d react too quickly and I wouldn’t be able to put the rest of my plan into action, I couldn’t wait any longer. “Zach, if you ever want to see your family again, you won’t lay a finger on me.”

“What?” he shouted, and I think the house actually moved. Just a little. 

He started reaching for me and I shoved a small box at him. He looked at me with such disdain at that moment, without even opening it. When he did, there wasn’t any anger. Just tears. Lots of them.

“What did you do? How could you?

Inside the little box was a finger. With a scar on it. I’m not sure if he understood the irony behind it, but no matter.

“I want you to surrender yourself to the police, and tell them just what you’ve been up to. Your reign of terror has come to an end. That is, if you ever want to see your family again. If you touch me, I won’t feed them. Seriously. Think about it. I’m the only one who knows where they are. Their fate is in your hands. And don’t think you’re going to get some leverage on me by zipping out of here and taking my mom. She’s with your family. Face it, Zach. I hold all the cards. Now go to the police.”

He looked like he wanted to knock me into the next state, but he wasn’t that dumb. So instead he spat on me and it knocked me on my butt. It hurt more than you can imagine.

“I’m not going to the police, you idiot! I’ll find them, and then you’ll wish you’d never been born.” He ran to the front door, smashing into it and knocking pieces into the street, then flew in the direction of my house.

The thing is, I couldn’t be sure how he’d react to all of this. And I should have known he wouldn’t turn himself in. After all, he’s a supervillain. I picked up the box Zach dropped. Somehow the finger hadn’t fallen out. Concentrating on the scar for a moment, I considered just how kind Mrs. Hochberg had always been to me.

Everything I’d need, my laptop, some water bottles, and beef jerky, were in my bookbag. I got back on my bike and pedaled a couple more blocks north and then two streets west, where I’d left Mrs. Hochberg’s SUV. I wasn’t a very experienced driver, but I just needed to get as far as the bus station.

That’s where I am now, on a bus, headed towards Alabama. This is where I’d be even if Zach turned himself in. Because if he did, and the police got involved, things could get messy on my end. Maybe I didn’t think this through as well as I should have. But heroes like me make sacrifices all the time, don’t they? 

This is Coby Cook, signing out.

• • •

The man powered down the battered old laptop. Energy of any kind was hard to come by, and he needed enough power for one more entry. Besides, it was difficult to see it now through all his tears. How many times had he read it from the beginning? How many times had he tried to figure out who to blame? At this point, he guessed it didn’t really matter.

Yet despite all the years he’d spent lying to himself, he knew the truth. How many cities destroyed because of him? How many wars started because of him? How many millions dead because of him? No one wanted to shoulder a burden of that magnitude. But he was the catalyst that unleashed the storm known as Zach Hochberg.

He crawled out of the rubble underneath the old Hockey arena and started walking. The raggedy clothes he wore were dirty and hung poorly from his skeletal frame, but no one was there to see him, so what did it matter? When was the last time he’d eaten? Two or three days ago, probably. At least he’d found some water in the city and was able to keep his three canteens filled. He used some of the water to shave, then he trimmed his hair as best he could. In a side pocket of his bookbag he kept an old folding mirror, and on rare occasions he’d pull it out and remind himself of what his life had become.

Sometimes it was hard to remember why he currently lived under a collapsed hockey arena, but figured his poor memory had something to do with a lack of certain vitamins and nutrients in his diet. Then he’d power up his laptop if he found a working energy source or had any batteries with juice in them (sometimes he’d find an old working generator and fully charge his four batteries), and it all came flooding back when he started reading his entry at Day 1.

He turned around for a last look at home-sweet-home. He’d hidden in many places like this over the years, and didn’t feel sentimental in the least. Maybe he was hesitating, just a little, about what was coming next. He sighed and trudged on.

Had he ever been to a hockey game before? Hard to remember. Sports, movies, the financial industry, and even churches, as far as he knew, hadn’t existed for about two decades. All he tried to do was the right thing. But stopping Zach at any cost turned out to be far more expensive then he could have imagined. After the finger incident, it occurred to him there was no way out of it. So he left town and went into hiding. And that’s when things went bad, fast. Zach, no longer caring about wearing a ski mask, escalated his crimes, but this time not to steal petty cash. The media reported about the super-powered being who was terrorizing cities, ripping apart buildings, fighting back against anyone and anything that got in his way. No one could figure out what he wanted. But Coby new.

It had to be about twelve years now since he last saw Zach face-to-face. And the first time since the finger. He was on a bicycle, traveling south at the time through Georgia. All he had were the clothes he was wearing and his laptop in a bookbag. He hadn’t seen anyone else for at least two days, and no cars on the road, but by then, he probably hadn’t seen any working cars in a couple years. 

Out of nowhere the ground next to him seemed to explode and he was tumbling across the median, bits of gravel biting into his palms. Zach. Standing triumphant on the highway, the concrete at his feet transformed into a giant spiderweb of cracks.

“It’s the Bringer of Blight himself. That’s what they call you, you know. It’s your supervillain name. I suppose this is where you tear me to shreds?”

Zach gave him a vacant look, almost as if he didn’t realize it was Coby.

The man brushed his hands off on his shirt, got to his feet, and walked over to his former best friend. “Just do it. I’m tired of running.”

“You never had my mother and sisters hidden somewhere, did you?”

Coby looked defiantly into the monster’s eyes. Because of Zach’s desperation and rage to find his family, his path of destruction became unstoppable, crossing borders, and even continents. For humankind, life on earth became a daily struggle to survive.

“Answer me,” Zach said. He didn’t shout it or look threatening or flick Coby with his fingers. He almost sounded disinterested, which frightened Coby more than anything else.

“Okay.” Coby had to look away for a moment and gather his thoughts…what he assumed would be his last thoughts. But he was the hero, the good guy, so he needed to look Zach in the eye once more. “It was the only way to have any power over you, to make you stop before you killed someone or committed a crime so big that the freaking Army would be coming after you.” Zach continued gazing back at him with no change in his expression. “There was no way I’d be able to hide them all and feed them, because you’d just follow me and get them back. Then I wouldn’t have any leverage. So I killed them. The night before I gave you the finger, literally. Your mother and sisters and my mother too. It didn’t bother me as much as you might think, because someone had to be the good guy and find a way to stop you, and like a true hero, I was willing to do whatever it took, at any cost, to put a stop to you.”

Tears were welling in Zach’s eyes and Coby realized that his nemesis might actually have some real human feelings left in his bones. 

“I never stole much, just enough to help my family,” Zach said, his voice hitching a little, and Coby thought he might break down right in front of him. “Mom was getting behind on the bills, and I found an easy way to help out. I never would have let it go too far if you’d have just left us alone.” 

Zach’s face was red and wet, and Coby started feeling embarrassed for this horrible man who’d changed life on earth forever.

“But you did go too far. You put a man in a coma.”

“You’re no better than me, Coby Cook. You’re a murderer. You’re probably sicker than me.”

But Coby knew this wasn’t true. Zach’s the real monster, he told himself. Coby was Batman to Zach’s Joker.

“Staying alive is the best way for you to pay for your share of the sins we committed,” Zach said, then jumped into the sky and flew out of sight before Coby could blink.

Funny how that chance meeting so many years ago came to mind now. He hadn’t seen or even heard anything about Zach since that day. Then again, it wasn’t like he could turn on cable news or look it up on the internet. 

With a few more steps he entered the shadow of the largest remaining building in Chicago. How it was still standing, he couldn’t figure, but he was thankful it was there. More than likely there wouldn’t be any power for the elevator, but walking up the stairs would be cathartic.

The ascent turned out to be more difficult than he thought it would be. Several times he sat to rest, and it didn’t take long before he’d finished off the water in his canteen. Sixteen more flights to the roof. And then one last journal entry to write.

• • •

Day 7316

Perhaps the loneliness is the worst part.

I haven’t seen another human being for close to three years now. Early on, when I first went on the run and it was kind of exciting, people were everywhere. I blended in as best I could, moving from city to city, trying to avoid Zach. I never felt lonely during the first couple years. But when Zach stepped it up and tore apart cities, states, and even countries in the search for his family, people went into hiding. Farmers didn’t work their fields, crops started dying out, and hence Zach’s supervillain name, the Bringer of Blight.

The guy could fly anywhere he wanted, and so fast. But the attacks were completely random. One moment he’d be in Delaware, moving at lightning speed, pulling apart buildings with his bare hands, and the next hour he’d be sighted in some other country, across the Atlantic, doing the same. I’m not so sure that Zach thought I had the resources to move his mother and sisters out of the country, though. My best guess is that he was so enraged with me he’d just fly for a while, land, and start destroying whatever was in front of him. 

Is Zach Hochberg still alive? Does it really matter anymore? But if he’s dead, I can’t begin to guess how he died, because military forces around the world hit him with their most powerful non-nuclear weapons and didn’t so much as scratch him.

Nearly finished now. My battery is getting low and I’m tired. Tired of writing, tired of running, tired of always being hungry. And most of all tired of remembering when I reread this stupid journal. But I have a confession to make. I’ve always been jealous that Zach can fly. Sure, I was afraid the one time he grabbed me and flew me across town, but that was on his terms. A bad guy isn’t supposed to be granted powers like that. It should have been me…it should have been me. So as I sit and write these words on the roof of the tallest building I could find, I’m going to let you in on one last secret. Now it’s my turn to fly. On my terms.

This is Coby Cook, signing out.


A Word From Ed Gosney




I fell in love with superheroes when I watched Batman and Robin battling the forces of evil in the mid- to late-Sixties. It was fun, exciting, and campy, but for a young boy, it was everything I needed. Then Saturday morning brought Super Friends to my TV, along with after school reruns of Spider-Man and other Marvel cartoons that didn’t have very good animation, but had great opening theme songs. Ultimately, the glamour of television superheroes led me to little mom and pop stores that had racks of comic books you could buy with pocket change.

Years passed, and while I wasn’t always loyal to comic books, they were always loyal to me, available whenever I needed to escape from the rigors of this world. Then one fateful day I found myself surrounded by mountains of white boxes full of comic books, and knew I had to stop, so I went cold turkey for eight years. Sadly, I had to eliminate a large part my collection, and while not an easy thing to do, my family needed room to breathe. 

But like a supervillain who gets locked up and keeps breaking out of prison, the allure of comic books is too tempting to resist. Once again, I’m buying comic books. I’m choosier, mostly purchasing back issues to help complete runs of the comics I loved so much as a kid. Along with that, I also read a lot of digital comics on my tablet. There are both economic and storage advantages to going digital, and I’ve been enjoying it very much. 

These days, I share my love of comics through a weekly blog I post on my website called “Cool Comics in My Collection.” You can find it at www.edgosney.com. While visiting, consider signing up for my newsletter so that you don’t miss out on freebies and updates on my fiction. You can also find all my books and stories on Amazon, and feel free to reach out to me via email at edgosney62@gmail.com.
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October 5, 2083

Alcatraz Island

Marty Garrett, formerly known as the supervillain, Graviton, floated in silence in his anti-gravity chamber deep beneath the island. Fifteen years he’d been here. No human contact, no music, nothing. His food was sent down from a retractable tile in the roof, and a vacuum port served as a toilet. There was no bed. He simply closed his eyes and floated until the demons ceased long enough to let him drift to sleep.

How does a man spend fifteen years in silence with only his thoughts to keep him company? How does he justify his actions in his mind and fight the demons of his past?

He doesn’t.

For fifteen years, Marty Garrett had thought back on the carnage he unleashed in his youth. In 2068, his crusade of arrogance met its end. The hero, Dark Matter flew to San Francisco to put an end to Graviton’s reign of terror. After a grueling battle on the Golden Gate Bridge, Dark Matter neutralized Graviton’s gravity manipulation and forced him into submission. The government ensured that Graviton would spend the rest of his life in complete isolation without the use of his powers.

Over the years, Marty had come to grips with his actions. I won’t say that he found religion, or even that he had a change of heart, but the demons inside had tortured him for so long that he decided they had a point: He was a wicked man, and he had earned the hell he was living in. When he closed his eyes at night, he saw their faces. Everyone who’d lost their life when he tried to build his empire on the West Coast. The old man in Cupertino. The widow from San Andreas. The little girl from Mendocino County. There were hundreds more, and he had memorized every detail of their faces before they died. They haunted him with every passing day, and he convinced himself that if he had to do it over, he would have taken a different path.

The wall to Marty’s right suddenly opened to reveal a long hallway. A ramp stretched out of the darkness and into the chamber, with a team of six men in metal suits on the ramp armed with energy weapons. The leader stepped forward and addressed the prisoner.

“Martin James Garrett. I am General Arthur Smith of the New American Marine Corps. By order of the President, you are to be released from your cell to pursue a threat to national security. Failure to comply will result in your immediate execution by the firing squad gathered behind me. Should you succeed in your mission, you will be granted your freedom and an estate on the Mars colony. Do you understand?”

Marty floated a moment before breaking his silence. “I’m assuming this threat is too big for the military to handle?”

“A super-powered menace by the name of Luxor has been carving a path to Las Vegas. All attempts to subdue him have failed.”

“You are aware that I’m a supervillain, right? I leveled most of San Francisco. Why don’t you call one of the Nobles, like Dark Matter?”

“Dark Matter was defeated on Mercury in a confrontation with the Sun Warriors ten years ago. The Nobles have disbanded and now the common man must resist.”

Marty smirked.

“You’re afraid, aren’t you? Why else would your president order my freedom? What does Luxor have that scares you all so much?”

“The United States of New America does not fear terrorists.”

“Yet you come to me for help? Surely you all must realize how this could backfire. You fear me, General, even in this cell that strips me of my power. You know what I am capable of. You dreaded coming here the moment the President gave his order. That’s why you come here with your armed guards. You are afraid, yes, but you are desperate. That’s the only reason why you’re here.”

General Smith did not respond. His heart skipped a beat for a second, only a second, and Marty watched the blood drain from his face. 

“I ask again, what does this Luxor have over you that frightens you so?”

“Absolute power over light and energy. He’s taken half of the West Coast already. Everything from Seattle to San Francisco is completely dark. If he crosses the Rockies, the rest of the country will surely follow.”

“Thank you. Explain his powers to me.”

“His power set seems to rely upon a cloak he wears. This cloak appears to be made of the light he steals from any energy source he finds. Street lamps, headlights, even cell phone flashlights fuel his power. He has complete control over the light his cloak gathers, manipulating light waves in ways we have never seen before. The cloak allows him to fly, blind his enemies, and unleash devastating heat attacks.”

“Do we know his weaknesses?”

“As of now, it would appear he has none. When we shoot bullets, he melts them. When we fire fission blasts, he absorbs them. We’ve thrown everything we know how to throw at him, and he just laughs in our faces.”

Marty closed his eyes. The young girl from Andersville zipped across his mind. Alright, alright. I’ll go. “Why me?”

Smith stood a little straighter, as if regaining his courage. “If it were up to me, you’d stay down here. I’d put our nation’s safety in the hands of capable, honorable men. Unfortunately, Luxor has far more power than New America’s military might, and every Super on the planet is gone. All but Luxor and you.”

The blood in Marty’s veins ran ice cold. “All of them? I…how?”

“Once Dark Matter died, the Nobles disbanded. Those that didn’t die in various skirmishes around the planet took the fight to the Sun Warriors. During the Mercury War, every Super alive, even the ones with criminal records, sacrificed themselves to annihilate Mercury and drive back the Sun Warriors. Earth dodged a bullet, but an entire superhuman race was lost.”

A moment of silence passed. “So it really is just me then.”

“I’m afraid so.”

Marty thought back to his youth, back to the days when he and his allies ruled California with an iron grip. Shockwave, Lightbeam, Thundercrack, all of them. Gone. And what was their legacy? Who would remember them? The demons, maybe. “I’ll do it. I’ll take this kid down. But you and your superiors need to understand that I’m doing this so I can sleep at night. That’s it.”

“To be honest, I don’t care why you do it. I just want to see this punk brought down. Besides, he specifically asked to fight you.”

“He what?”

Smith took a tablet out of the suit’s shell and turned it on. “This video was sent to the Pentagon two days ago following an assault on a diner in Mendocino County. One more reason the President ordered your release.”

Marty hovered down to the ramp and took the tablet. On screen was a young man, freckled, dressed in a cheap white outfit. “Good lord, he really is just a kid.”

“Just watch the video.”

Marty hit the play button. The video was low quality, but clear enough to show the utter devastation the young man had caused.

“Citizens of New America: I am your God, Luxor! Too long have you lived in darkness. As your savior, I will usher you all into a time of enlightenment and warmth as my Children of Light. But before this happens, the False God must die. I call upon you to release the heretic, Graviton. Have him meet me in Las Vegas, where I shall end him and wipe away his legacy. Once I have dealt with him, I will conquer all of New America and lead you, my children, into a new era of prosperity. You have three days to bring him to me, or I fly to Washington and raze your capital. Do not keep me waiting.” The video ended as a heat wave rippled through the small town, incinerating the diner and other nearby buildings.

Marty handed the tablet back to the general. “Alright. Let’s go to Vegas.”

• • •

October 3, 2083

Mendocino County, California

Terry’s Diner in the quiet town of Andersville was exceptionally busy on October 5. The football team, The Andersville Aardvarks, were well on their way to state playoffs, and Terry Gibson was scrambling to keep plates filled and bellies full on that bright Friday afternoon.

“Hey Terry, fix me up one of your jalapeño omelets and a side of hash browns,” Bill Harris grumbled as he tried to fit his girth on the stool at the counter.

“No problem, Bill.” Terry was a patient man, well into his fifties, if not more. A picture of his granddaughter hung above the grill where all the magic happened for the hungry folks of Andersville.

Bill unfolded his newspaper as the waitress filled his coffee and hustled around the diner to serve the other customers. “Can’t believe they still got him.”

“What’s that?” Terry asked, flipping the omelet.

“The gravity freak. Fifteen years they’ve had him. Must be a record for these superfreaks.”

Terry slid Bill his omelet, then looked at the headline. 




FIFTEEN YEAR ANNIVERSARY OF GRAVITON CAPTURE




Terry shook his head and poured himself a water. “I remember that day. Nearly leveled San Francisco until Dark Matter came in and held him in that vacuum bubble.”

“Two hundred dead, another hundred injured. Millions in damages, and half of that’s thanks to that hotshot coming in to ‘neutralize’ him.”

“I don’t think Dark Matter meant harm. Just doin’ what he had to do. Shame he went and got himself killed.”

“If you ask me, the world’s better without the whole lot of ’em. Back when I was a kid, you had normal folks and that was it. You had a grudge with somebody, you took them behind the gym and then shook hands. No lasers from the face or stretchy-arm nonsense. No, we had to go and drop A-bombs on the Middle East and play God like there wouldn’t be any consequence. Aw, don’t look at me like that, you know as well as I do that we did this to ourselves.”

Terry shrugged. It was true that the increase of superhuman activity over the past fifty years was linked to atomic warfare between the U.S. and the Middle East. While most of the Eastern Seaboard had suffered heavy losses, the Middle East had suffered far worse. Those who didn’t die in the blasts were exposed to long-term radiation. Most died soon after, but those who didn’t started showing strange symptoms. The first case was reported out of New Manhattan, ten years after New York was nuked. A woman was running down an alley, trying to escape a group of muggers. She came to a chain link fence at the end of the alley and jumped. The only problem was that she didn’t land until she was three miles away. She landed down in a city park and stunned those gathered into silence, then reverence. The world was never the same.

“They’re not all bad.” Terry said.

“How can you say that? After what you’ve lost, I should think you’d be more bitter.”

“It was a long time ago, Bill. I’ve done my grieving, hating, and crying. Holding a grudge won’t bring Mel back. I won’t die with bitterness in my heart.”

Bill sipped his coffee and shrugged. “I reckon you’re a better man than I am.” Terry nodded, then went back to scrubbing the grill.

The flash of light burst into the diner through the glass window, blinding everyone sitting near it. Bill, old and frail, fell from his stool. Customers screamed and panicked while Terry tried to make sense of the confusion. Another light wave came, then another, and another. A massive strobe light, brighter than the sun, poured through the window. Terry hid his face with his hand, praying for it to stop.

The lights stopped. The diner went quiet with fear and shock, and Terry stood from behind the bar, searching for the source of the danger.

A young man, freckled, with a white domino mask and leather outfit stood in the doorway. A yellow cloak surrounded him, as if the light itself clothed him.

“People of Andersville, I have just one thing to say. You people really need to lighten up.” The young man swaggered into the diner, past the half blind patrons who were now cowering in their booths. He walked to the counter where Bill’s newspaper sat undisturbed. Terry slowly reached for the gun under the counter.

“Listen here,” Terry said. “I don’t want any trouble. You want money? Here, you can have it. I’ll open the register for you. It’s not much, but you can take it.”

The young man in white looked down at the now unconscious Bill and took his chair. He glanced down at the headline, then up at Terry. “I’m not here for your money. I’m on a quest for enlightenment.”

“Enlightenment?”

“In a very literal sense, yes.” The man in white snapped his fingers and the lights in the diner shut down. The cloak began to glow much brighter now, as if it was feeding off the diner’s energy supply. “I’ve come a long way to seek my fortune, friend. But you see, I’m lacking a certain…I dunno, challenge, I guess. I left Seattle three days ago and drained every last Podunk town of its power. Sure, the local cops shot at me and of course, I laughed when I torched them. It’s all too easy.”

Terry slowly cocked the 10 millimeter. “I’m sorry to hear that. But I’m afraid I’m gonna have to ask you to leave. Bad for business, you see.”

The young man grinned and looked his senior in the eye. “Right. Well, what if I don’t feel like leaving?”

Terry whipped the gun up and fired at the young man, thunder cracking in the hollow diner walls. 

In a split second, the glowing cape engulfed the bullet between the barrel and its master’s face. The bullet glowed red-hot, then melted in place. The gun did the same thing, and Terry howled in pain as his right hand turned to ash up to his elbow. “You shouldn’t have done that, friend. I told you to lighten up, didn’t I?”

The diner’s remaining patrons bolted through the door as the man in white used his cape to throw Terry through the window into the street. The young man strode through the door to stand over his target. “My name is Luxor, and I am the God of Light. You will hear my demand and you will comply.”

Terry, now scraped and bloody, rolled over and stared his attacker in the eye. “What do you want, kid?”

“Tell Graviton to meet me in Las Vegas. I want to see the light leave his eyes when he realizes his power over New America has ended. I will end him, and I will build a brighter future for all who would worship me, my Children of Light!”

Terry stood to his feet and looked down at the super-powered menace in front of him. He couldn’t be more than twenty years old. “And what if I don’t feel like delivering your message?”

Luxor’s eyes changed from blue to red as his temper boiled over. His cape whipped up and across to Terry, smothering him in light and heat. Within seconds, all that remained of the kind old fry cook was a pile of ash. Luxor reached in his pocket and pulled out a phone.

“I told him to lighten up.”

• • •

Graviton stepped out of the holding cell that held him captive for nearly two decades. The warm California sun beamed down on him as he breathed in the salt air. It was a beautiful day.

“I’ve been authorized to give you back your old suit. I’m sure it’s preferable to prison orange,” Smith said, walking to the Apache on the landing pad. 

“I won’t argue with that.” Marty felt the familiar buzz of energy around his hands as his powers slowly returned. A flash of pain arced through his head as his dormant powers awoke. 

Smith stepped into the chopper and pulled out a metal case. He opened it, pulled out a black and silver jumpsuit with gauntlets and boots. “Here you go. You can suit up in the chopper.”

Marty gritted his teeth and took deep breaths until the pain subsided. He stretched out his right hand and the air hummed with power. The suit rose from the case and hovered over to Marty’s outstretched hand. “I’d forgotten how good that feels.”

“Must be nice,” Smith said, unamused.

Marty stepped in the chopper and began to remove the orange jumpsuit. “It has its perks, I suppose.” A minute later, Graviton stepped out of the chopper in his full regalia. “Mostly, it just makes me angry.”

“Why, because you can’t lasso the moon or shoot lasers from your eyes?”

“Because my life has been robbed from me. I’ve spent nearly two decades powerless in a white room.”

“You made the choices that put you there.”

“And I have to live with that. If I hadn’t been born like this, I wouldn’t have to fight these demons.”

“We all have demons. Yours are just different from mine.”

Graviton looked the general in the eye for a long while. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For giving me this chance to die in peace.”

“What do you mean?”

“Goodbye, General.” The ground rumbled and loose gravel hovered above the ground as Graviton’s boots left the earth. “I’ve got a light to dim.”

• • •

October 6, 2083

Las Vegas

Luxor flew down the Vegas Strip, zapping cars and stealing light from the marquees as he went. One by one, casinos and restaurants lost power as Luxor went on his rampage. “Fear not, my children! I punish you because I love you! The age of darkness is nearly done, and the Age of Light will begin!” 

Terror ran amok in the streets as Luxor made his way to the massive pyramid along the Strip. Yes, that pyramid. Atop the Luxor Casino, Luxor hovered and surveyed his latest conquest. Smoke billowed in the sky and car horns filled the air with the sounds of panic, fear, and anger. Yes, Luxor thought, this is a glorious day.

And then he showed up. 

With a great gust of wind and a crack of thunder, Graviton landed beneath the glass pyramid. “You called?”

“Graviton! You’re right on time.” Luxor hovered slowly down the pyramid, that cocky smirk still on his face. “Tell me, what do you think of my kingdom?”

Graviton looked around at the chaos. “Looks like you broke it.”

“Ha! That’s what your narrow mind would think, isn’t it? No, I’m taking the old, dark world and molding it into my image. I must destroy the darkness to bring forth the light.”

“Fantastic. So, you summoned me out of my cozy cell. What do you want?”

Luxor landed in front of Graviton and the golden cape dimmed just enough for his face to be revealed. Luxor was a full foot shorter than his elder, and Graviton could see just how young and raw his opponent was.

Luxor offered his hand. “I’d like you to be my right-hand man. We’re the only Supers left, you and I. Think of what we could do together. I’ve already taken Sin City. All the money, booze, and women you could want are under my control. We can leave right now and march on Washington. You can have your vengeance against those who imprisoned you. Together, we can bring in a new era.”

Graviton looked the boy in the eye, then down at his hand. Fifteen years of pain could be repaid. He could take the money and buy a nice mansion, with beautiful women to warm his bed at night. He could drink away the demons and live the rest of his life in comfort. He had paid his debt to society.

The little girl from Mendocino raced across his mind.

“No. I reject your offer.”

Luxor looked shocked. “But. But you tried to do the same thing. This is your destiny, man. I mean, I’m offering you everything you tried to take and failed at.”

“Look at me, son. Do I look like a man that was fulfilled by this life?” Graviton gestured to the salt-and-pepper hair and beard he sported, matted and greasy; the lines in his face, caused by a life of pain and regret. “Look at me, kid. Remember this face. Turn around and fly away, someplace they can’t find you. Take off the suit and mask. Use your abilities for something that matters, or better yet, don’t use them at all. It’s better that way. Believe me.”

Luxor studied his elder for a moment. Confusion flashed across his face, then pain. Anger quickly followed. “No. I gave you your chance. Join me, or die.”

“Just wait a minute, son, think this through. You don’t have to do thi-”

In an instant, Luxor’s light cape whipped out and blasted Graviton 50 feet down the street. He landed roughly and rolled a few more yards before staggering to his feet. Luxor rose into the air above him. “If you won’t see the light, I’ll force you to! Get up and fight!”

Graviton looked around at the gathering crowd. Curiosity had outweighed panic, and the Strip had become an arena full of spectators. Graviton clenched his fists and focused on the crowd. A hum filled the air as the crowd felt a gentle force pushing them further from the fight. The humming grew louder and the pressure grew. The crowd had no choice but to let the force guide them down the road.

Luxor watched as the gathered throng was ushered away. “You sent them to safety? Why do you care whether they live or die?”

“They’re your ‘disciples,’ aren’t they? Why don’t you care?”

Luxor’s eyes filled with rage. His cape whipped out to engulf Graviton in a heat wave, while Graviton stretched out a hand. The cape narrowed as it approached its mark, then veered to the left. The light beam struck a gas station, which exploded with a crash of thunder. In the distance, the crowd cheered.

We’re too close. I’ll have to draw him out. 

Graviton jumped and took to the sky; Luxor circled him in the air, steadily blasting his enemy with light. Graviton deflected each blast with ease, sending them into the sky and ground.

“Is this all you’ve got? I expected more from you. Or have you simply gone weak with age, old man?” Luxor smirked as he readied another blast. He pulled his hand back to prepare for another blast, then felt his blood run cold when his arm froze in place. His eyes could no longer move. His eyelids wouldn’t budge. His entire body went still as stone, and his lungs felt close to bursting. Graviton had his hand outstretched, holding the young man in complete paralysis. With a downward motion, Graviton sent Luxor crashing to the earth. Dust flew as Luxor smashed into the concrete, and the humming in the air subsided as Graviton landed beside his fallen foe. Luxor lay in the ground, bleeding and bruised.

“I told you not to do this. I gave you a chance.” Graviton looked at the boy beneath him. So much potential lay in that body. So much waste…

Graviton turned to fly away, in some direction—he knew not where. The dust scattered beneath his boots and he hovered a moment in place. Freedom at last. 

The blast struck him in the shoulder and sent him sprawling to the ground, face first. He rolled to his side, the pain in his shoulder blinding him. Above him, Luxor hovered toward him. 

“You can’t kill a god. But you were never a god, were you?” The gleaming cape twisted until it took the shape of a harpoon, poised to strike. “Goodbye, Graviton. Enjoy your Hell.”

• • •

The harpoon darted across the distance between both men. A split second before hitting Graviton, a burst of energy rippled into the air and caused the harpoon to divert to the right by mere inches. Luxor gathered the light to ready another attack, and another energy burst surged through the air. With the force of a thousand hammers, Luxor was sent flying backward into the desert. Graviton struggled to regain his footing, the pain throbbing in his shoulder. He looked at the damage, then realized there would be no more using that arm. A hole the size of his fist left a void in his back and shoulder, the skin seared and muscle charred. The arm hung limply at his side, useless. I have to end this, now. He took to the sky once more and followed his enemy. Five miles away, Luxor was hovering above a sand dune, clearly worse for wear from Graviton’s recent attack. 

“You just won’t die, will you?” Storm clouds gathered overhead, and lightning filled the sky. The golden cape glowed brighter as the storm’s energy grew. 

The wind blew through Graviton’s matted hair. The noise of the storm raged, but it was nothing compared to noise of the demons in his mind. Forgive me, all of you. Please…

Luxor stretched out his arms and pulled the light from the clouds in a dazzling display. The cape shifted from gold to purple, audibly crackling with power. Luxor let out a mad, wild laugh, molding his cape into a massive sword. Graviton raised a shield against the incoming attack. The sword struck once, twice, three times, each strike bouncing off Graviton’s energy shield. He’s gotten stronger. This won’t hold…

Luxor raised his sword high above his head, then sent it crashing down with a boom. Graviton raised his good arm and willed the sword to bounce off his shield. With a flash of light, he fell to the sand below.

“Look at your god! Plead for his mercy before he strikes you down!” Luxor screamed, his eyes now replaced with orbs of violet light.

The wind began to calm. The clouds stopped moving. All sound ceased. Graviton stood, eyes closed. No more pain. No more regret. No more demons.

Luxor fell to the ground as all air was pulled in front of Graviton. The air formed into a ball, spinning and pulling ash and dust into it. The clouds fell from the sky and were sucked into the violent, rolling sphere. The air in the ball turned red, flames erupted, then died. The sand dunes began to pull toward the vacuum force in front of the older man.

Luxor struggled to his feet, his cape extending toward the vacuum. He tried to yell, to scream, to cry. Graviton looked at the boy, saw the confusion and fear etched in his face. No more demons. The vacuum ball grew as it inhaled sand, clouds, and air. Lightning flashed and disappeared as the sphere turned black. Sunlight poured down from the sky and joined the vacuum. The darkness of the sphere grew.

Luxor felt the skin of his fingers stretch, then his arms. His ears pulled toward the black vacuum, then his nose and hair. His eyes lost their shape and bulged from their sockets. His body lost all structure as the vacuum pulled him into the wormhole. For what seemed an eternity, Luxor stretched into the darkness. Within a microsecond, he was gone from the Earth.

The black hole now pulled at Graviton’s beard. This is how it must end. I am ready. His hair pulled, his knees grew weak. Warmth left him. He closed his eyes and, for the first time in nearly twenty years, he smiled. 

The darkness rolled over him. The demons were silenced.


A Word From Ian Garner




I’ve been a fan of comic books for as long as I can remember. As a child, I fell in love with the Spider-Man saga, as well as stories about The Incredible Hulk. When I was a teenager, I found Batman to be my all-time favorite hero. As I grew older, I found myself trying to understand why I loved these characters so much. The one burning question in my mind was, “What makes a hero great?” Is it the costume? The moral code? Is a hero defined by his actions, or do his opponents define his strength? 

I realized then that a hero is only as great as the challenges he faces. Spider-Man is destined to fight The Green Goblin. The Hulk is made stronger by surviving a battle with The Abomination. Batman’s crusade of justice relies on the terrors that The Joker and other villains unleash upon Gotham. In short, the villain makes the hero what he is.

I’ve always been a sucker for a redemption story. To me, there is nothing better than a story where a villain sets aside his vendettas and realizes that he is on the wrong path. “Redemption” is my homage to those stories that I have learned to cherish. Just as Darth Vader sacrifices himself to save Luke, Graviton sacrifices himself to stop Luxor. 

Has Graviton really changed? Did he act out of love for humanity, or was his sacrifice made for selfish reasons? You are now the judge. If you’d like to discuss this topic, feel free to email me at idg12@msstate.edu. If you enjoyed “Redemption,” I invite you to check out some other stories I’ve written at Amazon.com.  

May the Force be with you, happy reading, and God bless.
















[image: Image]







TROUBLESHOOTING

BY HAYLEY STONE


TROUBLESHOOTING

BY HAYLEY STONE




While The Burnt Aspect lay at the bottom of a smoking crater at the intersection of 9th and J Street, his killer stood at its crumbling edge, reciting aloud the recipe for her mother’s chile rellenos. It wasn’t working, though. She wasn’t emerging from the simulation.

“Anytime now,” Green Viper grumbled to herself, and then started over again. “Take five fresh chile peppers and rinse them under cool water…”

Several fighter jets made passes overhead. The sonic boom funneled through the buildings like the tide crashing into shore, rattling her teeth. She thought she heard—but couldn’t be sure because she’d never made it this far before—the sound of tank treads grinding her way. What an unpleasant surprise. In prior attempts, the governor had never managed to mobilize the National Guard this quickly.

Viper swilled acid around in her mouth. “Figures,” she said. “The one time I succeed.” 

She wondered what she’d done differently to alert the-powers-that-be ahead of time, and made a mental note to review once she pulled out.

If.

If she pulled out.

“Hello?” Viper shouted to the sky. “I’m not doing this for my health!”

That was certainly true. By any reasonable estimate, she had mere minutes until the jets rained holy hell down upon her head. Or the tanks came into range. Or, even more probable, some gallina in the army reserves sighted Viper through a scope—molted skin dragging behind her like a cloak, honeycombed by the viridian scales that pushed up through her flesh during moments of high stress; yellow eyes slashed with a dark black pupil—lost his nerve and opened fire.

No lie, this was some real bull.

She was going to die, horribly, because she couldn’t remember if the recipe she’d supplied for the command prompt included queso asadero or queso Chihuahua. It could have been either. Her mother always liked changing things up. Or she had—until a bullet punched through her C1 and C2 vertebrate on her second tour in Afghanistan, practically decapitating her in an instant. It was all very sad, but Viper had moved on. Her family used to call her cold-blooded, first as a joke because her hands and feet were always ice, and then because she didn’t waste time moaning over her dead mamá. After she joined up, suffered the excruciating experiments, hatched, and devoured her competition, her family stopped calling altogether.

She had come across her sister on a news program once a few year ago, debating with some liberal talking-heads over the use of genetically-modified soldiers inside U.S. borders. The news anchors kept trying to get her to condemn N.E.S.T. and Viper, Manic, Gharial and all the rest of Viper’s brood-squad, acting as though they hadn’t praised the project a year prior when the squad liberated a gay concentration camp in Chechnya. Never mind what Viper’s team had been asked to do afterward. Apparently it was okay when the violence was happening far away, to strangers whose expressions the cameras never seemed to capture in anything but hatred. But here at home? At home they were monsters. They were a threat.

But none of that mattered at the moment.

Right now the important thing was figuring out how to pull the ripcord and get out of this nightmare before Viper’s death-to-kill ratio grew any more embarrassing.

Honestly, she should have chosen a simpler command to trigger the callback. This whole thing could have been avoided with two freaking words: ginger snaps. That’d been Manic’s suggestion. But, no. She’d had to get fancy trying to impress Manic’s new IT girl.

Sasha was the only member of N.E.S.T. who hadn’t arrived warped by the military industrial complex. Her normalcy, which Viper initially assumed she would find boring, and her genuine delight in all things pertaining to Disney movies was actually kind of charming. The rellenos recipe had been an invitation, but maybe she’d been too subtle.

“Slit the peppers along the side and fill with queso asadero. In a separate bowl, begin whisking—” was all Viper managed to get out before a sniper’s bullet sent her back to morning.

• • •

Sixty-one of the same damned days later, Viper cornered The Burnt Aspect in the nonfiction aisle of his favorite used bookstore.

He would have been easy to pick out even if Viper hadn’t done this a hundred times before. The Aspect dressed in a shock of white pants and a button-down shirt, the latter’s bright paisley pattern proclaiming an ignorance or otherwise indifference to current fashion trends.

Sunglasses flattened his already short dark hair, and Viper saw herself in their reflection while the Aspect studied the cover of a book on composting. Huh. He has hobbies. The glare from the overhead lights cut her reflection in half, and Viper bared her poison-slick fangs like a child making a face in a mirror seconds before he looked up.

Her expression sprang back to neutral in an instant. She averted her eyes to the shelves.

Por Dios. Had it really come to this?

When his back was to her, out of pettiness she moved to slam him up against the metal gondola. His powers of opposition redirected the kinetic energy right back at her like a bat rebounding off dirt. It was nothing less than she expected and as humiliating as it was to be sent careening into an island of bestsellers, it was still a little satisfying to have at least tried inflicting injury on him. His abilities were truly extraordinary. Too bad the government wanted him dead, and put Viper in the best position to see it happen.

The Aspect politely offered to help her up, but she swatted his hand without thinking. Her own palm immediately hummed with pain. Viper hissed. She knew better than that.

“I’m sorry, have we met?” the Aspect said, furrowing his brows.

In real life, she doubted his manners would hold up, especially once his powers were nullified and his face began to run like butter from her acidic kiss, but the computer operating the simulation didn’t know any better. Usually she answered his question with a lie. No, I don’t think so. Or The President sent me. He needs your help. Please come with me. Or There’s a man outside who says he’s going to blow up the capitol building. Hurry!

But today she was too tired for games, worn out on all the sameness.

Instead she said, “Too many times to count. Want to grab coffee down the street?”

He looked confused. “You just tried to attack me.”

“And I failed. Obviously. So, coffee?”

They walked down to a small café with a generic storefront and unmemorable name, Viper leading the way. An A-frame outside showcased the talented chalk art of one of the employees in the form of an anthropomorphic coffee mug enthusiastically recommending the Drink of the Day. 

Viper tried to ignore the niggling sense of unease she got when faced with something new after months of tedium. Not for the first time she considered the extent the computer had gone to in order to create such a convincing world for her to experiment in, and wondered how hard the system would work to maintain the illusion. If she hopped on a plane, could she reach an entirely new continent populated by strangers? Or would the computer render the same environments wherever she went, recycling the same faces until they all blurred together? If she went too far, would she simply hit an invisible wall as in a video game?

For a moment, Viper struggled to breathe. What if I never find a way out? Over the past few weeks, that fear had grown inside her like a tapeworm. Would she be trapped here with this phony Aspect, forced to live the same day over and over? Would the computer ever release her consciousness—let her die?

“Get whatever you want,” Viper said before they reached the counter, tugging her sleeves down. Dark shiny scales were starting to grow out of the skin along her arms. “It’s on me.”

Viper bought herself a croissant, even though she never felt hungry while in the simulation. Pain, yes. Hunger, thirst, no. She did have to use the restroom from time to time. The computer must have assumed she would take care of her other needs, and limited the realism to the only unavoidable biological function besides blinking and breathing.

The Burnt Aspect ordered a cinnamon dolce latte and blew on it for the first five minutes after they took possession of a small table on the patio. At the six minute mark, Viper finally had to say something. “Why bother? The heat can’t hurt you.”

“You think so?” he replied.

She didn’t care for his tone, the one that implied he knew something she didn’t. “Am I wrong?”

He shrugged. “You seem like a woman who has all the answers. You tell me.”

Everyone and their brother had a theory about The Burnt Aspect, particularly his origins. In California where Viper’s family lived, the media leaned hard on the Roswell angle. There was always someone willing to go on TV and claim they’d seen him escape from Area 51, or visited the inside of his spaceship. He was almost a joke.

Not so west of the Rockies. Many in the country’s breadbasket believed him to be a figure of divine judgment. Cults had sprung up, attracting the same astrologist types who had named him, and an unsurprising number of young people, too. Everywhere Viper went someone was selling merchandise with the Aspect’s stupid face on it, and if she hadn’t stood two feet from the man watching him shrug off acid like it was water, she might have thought he was one huge publicity stunt on the part of some enterprising corporation.

“Some think you’re a god, but I know you can be killed,” Viper answered. “Nothing else matters.”

The Burnt Aspect blew on his coffee again, and then took an experimental sip. “How do you know I can be killed? No one’s managed it so far.”

“In another reality, they have.”

“Who?”

Viper laughed. “Really? I mention an alternate reality, and that’s your question?”

“I’m guessing it’s you, or you’d have answered more directly.” His gaze zeroed in, really focusing on her for the first time, and Viper’s fingers twitched against her leg beneath the table. Hollywood was supposed to be making a movie about the Aspect with Riz Ahmed rumored to be starring in the lead role, and while she could see the resemblance, she doubted any actor could capture the contradictive intensity of the actual man: purpose diluted by pure nonchalance. “What I don’t know is why. Why would you care enough to want me dead?”

The truth was, Viper didn’t.

Of course she’d followed the Aspect’s story like everyone else, but only with the same loose interest she reserved for most celebrities. While waiting in checkout lines, she flipped through tabloids with headlines like “The Burnt Aspect Saves Twenty in Warehouse Blaze!” and “Feeling the Heat? The Burnt Aspect Shares His Tricks for Staying Cool Under Pressure,” but that was about it.

Someone else had made the determination that the Aspect needed to die. Viper could see how he might pose a danger to the sitting president and his congress, if the hero ever decided to reach out to those who worshipped him and incite resistance. But all of that was guesswork. She didn’t know the actual reasons behind the mission. Manic wouldn’t say who had given the order or why, leading Viper to suspect he didn’t actually know, but that wasn’t unusual. Those reborn into the National Embryonic Service and Tankbred were lackeys, foot soldiers, grunts in everything but name. Everything was above their pay grade.

That would change once she killed the Aspect for real. N.E.S.T would collect the government’s gratitude in the form of a significant raise, better benefits, some moderate influence among senators and representatives from the great Southern states—who, she suspected, were pushing this agenda in the hopes of avoiding a religious zeitgeist in the Bible Belt—and Viper would finally be able to afford that trip to Italy she’d been wanting to take for years.

Oh, and maybe they’d make an action figure with her likeness. See Papá try and pry me away from mi manito then. Viper could think of no better vengeance than having her younger brother and a dozen cousins running around, laughing and shoving her into one another’s faces, while the adults sat tight-lipped and pale.

“Well?” the Aspect said, wearing a small foam mustache from his latte. It was actually kind of cute.

“Wipe off your face.” Viper shoved a napkin at him. “You’re not a child. Anyway, I didn’t ask you here to discuss the details of your inevitable demise.”

He smiled. “Inevitable, is it?”

“Yes.”

“Because you’ve done it.”

“Yes. I manufactured my poison into a time-release aerosol and sprayed it into your face. Your body attempted to metabolize the toxin before realizing what it was, too late for your powers to stop it. And for good measure, I set off a bomb that took out half a city block, turning you into a bloody smear in front of the Capitol Building. So, yes. I killed you.”

She hoped the gratuitous description would get a rise out of him, if only because his ease was beginning to annoy her, but he merely set down his drink and tilted his head. “Huh,” he said.

Viper’s fingers twitched again, and she felt her fangs descend into her lip. “What?”

“Did you see my corpse?”

“What kind of stupid question is that?” Of course she had.

“Because what you just described, while exceedingly clever, I’ll grant you, should not have worked.”

“Well, it did.”

“If you say so.”

Viper picked angrily at the croissant she’d ordered, boiling in the silence. She didn’t know what she’d been expecting from this conversation, but it certainly wasn’t this. 

After another moment, the Burnt Aspect pulled out his phone. He finished his drink while peacefully scrolling through what she assumed was some news feed. A Facebook timeline, maybe. Did he even have a Facebook? Who were his friends, if he did? It might be an avenue worth pursuing, something they could exploit, though as far as their research had turned up, he was a loner. No family. No significant others…

“Are you on Reddit?” Viper asked after catching a glance at the screen.

He looked up, appearing startled, as if he’d forgotten she was there.

“Qué pedo!” Viper’s chair screeched as she jerked up from the table. “This was a mistake.”

The Burnt Aspect also rose. Viper wasn’t tall, but they were almost of the same height. Perfectly aligned so that if she wanted to, for example, unhinge her jaw and begin swallowing him whole she could easily start with his head. 

“Wait,” he said, brows knitting together in genuine apology. “I’m sorry. That was rude, wasn’t it? I’ve been told I have a short attention span.” She hesitated, allowing the appeal only because she didn’t have anywhere else to be, and because her sister was the same way. Easily distracted, constantly being pulled from one crisis to the next. “Sometimes the world moves too fast, and this helps me keep it all organized.” He waggled the phone.

Her eyes bugged at what she glimpsed. She gave an audible click with her teeth at the same time she threw her hand up. “You were looking at pictures of corgis just now?!”

He gave her an odd look. “I’m not sure I understand the problem.”

Viper cursed him out in Spanish, drawing the attention of the computer-generated passersby, who she then proceeded to shove out of the way as she escaped her terrible idea. 

In his haste to avoid her, one man slipped off the sidewalk and fell into the path of an oncoming semi. The Burnt Aspect rescued him at the last minute. Instead of drawing new traffic lines in blood, the truck slammed into the Aspect as if he were a bollard. The semi came to such a sudden and complete stop, the rear wheels lifted for a few seconds before crashing back down, sending a concussive wave through the asphalt.

Smoke poured out of the smashed engine block to a soundtrack of screams and cries for someone to call 9-1-1. Viper didn’t stop to see whether the truck driver was okay.

It didn’t matter, either way. None of this was real.

• • •

She spent the next week bloody and alone. Sometimes she got herself killed by accident—sometimes on purpose. Every day began the same as the one before, except now her skin broke open within minutes of gaining consciousness, and her scales itched. Even as she moved around the decent-sized apartment that served as her starting area, the cape of skin that usually dragged behind her in effortless grace instead caught on everything, tearing like cheap fabric.

Viper began talking to the people she passed on her way to the bookstore, the ones she’d always ignored before because of their irrelevance to the story she’d been telling herself. She learned that the woman who lived across from her, and always left at the same time Viper did, was working a job she hated in order to provide for a child she’d been too scared at the time of her pregnancy to admit she didn’t want. The UPS guy who delivered the same three packages to the lobby in the mornings was a terrible flirt. A white-faced pit bull tied to a bike rack in front of the building belonged to a homeless lady who always asked Viper for change to buy her furry companion some food. Viper always gave her the money, except on one really bad day when she spat acid into the woman’s face and stole her dog for the day. It hadn’t made her feel better or worse. The next morning the homeless woman was there again, asking for spare change.

Viper worried about her new habit of getting to know these people. On the one hand, it gave her something to do when she wasn’t trying to kill the Aspect, and it eased the loneliness of being the only living person here. On the other hand, it carried the risk of driving her insane. Eventually she would know all there was to know about them, and once the novelty was gone, what good were they to her then, except as a reminder of her prison?

“I’m sorry, have we met?”

The Aspect watched her with mild concern, like she was a spider he’d suddenly discovered in his kitchen and was trying to decide whether or not to squash.

He had to be the key to all of this. And even if he wasn’t… well. Viper still had to let herself hope. It didn’t hurt that the Aspect was fairly easy on the eyes and radiated a strength Viper wanted to test herself against. She hadn’t forgotten her cute IT dreamgirl, but after being trapped for more than three months, and faced with the real possibility of never getting the hell out of this nightmare, Viper had begun imagining a few ways to enjoy the Aspect’s company that didn’t involve murdering him.

“So let me get this straight,” Viper said over coffee. Again. It was easy to fall into the same patterns here, as in real life. “I could wrap my hands around your throat and squeeze with all my might, and it would do nothing; but a hot latte would burn you?”

He nodded and blew steam off his coffee. “It’s about intent. If you tried attacking me, my powers would rebuff you. They oppose any threat. But my coffee here isn’t trying to hurt me.”

“What if you were hit by a car? The driver obviously doesn’t intend to hurt you, either.”

“That’s more of a gray area. Do I see the car coming?”

Not that Viper knew from experience, but, “Yes.”

“Then I’d simply avoid it.”

“If you do that, it’s going to hit someone else.”

The Aspect set down his drink, resting his hands in his lap. He seemed relaxed, but in an affected way, almost like he was acting. “Fight or flight usually triggers my powers. So in that instance, my body would likely repel the impact of the car. It’s much like what happened in Seattle last month, actually. With the plane on the runway. You heard about that?”

Viper snorted. Now he was just bragging. “Who didn’t? But let me ask you this: why are you so open about all of this? Shouldn’t it be a secret?”

“A secret? Why?”

“Someone could find a workaround. Kill you.” Someone like Viper, who was already trying to think of ways to fool the reflexes of his power.

The Aspect considered it, but ultimately shrugged. “Maybe. Doubt it.”

“Ah, sí?” Viper leaned back with a smile, crossing her arms. “What makes you so sure?”

“Because we’ve had this conversation before, Tiacapan, and you haven’t managed it yet.”

• • •

He knew her name. 

Not the clever moniker she’d slid into as easily as a second skin to divide who she was from the monster her country had made. Her name. It was her mother’s first gift to her, a promise to raise her daughter with strength and dignity. The memory of a dead empire fit between each syllable, full of blood and war. Tiacapan. First-born.

Viper didn’t feel particularly strong or dignified as she jerked away from the table, her pupils contracting to slits, her breath coming short and quick. Around them the city pulsed and thrummed in a mimicry of life. So convincing that for a moment Viper wondered if she had imagined this whole other world where she killed strangers merely on the word and whim of other strangers. Maybe here only Tiacapan existed, with Green Viper the darkness she dreamt of.

Standing up might have been a mistake. Everything felt like it was spinning.

“What did you call me?” Viper said.

The Burnt Aspect pulled out his phone. “You’re confused. This might help clarify things…”

Viper batted the phone out of his hand. It rebounded off a nearby table and clattered to the ground. “Tell me how you know my name. And what you meant when you said we’d had this conversation before.”

His eyes dropped to the phone on the ground. He sighed before retrieving it.

“Is everything all right?” one of the servers asked.

The Aspect waved him off. “Everything’s fine. Just a little disagreement between friends. Thank you.”

“You’re talking nonsense,” Viper hissed when the server had left.

“Will you sit down?” The Aspect glanced around. Everywhere people were staring at them with wary expressions. “You’re drawing attention we don’t exactly need.” Viper continued to stand. “Look. Unless you want to do this all over again tomorrow…”

She anchored her arms on the table, leaning into his face. “Talk.”

The Aspect held her gaze for a long moment, then relented. “Fine. We’ll do things your way. Like always.”

Using her hand, Viper pantomimed pointless chattering.

“Mature,” he said, then heaved another sigh. “But I suppose fair. I’ll make this as simple for you to understand as possible. It should be obvious to you by now that you’re not the only one trapped in this aggravating simulation. Before you try and disagree with me, consider this: how would I know this is a simulation in the first place unless you yourself told me in a previous conversation?”

Viper opened and closed her mouth. She slowly sank back into her chair. “Go on.”

“Right, so the way I figure it, the computer is running us both from separate locations.”

“Wait,” Viper interrupted. “We’d have to have already caught you in order to connect your consciousness to the scenario…” The Burnt Aspect tapped the side of his nose. Bingo. Viper swore. “Why wouldn’t they have told me before sending me in here?”

“Maybe they worried about your resolve. This way, I could appear and behave as myself, while never threatening your assumption that I wasn’t real. It’s one thing to kill unfeeling pixels; it’s far more challenging when you know you’re inflicting harm on a living, breathing person. Tell me I’m wrong.”

Viper peeled some molting flesh from her arm and flicked it onto the ground. “Challenging doesn’t mean impossible.”

“Aren’t you a cold one,” the Aspect murmured, unimpressed. He adjusted the cuffs on his paisley sleeve, almost as if he were mocking her. “If you’re done trying to intimidate me, we can—”

“There’s another possibility,” Viper countered. “N.E.S.T. didn’t have you when I began the scenario. How long have you been here?” What she really wanted to know was, how many times have I died to a computer? How many times have you killed me?

She could tell he hadn’t considered this possibility, because he hesitated before answering. “I’m… not sure, actually. A month, perhaps? How long have—”

“126 days.”

Hearing a hero revered by some as a god himself take a different deity’s name in vain was strangely satisfying. 

“I see you’ve been keeping count,” he said dryly, a light blush creeping up over the collar of his shirt. His entire manner shifted, genuine sorrow bringing down the corners of his mouth. Viper had to look away at the risk of feeling pitied. “I’m sorry it’s taken this long to speak openly. I should have said something sooner, but I wanted to get a better sense of who you are. It’s not often you get the opportunity to study your own murderer beforehand.”

“For what it’s worth, I’ve only managed it once, you know,” she said sullenly, without knowing why. It was almost like she wanted him to feel better. Which was ridículo. The Burnt Aspect was her sworn enemy. Well. The enemy of someone with enough money to power the engines of this whole endeavor.

The Aspect shook his head. “I don’t think so. If you had, we’d both be free already.”

“You couldn’t have survived what I did to you.”

“Either that’s true and neither of us are ever leaving this simulation. Or.” He flagged down the server and asked for more creamer. “You failed, I was still alive when you reset, and we still have a chance of getting out of here if we work together.”

“You mean, if I kill you.”

The server came back with the creamer. The Aspect steadily poured it into his mug, clouding his dark bitter drink with light. “Yes.”

“Can you feel pain?”

The Aspect nodded and held up the coffee, as if to say remember?

And still he was willing to give up his life. 

Even knowing what she did, Viper hadn’t yet conceived of a way to successfully bypass his powers, but she couldn’t imagine it would be a painless thing. Death rarely is. But the death of a hero? Never. If her experience on the streets of Sacramento were anything to go by, it might even demand her sacrificing herself, too. Blood for blood. Maybe her mamá had known something she didn’t when she named her.

“They have us torturing one another,” Viper whispered. If she spoke any louder, she feared he would hear the rage in her voice. Or worse—the doubt. Part of her would enjoy killing him, of course, the way she might enjoy solving a very intricate puzzle or beating a difficult level in a video game. But once the adrenaline and the bestial satisfaction burned off, she knew she would return to the cold stiff creature her father always said she was—and wouldn’t it be nice to prove him wrong for once? 

Until this moment, she hadn’t realized how half-sick of shadows she was. How desperate for sunlight and warmth and the relief of doing the right thing.

The Aspect looked at her with eyes the color of open sky, though his expression was caged by worry. “I don’t think that was their intention, but that’s the reality, yes.”

“Then let’s change our reality,” Viper said, “and then change theirs.”

• • •

“…until cheese has melted. Once the outside is golden brown, serve,” Viper said, after watching the last of The Burnt Aspect’s air bubbles pop against the murky blue surface of Lake Folsom. Everything felt hushed, even as the trees bent toward her in the wind, and rain pelted her head. Better than bullets, she thought.

And then Viper was awake.

Someone had the good sense to tilt her onto her side just before she began to vomit, no doubt a side effect of whatever drugs they’d given her to remain comatose and pliant to the lies of her virtual world.

“That was quick,” Sasha said in her soft, Irish accent. Viper felt a small hand at her back and nearly wept. Not because she knew it was real, but because to her there was so little difference now. “Here, try to sit up. Not too quickly.”

“Welcome back,” Manic said from his desk nearby, swiveling around in his seat to face her. Gharial was also present, quietly lurking near the open doorway in his stupid black crocs. His idea of a joke. Someone must have sent for him when Viper’s vitals began to indicate her rising state of consciousness. As for the others, they were probably off serving their country, the only way they could. With claws and fangs and lead.

Sasha handed her a glass of water, and Viper gulped it down. 

“Quick?” Viper said, dreary and out of breath. It felt like she’d merely overslept. “How long was I—there?” She didn’t know what to call the simulation, except hell.

“Only a few hours. You must have done great,” Sasha said, and her smile was bright as a naked bulb. It made Viper hurt. Sasha had no idea what she had been through. None. Maybe no one else ever would.

Well, no. There was one person who would.

“So?” Manic said, casually popping his feet onto another chair nearby. “What’s the trick to killing Superman?”

Viper sprang to her feet, crossed the room, and found Manic’s throat with her hands. She bared her fangs, secreting poison into her mouth. “Did you know I would be trapped there until he was dead?” When Manic didn’t immediately answer, she shook him, fighting the instinct to sink her teeth into his neck. She had no reason to believe her poison wouldn’t kill her team leader, but knowing N.E.S.T. there was a good chance they were all immune to one another. “Talk!”

“It was a preventative measure,” Manic said. “So you wouldn’t accidentally pull out ahead of time. All of our research suggests he’s crafty. He could have made appeals. Fooled you.”

Viper replied characteristically: with her middle finger and a suggestion on what Manic should go do with himself.

“Rude,” Manic said at the same time Sasha gasped, “Tia!”

“Where is he?” Viper demanded to know.

“Who?” Manic said.

“You know who. The Aspect. I know you have him.”

Gharial twitched near the door. He hadn’t moved until now, even to stop Viper from potentially murdering their captain. Someone’s nervous. “How did you know he’s here?” Gharial asked.

“Should I call security?” Sasha asked Manic uneasily. Her fear might have wounded Viper more if she hadn’t moved so far beyond giving a crap.

“Take me to him,” Viper said to Manic.

“Eager, aren’t we?” Manic said. “Fine. But you’re cleaning up the mess in the brig afterward.” He nodded toward Gharial. “Go with her.” And then again to Viper, he added, “Maybe you’ll be in a better mood after warming your blood. Damn snake.”

Gharial brought Viper to the brig where The Burnt Aspect waited. When they entered his cell, she found him lying flat on a small cot near a machine that looked very much like the one Viper had woken up beside. His hands were handcuffed to the wall, his mouth and chest smeared with vomit. He had woken alone, sick and probably confused, and for some reason that pissed her off.

“Do you need anything?” Gharial asked. Viper knew what he meant. This was supposed to be an execution. He wanted to know if she needed weapons beyond what her own body was capable of.

“I have everything I need,” Viper said. “Go on. Vete!”

Gharial hesitated, then relented, leaving the room with hands raised. 

And then they were alone. The bulkhead groaned, an echo of metal warring with water.

“We’re on a boat,” the Aspect murmured to the ceiling.

“Ship,” Viper corrected, coming toward him.

“Makes a kind of sense,” he said, and then turning his head weakly so he could see her, added, “So now you know how to do it. And we’re near water.”

“Convenient.”

Viper lowered her head, spitting acid onto the Aspect’s chains. The metal began to dissolve almost immediately.

“You smell awful,” she said afterward, flicking out her tongue.

The Aspect pulled his hands together, rubbing his wrists. “Thanks for noticing. And commenting on it. So what happens now? Should I prepare to embrace—how did you put it before, my inevitable demise?”

“You saved me,” Viper said, managing to sound only a little ungrateful. “I’m returning the favor.”

“That’s very noble of you.”

Viper tugged off a sleeve of her own skin from her arm, exposing neat wet scales beneath. They were a different color than before. She didn’t know what that meant, if anything. “I’m going to have to kill you if I get the chance, or N.E.S.T. is going to kill me. So for now, I think it’s best if you make a good show of escaping. ”

The Burnt Aspect stood. He looked considerably poorer, missing his white pants and ugly paisley shirt. The bruises around his eyes from fatigue reminded her of his missing shades. “And the next time we meet?”

“Like I said.” She drew a finger across her throat.

The Aspect made a disgruntled noise. “Disappointing—unlikely—but understandable.”

Viper braced herself in the doorway of his cell, knowing the security cameras would catch this moment. “But, no lo sé, maybe I’ll make you dinner first,” she rushed out, avoiding his eyes.

“Dinner?” The Aspect stood across from her.

“How do you feel about chile rellenos?”

“I’m friendly toward the idea.”

“Good.” Viper tore off another sleeve of molting skin, this one from her other arm. Another new pattern of scales emerged. “Now, let’s make this look real.”

Later when Manic asked her what had happened she told the truth. She’d gotten careless with a dangerous man. She never said when.
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Eric immediately regretted slamming his fists down in frustration when he realized he had cracked his marble kitchen counter with each hand because he couldn’t find what he was looking for.

He couldn’t remember where he had left it last night, when he had come home from the bar in a drunken stupor and fallen asleep still wearing his black motorcycle leathers. And they were starting to chafe after so many hours wearing them. He had already looked everywhere that would make any sense. His bedroom looked like it had been hit by a tornado, with clothes all over the floor and his drawers lying upside down on the bed. His living room was also a disaster area, with overturned sofa cushions and books and video games strewn about the place.

It was time to get desperate.

Eric opened his cabinets, throwing soup cans, boxes of cereal, and bags of chips all over his kitchen. Plates and glasses smashed as he tossed them to the floor. 

Where could it be?

The doorbell rang. He ignored it, figuring it was either someone trying to help him find religion or some neighborhood girls selling cookies. Even the prospect of thin mints couldn’t sway him from his task.

He rifled through the trash just in case, and gagged as the garbage made his alcohol-soaked stomach turn and his head ache a little more. No luck there, either.

The doorbell rang again. Those little girls must be desperate to meet their quota. Then it hit him. 

Eric ran to the bathroom and immediately wished he had held his breath first. He covered his face with his arm as he slammed the lid down and flushed the mixture of Captain Morgan’s and partially-digested Taco Bell still in the toilet.

There it was, sitting in the tub, having been rinsed off after he apparently hadn’t gotten it off before losing his late-night drive-thru feast. He grabbed the black cloth and tried to squeeze out what remained of the water.

The doorbell rang several times in a row, followed by pounding on the door. “Eric! I know you’re in there!”

Crap. It was Jocelyn. She was supposed to be at work today. Why was she here?

He took a deep breath as he rushed to the door. He looked at his reflection in the window on the way and realized he looked like something out of a zombie movie.

Eric opened the door anyway. “Look, Jocelyn, I—”

Smack! Before he could finish, she gave him an open-handed slap across the face. Well, that certainly helped him wake up a bit. He shook his head to try to clear it.

Jocelyn had tears in her eyes, but she seemed more angry than anything else. “It’s true, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know wh—”

Jocelyn shoved past him in to the house, seemingly oblivious to the mess around her. “How could I have missed it? It was right in front of me.”

Eric went back into the bathroom. Jocelyn kept talking from the other room. “And to think I was about to introduce you to—are you even listening to me?”

Eric finished squeezing out the black cloth. “Yes. I’m—”

“I knew it was too good to be true. Nobody with a body like yours is as smart as you are.”

Eric replied as he came back into the living room. “I really can’t—”

“And don’t even get me started on the outfits!”

Eric looked down at his leathers. “Well, yeah, but—”

“What the hell were you doing?”

Eric had enough. His frustration finally boiled over into anger, and he shoved the black cloth toward her. “Looking for this!”

Jocelyn was taken aback by the change in expression on his face, which was now an odd, angry grin. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

He pulled the black cloth over his head and revealed that it was a mask, with only the lower part of his face exposed, along with his eyes. “You have no idea.”

Jocelyn backed away from him as she realized she’d made a terrible mistake. “I’m... just going to go.”

Eric laughed as she tried to retreat for the door. “Oh, I don’t think so.”

He reached into the front closet and pulled out what looked like a prop raygun from an old sci-fi serial. He pulled the trigger and zapped Jocelyn with a blue pulse, and caught her as she fell unconscious. Then Eric carried his girlfriend—or was she his ex now?—over to his futon and laid her down.

That was when he heard the sonic boom, which shook the house slightly. “No, no, no, no. Not yet.” He grabbed his goggles off the coffee table and pulled them down over his eyes.

The boom was followed by a whistling sound, like when Wile E. Coyote plummets off a cliff as the result of a misguided attempt to make the Road Runner his dinner. Eric lifted his entire sofa and tossed it aside with only the slightest effort, and grabbed the big-ass weapon that had been hidden underneath.

Just in time.

There was a tremendous crash as something came through the ceiling of Eric’s house with the force of a demolition ball. Once the debris ceased falling and the dust began to clear, he could see the silhouette of a man.

But not just any man.

Ripped muscles, red-white-and-blue spandex, and an iron jaw framing an impossibly handsome face. And a cape. A cape that somehow billowed behind him despite the absence of any breeze.

Eaglestar.

“Surrender, Battlegear.” The hero always spoke like he was doing a voiceover for an action movie. Or maybe a truck commercial.

Eric sneered back at him. “You’ll pay for this.” 

“You can’t beat me.”

“No, I mean you’ll literally pay for all this damage. There’s no way my insurance is going to cover it.”

Eaglestar took a step toward him, but stopped when Eric pointed the giant weapon at him. Eaglestar noticed Jocelyn lying on the futon and gave Eric an angry look.

Eric was defiant. “That’s on you. This was between us.”

Eaglestar frowned. “She had a right to know who you really are. What you really are.”

“No. No way. That was just a petty, vindictive move. Plain and simple.” Eric flipped a switch on the weapon, and a slight hum indicated it was powering up. “Plus, it’s against The Code.”

Eaglestar ignored the remark and pointed at the weapon. “I recognize that thing. Last time I barely felt it.”

“I’ve made some improvements.” Eric pulled the trigger and the weapon jolted and kicked back on his shoulder as a lightning blast erupted from it, slamming Eaglestar through the wall on the other side of the room. Eric approached the hole in the side of his house and looked through. Just outside was a burnt, fallen tree and a smoking hole leading into his neighbors’ garage.

With a proud smile, Eric slung the weapon over his back and went to the futon. He prepared to put Jocelyn over his shoulder when he noticed a crackling sound coming from behind him.

Turning around, he saw Eaglestar standing in the opening in the wall, seemingly untouched except for the front of his costume being burnt away. His eyes—the source of the crackling—glowed as steam poured off of his body like a steak hot off the grill.

“Nobody... messes with... the costume...”

Even though he was wearing his goggles and knew to close his eyes, Eric still saw the bright flash of Eaglestar’s laser vision as he felt the searing heat and pummeling force of the blast.

• • •

The next thing he knew, he was being slapped across the face again. Eric opened his eyes and saw Jocelyn standing in front of him in tears, her arms crossed. Behind her stood Eaglestar with a smug look of satisfaction.

“I think I need to go to the hosp—”

“You don’t deserve anything except to rot in jail, you sonovabitch. How could you not tell me?”

Eric tried to focus. “I can expl—”

Smack! Another slap from Jocelyn. “No. I am never speaking to you again after this. I gave you the best six-and-a-half weeks of my life, and this is how you repay me? Zapping me with some kind of... of... whatever the hell that was?

“Well, I—”

Smack! “Shut up!”

Eric rubbed his sore cheek. While he was super strong and tough, he was not invulnerable and could still feel everything. “Can you maybe stop doing that?”

“No. I will not stop.”

Eaglestar interrupted. “Miss, I’m going to have to take him in now.”

Jocelyn turned to him. “Fine. I’m done. Go ahead and take him.”

Eaglestar tossed Eric over his shoulder effortlessly and spoke to him under his breath. “I would not want to be you right now.”

As Eaglestar flew up through the hole in the ceiling, Eric could hear Jocelyn calling after him. “And you can forget about dinner at my parents on Sunday!”

• • •

Detective Grecia Ramirez watched from her desk as officers cheered on the superhero who entered dragging a masked man dressed in black leather after him. Unlike most of the people in law enforcement, Ramirez was not a fan of Eaglestar. She tried to turn to avoid him as he approached, but he plopped the perp down right in front of her desk anyway.

“Good afternoon, Detective. I’d like to make a citizen’s arrest.”

Ramirez tried to hide her annoyance. “That’s... great. Why don’t you take him right down the hall to booking and—”

Eaglestar simply smiled and shook his head ‘no.’

She knew better than to refuse to help him. Last time she did that, she got calls from the mayor, the governor, and the chief of police. She sighed and opened a new case file on her computer. “Okay, then. Name?”

Eaglestar answered for the perp. “Battlegear.”

Ramirez struggled to maintain her composure. She counted to three in her head before continuing. “I was hoping for his real name.”

“Sorry, I can’t give you that. It’s against The Code.”

Battlegear looked up for the first time. “Oh, sure. Now he follows The Code.”

Eaglestar turned to Battlegear. “You don’t deserve her. She’s strictly hero material.”

Ramirez ignored the banter and addressed the perp directly. “Oh, good. You’re lucid. Wanna tell me your name?”

“Nope. And you won’t find anything if you run my prints or my picture, either.”

“Why’s that?”

Eaglestar interrupted yet again. “He’s a whiz with technology.”

Ramirez stared daggers at the hero.

Battlegear spoke up. “Look, you’re wasting your time anyway. Ask him what you’re supposed to charge me with.”

Ramirez gave Eaglestar a questioning look.

Eaglestar smiled heroically. “Attempted world domination.”

Ramirez looked back at Battlegear, who now sported a knowing grin. She turned back to Eaglestar again. “First of all, there’s no such crime as ‘world domination,’ never mind ‘attempted world domination’.”

Eaglestar looked incredulous as she went on. “And second, if there was such a thing, it would be way out of my jurisdiction.”

“But he told me his entire plan...”

Battlegear leaned toward the hero. “You never read me my Miranda rights. Besides, you broke into my house and took me away without a warrant.”

Ramirez tried to correct him. “He’s not an officer of the law.”

“Sorry, but you’re wrong there. The president deputized him as a federal agent last month.”

Eaglestar pulled a badge out of his belt and proudly flashed it around the room. Several of the other officers started to clap.

Ramirez stood and pulled Eaglestar aside. She spoke quietly enough that Battlegear couldn’t hear. “Listen. The way things are looking right now, we’re gonna be lucky if he doesn’t sue the hell out of the city and have you charged with assault and battery.”

“But what about all his illegal weaponry?” Eaglestar walked back over to Battlegear. “He has all sorts of gizmos and gadgets. I mean, look at my poor costume. Do you have any idea how expensive this material is? It’s imported from Italy.”

Ramirez looked the perp up and down. “But he doesn’t have any—”

Eaglestar grabbed Battlegear’s forearm and lifted it up. He pointed to a metallic wristband covered in buttons and touchscreens. “Does this look like an Apple Watch to you?”

“Can you get it off of him?”

Battlegear started to panic. “No-no-no-no-no—it’s not a weapon!”

Ramirez nodded at Eaglestar and he pulled at the wristband to get it off.

Battlegear tried desperately to keep it on. “Please don’t take it off. Please.” Eaglestar managed to get it off anyway and handed it to Ramirez.

“What is it?”

Battlegear slumped down in his chair, looking totally defeated. He started to shimmer and fade, as if he was being “beamed up,” Star Trek style. “It’s a device that jams locator and transporter tech—”

Ramirez and Eaglestar looked at each other just as Jocelyn entered. “I’m here to give a stateme—”

And Battlegear finished disappearing.

• • •

Eric rematerialized inside some kind of airlock, with windows showing a field of stars outside and a beautiful view of the earth miles and miles below. “—nology.” 

He turned around to see several menacing figures in colorful costumes standing in front of a transparent plasti-steel door. They were in a super-futuristic space station control room, all chrome and black with flashing lights and holographic displays. “Uh... hey, guys.”

They continued to stare at him, none of them offering a response.

“Look, I know you guys must be angry, but just... just keep your hands away from that button, okay?” Eric was pointing to the giant red button that activated the airlock. “Okay?”

• • •

Ramirez was surprised to see Battlegear disappear, but not nearly as surprised as the woman who entered just as he did. Once she was recovered enough to talk, she had introduced herself as Jocelyn Chang, the perp’s girlfriend.

“Was that... How did he... ?”

Eaglestar seemed all too happy to comfort her. “Relax, citizen. I know just where to find him.”

Ramirez raised an eyebrow at that. “And how exactly is that?”

Eaglestar pulled a chair up next to Jocelyn, sat down, and crossed his legs. “If there’s one thing a hero can always count on, it’s a super-villain giving away everything he knows. It’s like this weird compulsion with them.” He put his arm around Jocelyn. “Those guys are just so egotistical.”

Ramirez tried hard not call out the obvious “glass houses” statement. “Uh huh.”

“But first I need a cup of joe. Even with super-speed, it’s a heckuva long flight.” Eaglestar looked at Ramirez expectantly, then realized she wasn’t getting him any coffee. He winked at Jocelyn, then stood up and headed toward the breakroom.

Ramirez felt disgusted as she saw Jocelyn watch him admiringly as he walked away. “Seriously?”

“Well, he is the world’s greatest hero, right? Who wouldn’t...” Suddenly, she looked excited. “Wait, did he say anything about me?”

• • •

Dr. Delay watched as Battlegear screamed at the top of his lungs in the airlock, apparently unaware that none of them could hear him. He looked to his motley group of compatriots. “What’s he saying?”

Music Master, who was once again fidgeting with the mess of bright red hair sticking out of the top of his mask—something Delay absolutely hated—was the first to answer. “Don’t know. Probably pleading for his life, if I had to guess.”

Creeping Death, a villain who had gotten started during the Great Depression and was somehow still active, tried to talk, but released a hacking cough first. Delay could swear dust came off of his faded black-and-gray arachnid-themed costume when he did this. He knew how much the ancient criminal hated Battlegear, since he had fought Eaglestar since World War II but had lately been replaced by Battlegear as his arch-nemesis.

The old man finally took in a wheezing breath and spoke. “Could be entertaining.”

Delay flipped the intercom switch and Eric’s voice immediately burst forth from the speaker at full volume. “—re going to regret this! I guarantee it!”

The group of villains stood in silence for a moment, then all burst out laughing simultaneously. Repo Guy pulled his goggles up over his curly hair and leaned in toward the intercom. “Bro, you’re a walking cliché. You act like you’re one up on us.”

Battlegear’s eyes narrowed as he eyed Repo Guy. “What makes you think I’m not?”

Repo Guy looked flustered as he flipped the intercom switch off. “I hate that dude. He’s thinks he’s better than us just because he’s, like, smart and stuff. You know, I can build cool stuff, too. You dudes should see my—”

Delay cut him off. “We don’t want to hear about your damn car again, Repo. None of us want to hear another word about your freakin’ car. Ever.”

Repo Guy crossed his arms in a huff while Delay flipped the switch again. “Surely you can’t be serious, Battlegear.”

Megadude, who was nearly twice as tall as Delay and built like a Mack truck, suddenly let his rage get the best of him. “You... are the one... who screwed it all up!”

Sinsation always had a way of calming Megadude down. She put her hand on his arm and his breathing slowed. Delay wasn’t sure if it was one of her powers, or if she was just so hot that no man could resist doing what she asked. “Calm down, big boy. Don’t want to crack the door.”

Megadude turned away from the door and took deep breaths, but he continued shaking. Delay put his hand above the button that decompressed the airlock. “I think we’re done here.”

Battlegear’s demeanor changed immediately. “Wa-wa-wa-wa-wait. Please. Just listen to me for one minute.”

Delay was about to press the button anyway when another member of the group spoke up. Med-Evil was the creepiest person he had ever seen—basically a zombie dressed in a warped version of a doctor’s outfit. And his voice sounded like fingernails on a chalkboard. “Let’s hear him out.”

Delay’s finger hovered just centimeters above the button. “Hurry it up.”

Eric looked humbled all of a sudden. “I know I’ve been a little... defensive. I get that way when I know I’m wrong. I apologize.”

The others looked at each other and rolled their eyes. Yeah, right.

“No, seriously, guys. You know how Virgos are.”

This time they grudgingly nodded and shook their heads.

“I screwed up. I made a huuuuuge mistake. I realize that. But haven’t we all been there?”

Through the transparent door, the others looked a little embarrassed. Most of them had sheepish expressions, and a couple looked away.

“I mean, Dr. Delay, you told Black Badger your plans to carve your face into Mt. Rushmore while he was hanging over a shark tank. And we all know how that turned out, right?”

Delay lifted his left arm and looked at the hook that had replaced the hand Badger had shoved into the shark tank after he escaped. As much as he hated to admit it, Battlegear might be on to something.

“And Music Master, how about the time you sent that video to all the networks explaining how you were the new Emperor of Mexico... just a little too early?”

Music Master’s face turned almost as red as his hair. Delay remembered seeing the video on the news of the huge wrestler, La Cucaracha, chasing him around and smashing his own keyboard over his head several times. “La Cucaracha was a lot tougher than I thought he’d be.”

Eric pulled off his mask and revealed a furrowed brow and watery eyes. “Was my blunder really that much worse than what the rest of you have done? I mean, we all grew up on comic books and Bond movies, right? How can we resist when we have them in our clutches?”

Repo Guy leaned in to the intercom microphone again. “But it was Eaglestar, dude. Eaglestar.”

“Can I help it if my arch-nemesis is a little more powerful than the rest? You’re saying that’s somehow my fault?”

The others seemed to be swayed by Battlegear’s arguments—all except for Med-Evil, who shambled closer to the door and lifted a skeletal finger. “It was flawless. World domination was but hours away. I may be undead, but that doesn’t mean I have forever. Decomposition isn’t pretty, you know.”

“Hey, so we came up with a perfect plan once. Who’s to say we can’t do it again?” Eric put his hands together. “Whattaya say, guys? We can have our minions crunching the numbers within the hour.”

Med-Evil reluctantly waved his hand in dismissal. “Fine! Let him—”

Beep Beep Beep. A warning light flashed along with the alarm as the space station computers went into overdrive. Video screens sprang to life as the space station’s cameras focused on the threat.

Delay hit a few controls and looked at the readings. “Incoming!” On the giant main monitor, Eaglestar flew toward the station at incredible speed.

Megadude looked scared for someone so big and strong. “It’s him!”

They all turned back to Eric, who grimaced and sucked in air through his teeth. “Did I... forget to mention I also revealed the location of our super-cool new headquarters? My bad.”

• • •

Ramirez handed Jocelyn a cup of coffee, then sat back down at her desk and took a sip of her own. “Okay, I have to ask. How could you not know your boyfriend was a super-villain?”

“I keep asking myself the same question. He’s really a sweet guy... pretty nerdy, actually. Can you believe I found his costume once? I thought he was just going to wear it to a comic book convention or something. I guess it’s not the kind of thing you watch out for, you know? I mean... he works at a bank.”

“That’s not good. He’s probably finding ways to get money all the time and covering it up. I guess he’s probably pretty rich, huh?”

Jocelyn almost spit out her coffee. “Are you kidding me? I have to pay for dinner most of the time. If he’s skimming cash from his work, I have no idea what he’s spending it on.”

• • •

Eric saw Eaglestar approaching through the windows of the airlock and hoped that the idiots in the control room could figure out how to fire all the powerful weapons he had installed on the space station he had financed. If all those months working in the tech department at that stupid bank had gone to waste, he was going to be pissed.

He tried to get their attention as they fumbled around with the controls and argued with each other about which buttons to press and which switches to switch. Since none of them seemed to be smart enough to think of letting him out so he could actually do something about the most powerful being on earth coming to beat them all up, he pulled the panel off the door controls and worked on the circuitry inside to get it unlocked.

While he concentrated on that, Eaglestar had apparently come on board the station, because as soon as he got the door to open he was greeted with a cacophony of screaming, wrenching metal, and small explosions. He pulled on his mask and went through the doorway. 

By the time Eric entered the control room, some of his fellow super-villains were lying on the floor, while he could hear the others fighting in the corridor—presumably as they tried to make it to the escape pod.

Eric searched through the wreckage and found one of his giant weapons, a ray gun the size of a bazooka. He smiled and powered it on, but the hum quickly died down and, as the lights faded on the weapon, so did his smile. “C’mon... c’mon...”

He opened the weapon and pulled out a cartridge, then tossed it aside along with the weapon. He pulled his mask off again, then slumped down into a sitting position amidst the debris. He hung his head low and covered his face with his hands.

Then he heard a voice. “Battlegear.”

Eric looked up, dread scrawled across his face. In the flickering light of the damaged space station, he saw Eaglestar approaching. “Call me Eric. I’m done with all that stuff.”

Eaglestar’s expression changed from stoic to one of disbelief. “You’re not even going to take a shot at me?”

“I thought you had super-hearing. I’m done. My colleagues are out, our station is toast, my plan is ruined... what else is left?”

• • •

Ramirez handed Jocelyn a file folder. “Check this out. From what I can tell, your boyfriend has never committed any serious crimes or seriously injured anybody. It’s almost like he does it as some kind of hobby.”

Jocelyn looked through the file. “Huh. You mean all he wants to do is play dress up and fight superheroes?”

“He’s like a grown-up kid. I mean, sure, he’s committed misdemeanors and stuff, but he obviously doesn’t really want anyone to get hurt.”

“So you don’t think he belongs in prison?”

Ramirez scoffed at the thought. “Honey, what that boy needs is some therapy.”

“You don’t think I should give him another chance, do you? I mean, Eaglestar seemed like he might be—”

Ramirez had no interest in helping Eaglestar with another conquest. “Definitely. Your boyfriend definitely deserves another chance.”

• • •

Eric thought Eaglestar actually seemed a little worried as he sat down next to him. “You must have something else in the works.”

Eric picked up a broken piece of technology and absentmindedly turned it around in his hands. “Nah. We threw everything we had into this latest scheme.”

“I can’t believe that. You’re some kind of super-genius, right? You must have more ideas.”

Tears welled up in Eric’s eyes as he tossed the gadget he had in his hands. “What’s the point? You know? I mean, you mop the floor with us every time. You don’t even need the help of those other heroes anymore.”

“Yeah. It is easier just to fly solo. Some of those other guys have some serious issues.”

Eric nodded at his fallen teammates. “Tell me about it.”

“You can’t give up. What am I supposed to do then?”

Eric was confused. “Wouldn’t that make your life a lot easier?”

“Easier? Try boring-er. What am I going to do without you around? Fly around stopping a bunch of meth-heads from robbing convenience stores?”

Eric was hesitant to speak, but then he opened up. “You know... you were the reason I got into this biz in the first place. I thought about being a hero, but it was like, ‘Why be just another second-rater living in Eaglestar’s shadow?’ Seriously. I figured if I was a good enough villain, I could become your arch-nemesis, and our names would be linked forever.”

Eaglestar seemed genuinely touched. “Wow. I’m honored.”

“Really? You know, maybe I could come up with something new.”

“See? That’s what I’m talking about. We’re like yin and yang. You can’t leave me to fight guys like Creeping Death and Music Master all the time.”

Eric smiled. “I was doodling some schematics last night for a device that would create tsunamis and wreak havoc all over the Pacific Rim.”

“There you go. Just dump those losers and do it. They’re not even in your league.”

“For real?”

“They’re just holding you back. I mean, who came up with the plan to shrink the Eiffel Tower?”

Eric shrugged. “Moi.”

“And whose idea was it to turn me back into a baby last year?”

“Mine. But you still kicked all our asses.”

Eaglestar chuckled. “How about when gravity went all haywire and everything was ready to fly off into space?”

Eric raised his hand sheepishly. “Guilty.”

“See? You’re the man.”

“You know what? You’re right!” Eric pulled his mask back on. “Battlegear’s back, baby!”

“That’s the spirit. What do you say we wrap this gig up?”

Eric was about to stand, but Eaglestar lifted him up by the front of this costume and held him high as he pulled his fist back. “Now, you might want to close your eyes, buddy. This is going to hurt...”

• • •

Ramirez sat alone at her desk, typing away at her computer, as a uniformed officer approached her.

“Hey, Ramirez, the Lieutenant wants to see the file on the guy Eaglestar brought in earlier. You seen it?”

“Hmmm. I’m not sure what happened to it.”

“Weird. We can’t seem to pull anything up on the computer either.”

“Sorry. Don’t know what to tell you.”

The officer shook his head and walked away. Ramirez pulled the file out of a drawer and started feeding the contents into the shredder under her desk.
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Out of sight in the shadow of the control tower, I shook my hand, palm up, several times and was rewarded by a sharp communal shriek. The airplane’s passengers were prisoners of aluminum alloy, composite material, and my whims. It wasn’t the way anyone wanted to go.

Except for me. I’d take it.

The passengers’ screams continued, but I didn’t smile or tense. I felt nothing. I hadn’t felt anything worth feeling in far too long.

I shook my hand again and dropped it a foot before sharply raising it back to chest height. The plane plummeted, its nose nearly scraping the tarmac before bouncing upward.

Abruptly, most of the screams ceased. The passengers were too sick with fright or motion to clamor for their lives anymore.

Finally, the control tower personnel sounded the siren of alarm.

“It’s about time,” I muttered, even though there was no one there to hear me. If the control tower employees couldn’t hear the screams, they certainly wouldn’t hear what I said.

“You’d better hurry up, Z.” I was used to talking to myself since I spent so much of my time alone. “I won’t be able to handle this screeching horn for long.”

Idly, I walked away from the offending siren, skirting the edges of the airport’s buildings to avoid being noticed. I’d been on the news enough to last me several lifetimes. That wasn’t the kind of attention I sought. There was only one person I wanted to notice me.

I’d sweeten the stakes. The sooner this little show made urgent headline news, the sooner I’d be finished with it all.

I continued to jostle the hovering plane while I lifted my free hand. I pinched the air with a forefinger and thumb and yanked them toward me. A second plane, one that had been in the process of boarding, creaked and cracked until it was free of the sleeve that attached it to the boarding gate. Then it was airborne.

A stroller clattered to the ground below. A young mother clutched an infant to her chest with one arm while she held onto the lip of the plane’s open door with the other. Two flight attendants, flattened to the floor of the plane, reached arms out to pull the woman inside.

I chuckled, and even to my own ears, it was a mirthless, dead sound. “Good, good. This’ll make a fine news clip.”

I considered agitating the second plane before the flight attendants could secure the woman and her child inside it. I prepared my hand to do it. But even though I sent messages to my hand to move, to shake violently, to allow the blessing of death to deliver this woman and child to a better place, my hand or mind betrayed me. “Dammit,” I yelled.

By now, airport personnel dressed in all variety of uniforms were emerging onto the tarmac, like swarming ants, but no one looked my way. All attention was focused on the two planes and the heart-wrenching scene of the woman, who was insisting on handing over her infant child before they could pull her into the plane.

I needed to do it. I should do it. I should shake the crap out of both planes.

But again, I didn’t. “Ah, crap.” I dropped my hands in disappointment before thinking.

Immediately, the planes dove in a free fall.

I hesitated for a long, ugly second, waiting to see if I was capable of doing it, what I’d convinced myself needed to be done.

The people on those planes didn’t have another second, and I hated myself for it even as I snapped my hands back to chest level.

The momentum flung the young mother into the plane after her baby. A sickening crunch reached my ears. My heart hiccupped, and I wondered if I might feel something for the woman, her child, or the flight attendants.

But there was nothing. My heart was dead—or it should be.

“Look!” someone shouted from the tarmac. “Over there.”

“He’s coming to save the planes,” came another shout.

The roar of enthusiasm that followed was one filled with hope and energy. It, too, would make an excellent highlight to the newsreel.

The sighting, and I didn’t have to turn to realize who it must be, delivered hope to me as well. Finally, after all this time, this could end.

I waited until Zedekiah was almost certainly within saving range, and then I dropped my hands with a deathly finality. This was it for me. It was the action that would seal my fate, something I hadn’t controlled for too many anguished centuries. And it would be the moment when Zedekiah would shine.

Zedekiah drew purpose from this. He was made to save people. This was, perhaps, his destiny even.

He rocketed into view in indigo spandex and caught the planes a fraction of a second before they pounded against the tarmac. He hovered in the air between the two jets, his hands outstretched to either side, his muscled body the paragon of superheroness. His dark hair ruffled in the wind as he brought the planes down for a gentle landing.

This would make the best news clip of them all.

With the planes delivered safely, Zedekiah floated down to the ground.

The cheers that erupted were deafening compared to the shrieks of people that believed they might die. It was the same infatuation that had infected people for centuries: They wanted—needed—to believe in something outside of themselves. They searched endlessly for proof that there was something in this life beyond the mundane, that life mattered. Life contained tragedy, yes, but life also contained heroes, superheroes even.

I used to be one. Both a superhero and a person desperate to believe in something outside of myself, something that could make sense of the suffering and loss of this world.

Now, I didn’t want to be either. I just wanted it to be over. And once Zedekiah realized I was the one responsible for this, he’d end it.

• • •

Zedekiah played the role of superhero well. He accepted the people’s accolades and thanks with appropriate humility and grace. He gave the news cameras enough footage for some good highlights, but he didn’t linger long enough to enter the arena of conceit.

His muscles bulged revealingly beneath the spandex body suit, its indigo shade a nod to the sacred robes he and I once wore, what seemed like several lifetimes ago. What I’d considered sacred then had since revealed itself a farce.

My gaze upon my friend, I waited, knowing the moment would come when he’d step away from the limelight and search for me—unless he imagined someone else had levitated those planes. No, he’d put it together. Although there were other superheroes—and villains—out there in the world, none could do what we could in the same way.

My eyes were already locked on his face when he spotted me. I watched as his swarthy face drooped in confusion and his startling green eyes narrowed. He held my gaze for a few beats before returning his attention to the cameras and microphones in front of him. He likely didn’t want their attention on me right now any more than I did.

The smile returned to his face for a few final comments. He was the media’s golden hero, even if his hair and skin were dark. The times were back to judging his looks handsome. The eras that heralded the pale skin and plump bodies of the wealthy, who had the privilege of avoiding hard labor beneath the beating sun, the measure of beauty were gone—for now. Like everything else, trends cycled back around. At some point, my pasty skin, limp blonde hair, and cushioned flesh would once more be the sign of beauty. Until then, the media would continue to relegate me to the role of “unlikely hero.”

But I was a hero no more.

Zedekiah turned from the eager reporters and bystanders, who filmed with their cell phones. Without another look toward me, which might draw the regard of others, he took off in flight, in the direction opposite me.

But I knew he expected me to follow him and meet, somewhere where we could avoid scrutiny.

The ants across the tarmac cheered. Those who were rescued from the planes applauded. The fans of Z-Man worldwide went crazy, connected to each other through sound bites and screens.

No one noticed me take off in my own quiet flight, skirting the shadows, where I was most comfortable.

• • •

Zedekiah was already waiting for me, in the middle of a field of lush, green crops, where he’d etched a few symmetrical patterns before landing. I smiled at the “crop circle” that’d stump conspiracy theorists worldwide. My lips felt as if they’d crack my face. I hadn’t had reason to smile in a long time.

I set down next to him, satisfied with the place he’d chosen for our meeting. It was far enough from the airport that none of the spotters, whose only job was to look for superheroes or villains, would look for us here, and it was nearly harvest time, the corn plants tall enough to conceal us from random onlookers.

“What’s up, man?” Zedekiah said, reserved and cautious, an unusual state for him.

“Hey, Z,” I said. “It’s good to see you.” And I meant it, for several reasons. Z was my favorite. Of the eleven of us stuck with the same variety of superpowers, he was the most cheerful. He was easy to like, and that’s part of the reason the people of the world, even those on continents he didn’t frequent often, loved him. There was an entire line of merchandise—toys, clothes, and even cereal—that touted him the world’s savior. I’d stared at him on the box of my Z-Man Pops this morning over breakfast, preparing myself for my last day on earth.

“So what’s going on?” Again there was the uncommon caution. He must realize something about the day’s events wasn’t adding up.

“Nothing. Nothing at all’s going on, and that’s the problem.”

“What do you mean? Are you... sick or something?”

I laughed, a harsh and bitter sound. Even to my ears, I sounded maniacal and unhinged. “No, I’m not sick,” I snapped. “I’m obviously not sick. I can’t get sick, and neither can you. Neither can any of us. And that’s the damn problem.”

“You want to get sick?” he asked, obviously confused. “Isn’t not getting sick a good thing?”

“No, Z, not getting sick isn’t a good thing, not for me. I can’t take it anymore. I can’t take every damn day being the same, or some slightly different version of the same damn day replaying itself for centuries. I’m tired of growing to care for people only to have them die. No one can make a difference in the world because it all ends for them. They all die. We’re the only ones who don’t, and I can’t live like this anymore.”

“Whoa. What’s gotten into you? We’ll die. At some point. Eventually.”

“‘At some point. Eventually,’” I parroted. “When? Dammit, when?”

Z held his hands up in surrender. His green eyes begged me to calm down. But I was done calming down. I’d been calm for several centuries too long. I’d passed my breaking point. There was no going back now. “I can’t take it anymore,” I persisted. “Not for one second more.”

Z’s eyes were wide with alarm. “Really, man. What’s gotten into you? Did you get up on the wrong side of the bed or something?”

“That’s a ludicrous saying. It doesn’t matter what side of the bed you get up on. Life never changes either way. My day doesn’t change. Ever.”

“I think this, right here, is an argument that you can get up on the wrong side of the bed,” Z teased. “You’re definitely grumpy.”

“I got up on the right side of the bed and had Z-Man Pops, the breakfast of heroes worldwide. Can’t get any more normal than that,” I growled.

“All right, all right. Take it easy.”

We shared a few minutes of quiet, during which all we listened to was the breeze and its endless rustling of corn stalks. Ordinarily, it’d be a soothing sound, nature’s lullaby. But I was beyond ordinary soothing.

I was, I knew, beyond reach.

Finally, Z said, “So what’s really going on? Where’d all this come from? Tell me. I’m here for you. I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

“Good. I was hoping you’d say that. Because I want you to kill me.”

“You what?” he sputtered.

“I want you to kill me.” Hearing the words outside of myself, I was surprised by how much tranquility they instilled in me. I really did want to die.

Z studied me. “You’re serious.”

“Deadly.”

“Holy hell.” That was saying a lot, coming from Z. He’d always been the most pious among us. He was a true believer, even before these superpowers had descended in a lightning storm to strike our cloister. He’d been the first to announce them a gift from God.

I waited what I deemed a respectable amount of time before I said, “So? Will you do it?”

“What? No, I won’t do it! Of course, I won’t kill you. Are you crazy?”

“Probably.”

“No. Absolutely not. When I said I was here for you, I meant that I’m here to help you. Not kill you. Jeesh, Nic. What the hell.” Z sounded disgusted.

I tried another approach. “I need you to. You’re my friend,” I said gently. “I want it to be you.”

“Un-unh. No way.” He stood and started pacing across the flattened pattern of his crop circle. “You can’t seriously think I’d do that. We’re the way we are to save people, not hurt them. And I won’t hurt you.”

“Not even if I’m certain you’d be doing me a great service?”

“No, Nic. Life’s a blessing. A gift from God. I won’t do anything to interfere with that.”

“Maybe normal life is a blessing, for the short time it lasts. Or at least some of it can be a blessing. But lives like ours... nah, man. That’s a curse.”

Z stopped mid-step to reel to me. “How can you say that? We’ve been blessed with extraordinary powers. Super powers. Abilities few others in the world possess. We’re able to shape the world into a better place. How can you say that our lives, our powers, aren’t a blessing?”

“Because they aren’t. We can’t do anything to stop the horrors of the world at any level that makes a real difference, we’re just forced to watch humanity suffer—century after century after century. How many wars have we been through? How many millions of people have died while we’ve stood by with our ‘super powers,’ unable to save them from themselves. Our powers, the ones you think are so great, are a blasted curse.”

Z gasped, visibly affronted. “A... curse?” His bright eyes held my stormy, ordinary brown ones. “You can’t possibly mean that.”

“But I do.”

“But... But Nic, we were chosen by God for this. We were together, brothers in faith, searching for a better way in the dark world we lived in. He blessed us with the way.”

“Perhaps God blessed you,” I said softly. “But God cursed me.”

Z sucked in a sharp breath. It would have been comical—he in his spandex superhero suit and matching cape and aerodynamic boots—if his expression weren’t so devastated. He brought a quick hand to the Z stamped across his chest. “That’s blasphemy. You’d be wise to watch your words.”

“Or what?” I pushed, experiencing the rush of recklessness. “God will punish me? I’ve already been punished.”

Z’s pious eyes bugged out. “Nic. No.”

“Z. Yes,” I said. “There’s no need to speak of God with me anymore.”

“But you’re a monk!”

“Was. I was a monk, a long, long time ago. I’m a different man now. I’m an old, old man who’s tired of learning new ways of speaking just to fit in with a new generation, to avoid persecution for being different.”

“What are you talking about? The people love us.”

“The people love you. They tolerate me.”

“They love you.”

“They call me Super Dough Man. Where’s the love in that?”

“All right. I admit that’s not the best name, but that’s only because you didn’t choose a better one for yourself.”

“Are you saying you chose Z-Man for yourself?”

“I didn’t, but that’s only because I happen to like Z-Man.”

“It’s a good one,” I conceded. Far better than Super Dough Man.

“The people will learn to love you. Just show them what a good heart you have.”

“I have a dead heart. And just as with everything else, the people will eventually turn on us. Just as they always have. It’s all an endless cycle. There’ll come a time when they’ll fear and persecute us again, and you know it. The people fear what they don’t understand. They always come back to fear. It’s their prevailing emotion.”

Z didn’t say anything.

“There’s nothing left for me to live for.”

Z huffed, blowing his wavy dark hair from his forehead. “Of course there is. Beyond our friendship, and that with the others, there are many, many good people in this world. Befriend some. Get to know them. Maybe even fall in love.”

“Why would I do that? So I can watch them grow old, suffer, and die? Over and over again? No, man. I’ve done that enough times to last me an eternity. I can’t take it anymore. I won’t do it.”

Once more, Z didn’t respond at first. What could he say? He’d loved and lost more times than I, and this was one thing that didn’t get easier with experience.

“Okay then,” he said. “Then immerse yourself in saving others. Find satisfaction in fulfilling your purpose.”

“My purpose?” I cackled. “You’re deluded. You really think I have a purpose after all this time?”

“Of course I do,” he snapped. Z might be pious, but he was no saint. He was losing his patience.

Good, I thought. I wanted him on edge. I needed him there if I was going to get him to do what I wanted him to.

“You need to get over yourself, Nic. You have a purpose. An important one. You get to save lives, in vast numbers, if you choose. That’s a privilege not many have.”

I stared back at him, expressionless.

“We started out as seekers. Remember that? All those centuries ago?”

“Of course. Just because I want you to kill me doesn’t mean my brain’s gone soft.” I didn’t even know if it could. We hadn’t changed or aged a day since that freak electric storm. If only I’d been fit then. If only I’d devoted as much time to my body as I had to my prayers, maybe I would’ve enjoyed my life more in the endless days since then. Maybe I’d be N-Man instead of a dough boy.

“Well,” he continued, “we found what we were seeking. It found us. We found purpose in life, completely different than anything we could have imagined. Something far greater. We possess the power to spare humanity its grief.”

“Not all of it,” I grumbled.

“No, not all of it. But we can make a difference. You can make a difference. A huge one. And no matter what you say, that’s a wonderful thing.”

I had to give Zedekiah credit. Even after all these years, he could still give a pep talk like the best of them. I looked at him and smiled a bit. He misinterpreted my appreciation of a friend for something it wasn’t.

He kept going, misguided in his encouragement. “You’re just not yourself right now. You’ll get over this... well, whatever this is, and then you’ll be your usual self, saving the world and sparing people from unnecessary tragedy. You’ll remember that you’re a god among men and that ending your life prematurely would be the worst tragedy of them all.”

I jumped on one word. “‘Prematurely?’ Are you serious? We’ve lived for thousands of years, so many that I tired of keeping count. Human beings aren’t meant to live this long. It’s not natural.”

“That’s right. It’s divine.”

“It’s an unnatural aberration, that’s what it is. This”—I ran a hand up and down my body—“isn’t normal. This isn’t a divine gift. It’s a freak accident, and we are freaks.”

“Uh. As if.”

I would’ve smiled at how well Zedekiah had assimilated the simple-minded expressions of the day—if only I’d been in the mood.

Z flexed in his spandex, displaying all of his sides as if the images of his perfection weren’t fused into my brain by centuries of alternating jealousy and resignation. He said, “We’re awesome, intentionally so. We can fly, Nic. We can lift things a thousand people all together can’t. If not for us, the great pyramids wouldn’t exist. They’d have managed no more than a hut. We can run faster than the fastest animal. We’re nearly impossible to kill. And more! So much more!”

“Yes, Z, I’m quite aware of what we can and can’t do.”

He stopped flexing and looked at me seriously. “All I’m saying is that this is no accident. We’re made this way. On purpose. We’re the mystery factor injected into the world to bring balance. There are so many supervillains out there, people with and without powers that mean harm.”

“I know,” I interrupted. “Now I’m one of them.”

“Wha—? You’re being ridiculous.”

“Who do you think messed with those planes you flew in to save today, huh? You must’ve known it was me.”

Z looked like what a boy dressed in spandex would look like if he was caught with his hand in the proverbial cookie jar.

“What, you just thought you’d gloss over that little fact?” I said. “You didn’t think me nearly killing plane loads of people was important?”

Z hesitated, flustered. “That’s not you. I know it, and you know it.” He avoided my eyes. “You’ll get past this phase. You get past everything. You’re amazing. You’re just not yourself.”

“Would you stop saying that? Would you stop saying a different variation of the same damned thing over and over?” I snapped then rubbed the bridge of my nose. Now it was my turn to avoid his eyes. I needed to do whatever was necessary to get him to see me as evil so he could end me. But I couldn’t do that while looking into his friendly green eyes, especially not when I was going to have to take it up another level. Clearly, my plan wasn’t working as well as I’d hoped.

He leveled his head and stuck out his square jaw. “You’re not even wearing your normal clothes. What is this? Are you now a hipster?”

“Excuse me for not enjoying a spandex wedgie up my butt every single day of my long life.” I sighed heavily. “Look, Z, I love ya, man, and I appreciate all that you’re trying to do. But I’m done. I’m totally done. I don’t want anything more to do with a life that never ends and continues on only to torment me. I’m completely, one hundred percent decided. So either kill me now or kill me later, let’s get on with it. But really, kill me now. That’s what I want.”

“This is about Mercedes, isn’t it? You never got over her death.”

“No. Yes. It’s not just about Mercedes, it’s about all of them, about everyone I’ve lost, and every new person I’ll meet that’ll die. I can’t do it anymore. I can’t. I’m broken. If I continue on any longer, I’m going to unleash my brokenness on the world. And you don’t want all that blood on your hands, do you?”

I wasn’t being fair, and I realized it. I didn’t even know if I believed everything I said the way I said it. But it didn’t matter. None of it did. Torment had been having her way with me for long enough. If I could go back and warn all the explorers that searched for a river of paradise or fountain of youth or some other fabled thing that promised a reversal of the aging process, or all the alchemists that sought the Philosopher’s Stone, I’d scream at the top of my lungs about the truth of immortality. It was the biggest trick of all. Death was the blessing, not eternal life. Immortality was worse than fool’s gold. It damned you.

“Please just kill me,” I said, tired. “You know I can’t die of natural causes. It’s going to take a superhero to kill me.”

“All this ridiculous fuss, and for all you know, a superhero might not be able to kill you. None of us have ever died.”

“I realize that, Z. Again, not soft minded.” I tapped my temple.

“What makes you think I could even kill you?”

“Dammit. Knock it off. Are we going to theorize all damn day, or will you do as I ask you already, as a dear friend?”

Z’s nostrils flared suddenly. “Oh, so now you’re my ‘dear friend?’ You’d condemn my eternal soul by having me commit murder?”

“You’ve killed supervillains before. You’ve killed evil people that hurt others.”

“Exactly. Supervillains. Evil. You’re neither.”

“I am too a supervillain.” I crossed my arms across my chest.

“Since when?”

“Since today. I almost killed two entire planes full of people.”

“But you didn’t. You wouldn’t have.”

“I may have killed a young mother, her infant child, and two flight attendants desperately trying to save them both,” I boasted, hearing myself and trying hard not to wonder if maybe I had lost my mind somewhere along the grit of the centuries.

Z whirled on me, hands balled into fists at his sides. “You didn’t.”

“I don’t know. I might have. They fell on top of each other when I tilted the plane, and I heard a crunching, snapping sound,” I said as nonchalantly as I was capable of behaving.

Zedekiah’s mouth parted slightly in horror.

“See.” I started pacing too, pausing to punctuate my words at poignant times with significant looks. “I became a supervillain today. I did villainous things. And if you don’t kill me right now, then I’ll become even more of a supervillain. I’ll rival the worst of the worst of them in their misdeeds. My name—a proper one—will hang on everyone’s lips, where they’ll be afraid to let it slip out of fear that I might come for them. For every good deed you or the others do, I’ll commit ten acts of evil.”

He chuckled dismissively. “Nice show, Nic. But I’m not buying it. You’re not like that.”

“But I will be. If you make me.”

My words sent a chill even through me, and Z looked nervous for the first time.

“I’ll become Nicodemus the Unkillable Killer.”

“I hope that’s not the supervillain name you’re going to settle on, because it’s not much better than your current one, the Super Dough Man.” He tried to inject humor in his voice but failed.

“I’ll be the Unkillable Killer unless you kill me.”

“You do realize how ridiculous that statement is, don’t you?”

“No, I don’t,” I lied. “Do it now and it’ll be done with plenty of time for you to get back to whatever saving act you next have scheduled. You can get another spectacular display of your super strength in before the six o’ clock news and make it a double feature.”

Zedekiah drew up to his full height, which was significant compared to mine. He faced me squarely and his eyes bored into mine. “Let me make this clear to you. I will not, now or ever, kill you, my crazy bastard of a friend.” Truth dripped from his words.

My shoulders slumped. He’d never kill me. He’d never ease this empty void inside me. I’d be stuck with it for all eternity, or until such time as the power the lightning apparently conferred on us took back what didn’t belong to humans.

“So why don’t you stop with all this talk of nonsense and let’s go grab a beer or something? We have better things to do than stand in a field in the middle of nowhere debating whether or not I’ll kill you.” He barked in tight laughter. “Let’s fly to my place, I’ll change clothes and put on a baseball cap so no one’ll recognize me, and we’ll head over to The Beer Garden. Their local brews are almost as good as that mead we’d get in Victorian London, remember?”

How could I forget Victorian London? Or any other part of this endless life? My memories were what kept me human. However, I didn’t agree that there was anything worth emulating in Victorian London’s mead.

I was tempted to take Z up on his offer and forget about today and my newly acquired supervillain intentions. But then tomorrow would come, and it would be little different than today or the day before it.

I hurried to say something before Z could realize I was close to backing down. “Either you make the choice now and you kill me, or I’ll make you kill me.”

He brought his hands to his spandex-covered hips. “Oh yeah? And how do you think you’ll make me do that?”

“By causing havoc and raining destruction upon the world until you end it.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then you’d better hope one of the others can because I won’t stop until one of you kills me. I’m the Unkillable Killer.

“You know what? I’m going to go ahead and call the others now.” He looked at me, calling my bluff.

But I wasn’t bluffing. “Go ahead and call them. I want you to.”

“Fine,” he said, sounding like a snarky teenager. “I’ll call them, then.”

“And how exactly will you do that?” I was genuinely curious.

“With my cell phone. Duh.”

I laughed, and man, did laughing feel good. “Listen to you, oh pious devoted monk. You’ve come a long way.”

Z-Man scowled. “Look away.”

“Why?”

“Because I told you to.”

“No way. You want me to turn around so you can fish your cell phone out, don’t you?”

“No. It’s for something else.”

It was totally to retrieve his cell phone. I grinned. “I have no idea where you might hide a cell phone in your getup. I’m not looking away.”

“And I’m not killing you,” he said, equally petulant.

“Fine,” I said.

“Fine,” he said, and then I got to enjoy watching him unfasten a small strip of Velcro across the back of his waist (even though he kept his back turned away from me) and pull out a small, sleek cell phone.

“Wow,” I said.

“Careful,” Z warned. “Not another word.”

Then he put his superhero thumb on the sensor, flicked his finger across the screen, and put the phone to his ear. The person on the other line picked up in seconds.

“Hey,” Z said, “I need some help.”

I recognized the person on the other end of the line. Germaine said, “Help with an emergency?”

“No, not that kind of help. I need your help with Nicodemus.”

“Nicodemus?”

“Yeah, Nicodemus. In fact, you should all come.”

“What could you possibly need all of us for? Can’t you and Nicodemus deal with the problem? You’re certainly capable of handling almost anything, and while Nicodemus isn’t, he can back you up.”

This was one of those moments when I wished part of my super powers wasn’t heightened hearing.

Z said, “Nicodemus says he’s becoming a supervillain unless we kill him.”

“What?” Germaine choked on the word.

“Yeah, he says he’s going to become the Unkillable Killer unless we kill him.”

Germaine ground out a terse, “Where are you?” then listened to Z’s answer. “We’ll be there as soon as we can,” he said then disconnected the line.

I feared they were only coming to laugh at me. I had to strengthen my resolve in the half hour it would take Germaine to relay the directive and for all of them to fly here from the different continents.

I scowled at Zedekiah, who could have explained the seriousness of my request instead of what he did. I turned my back to him and closed my eyes. I had thirty minutes to pull myself together so that my plea might convince nine superheroes as old and experienced as we were.

• • •

In proper superhero fashion, the other nine relegated to the same fate as Zedekiah and me exceeded my expectations. They arrived, alone or in pairs, before the thirty minutes had elapsed and before I could compose my resolve sufficiently to appear to be the fearsome Unkillable Killer on first sight.

Those who honored our ancientness greeted me with a forehead against mine and curious eyes. They must know they’d been summoned because of me. It hadn’t been the first time we’d congregated because of one of my mishaps. They likely imagined it was another one of my messes they were expected to clean up.

Zedekiah and Germaine were the only ones among us who welcomed the changing ways of the times with enthusiasm. They exchanged some fancy hand maneuvers that culminated in a fist bump. “What’s up, my man?” Germaine said. “It’s been a long time. You’re looking sharp as ever.”

Germaine flicked his first glance at me. It said what he didn’t. Z-Man was sharp in ways I never would be.

Z grinned despite the reason for our gathering. “You too, G-Man. You been working out?”

Germaine laughed happily. If I didn’t already know we lived virtually forever, I’d think conceit supplied Germaine with long life. “It’s in my genes,” he said while he flexed muscles that bulged through green spandex. Genes were something relatively new to our understanding, as was spandex. Z-Man and G-Man made good use of both.

Germaine had been our unofficial leader since the beginning. Of all of us, he most loved telling others what to do. I steeled myself against what I knew was coming.

“So,” Germaine began, “what’s this about needing help with Nicodemus?” Even though I was standing right there, Germaine asked Zedekiah, not me.

Suddenly, Z looked nervous, and I couldn’t decide if it was for my benefit or his. “Nic’s asked me to kill him.”

“What?” several of the others said, clearly shocked.

G said, “And why would he do that?”

“He says he’s tired of living. That if I—we—don’t kill him, he’ll become the supervillain the Unkillable Killer and terrorize the world until he forces our hand.”

G chuckled. Only he could make the otherwise pleasant sound so ridiculing. He’d been making me feel smaller than an insect since we were still fragile monks at the mercy of the whims of life and interminable waves of raiders. “You can’t be serious,” he said. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. I was in the middle of keeping a building from collapsing when you called—a skyscraper.” He turned resentful eyes on me. “I risked all those people’s lives over this. Another one of Nicodemus’ mess ups.”

G was staring straight at me, yet he referred to me in the third person.

“You know what,” I said, “I’m sick of you treating me in this condescending way, like you’re some magnanimous being that deigns to grace me with his presence instead of a buffoon in green spandex. Neon green. Neon anything is appalling. Did no one tell you that in your classes on how to be cool this century? You might have super powers, but guess what, I have them too. And I’m done, oh I’m so freaking done, with you treating me like I’m”—I waved my hand to include all of us, except perhaps Z—“like we are anything less than you. You’re a pompous ass, and I’m done with you. Done. Done. Done.”

G glared at me, sticking his chest out importantly. His outfit perfectly delineated his chest muscles and I resisted the nearly overpowering urge to stomp over to him and flick his erect nipples.

“Are you done yet?” G asked.

“Hell no, I’m not done yet. I’m just getting started. I’m sick of caring what I say and I’m sick of this life. I’ve been over it, from every direction, with Z. I want to die. Since I can’t die by normal means, I want one of you—hell, all of you can join in on the party—to kill me. I want this curse to end, and there’s nothing any of you can say to talk me out of it. Just ask Z.”

Several appalled stares turned toward Zedekiah. “He’s right,” he said in defeat. “I’ve been trying to talk some sense into him for a while, and no matter what I say, he won’t listen or change his mind.”

“But,” one of the others, Demetrius, sputtered, “but this is no accident. We’re made this way for a reason, a good one, an important one.”

“I already tried,” Z said, “Trust me. I made all the arguments, all the reasons I believe we’re blessed with these powers. He thinks them a curse.”

That shocked Demetrius into silence. But it’d take a lot more than that to keep Germaine quiet. “I might not agree with Z’s belief that God purposefully bestowed these powers on us, but that doesn’t mean I’d kill you, no matter what you think. None of us will.”

“Oh, come on.” I realized G and the rest of them had only just joined the conversation, but I felt like I’d been spinning my wheels for an eternity. “What do you care? You’ve never even liked me. Not even when we were monks in the Brotherhood, not even then. You haven’t liked me for century after century. Don’t you want to see me gone?”

G appeared to be tossing the idea around, sliding his jaw back and forth a few times. “Whether I like you or not isn’t the point. I’m not going to kill you because I don’t kill for the sake of killing. And neither do any of the others. We’re superheroes. Heroes. Not villains. We don’t just kill. That’s murder.”

“Well, then this’ll be easy for you. I’m not just a villain, I’m a supervillain. So kill away.”

G made the universal expression of this-fool’s-got-to-be-kidding-me, lips turned downward in a scowl. “Just ‘cause you say you’re a villain or a supervillain,” he said, adding air quotes around supervillain, “doesn’t mean you are one. This is silly.”

I looked to the others. Even Z hung back with a timid face that indicated that none of them planned on interfering. They’d let Germaine deal with me, because they all looked as if they agreed with him.

Righteous anger swelled within me. “I can be whosoever I damn well say I am. And if I say that I’m a supervillain named the Unkillable Killer, then I damn well am. You’re not the boss of me.” Yes, I realized that my arguments were exemplifying remarkable immaturity, but I was too flustered to do better. Why did it have to be this difficult? Couldn’t they just do as I asked and put an end to my misery?

“Wow, Nic, what the hell’s gotten into you?” G said.

“Ugh.” I threw my hands in the air. “Why don’t you ask Z-Man over here once I’m gone, because he and I’ve been over it too many times already.” Again I was being unfair to Z, who’d only tried to be a friend to me. But maybe it was better this way. It’s always easier to destroy something you don’t care about.

“And where exactly are you going?”

“To wreak havoc upon the world. I’ll destroy in exemplary supervillain style until one of you steps up and kills me.”

“As if you’ve ever done anything exemplary in your life.”

I blinked, shocked that G would be so blatantly mean. His words rattled me out of my reckless abandon long enough to address the others. Not him. I was done with him.

“Look,” I said and smiled sadly. “I realize this isn’t something any of you want to do.” My tone softened as I saw beyond the superhero façades to the men who’d been friends to me for longer than friendships were supposed to last. “But I promise you, killing me will be mercy. I can’t carry on living this life that never ends, filled with loss and emptiness.”

Looks of understanding crossed the faces of a few of them. I turned pleading eyes on them, uncaring anymore whether my actions were strong and worthy of the powers bestowed upon me. “Please.”

Not one of my friends would respond to my searching gaze when G barked behind me, “No one’s going to kill you. You’ll just need to learn to get over your jealousies and sense of inferiority and do the best you can with what you’ve been given. For better or worse, you’re a superhero, not a supervillain. Deal with it.”

Zedekiah was at least a thousand times better at delivering pep talks than Germaine, who did a good job of reminding me of the things I wouldn’t miss once I was finally gone from this world.

“Go to hell, G,” I said, hoping I’d beat him there. And then, with a final look of appreciation toward the other nine I considered friends to differing degrees, I took off in flight.

They’d follow me. They’d have to once they realized what I intended on doing.

I peeked over my shoulder before they could diminish into specks. Even from fifty feet up, I could make out the confused and hesitant looks they shared.

• • •

I didn’t have to go far to find a group of people large enough to cause the kind of mayhem that would bring my friends chasing after me. In under a minute, I spotted a park dotted with people and picnic tables. When I flew downward, I made out a sign that said Millen Family Reunion. “Perfect,” I said to myself. “That’ll tug on their heartstrings for sure.” Wiping out a whole bloodline? Yeah, that was the kind of thing my friends, who’d been around long enough to see many bloodlines diminish into extinction, wouldn’t be able to stand.

I hovered in the air out of sight of the unlucky Millen descendants until my friends caught up. After all, this would be a show for them. The wind whipped at my unaerodynamic hipster outfit, rattling my jeans violently against my thighs.

As soon as I spotted specks of indigo and neon green, leading eight other colorful specks behind them, I began. Below, families, including children, milled around playground equipment. It wouldn’t be my moment of shining glory. Why couldn’t they just have done as I asked?

My brothers were gaining on me. I’d hesitated enough already. I looked below to the park but made my eyes go hazy so they wouldn’t focus on any one thing in particular. The individual faces of the Millen family were a blur to me, and I hoped they’d remain that way.

The wind whipped loudly in my ears as I accepted the understanding that it was now or never. I felt a tug of something that wanted to burgeon into emotion in my dead heart. I wouldn’t allow it.

I flew low enough that I was within range of my powers, but not so low that the members of the Millen family could make out my face. Not that they’d recognize me since I wasn’t wearing my Super Dough Man outfit, but I didn’t want to take any chances. At some point, certainly someone would recognize me since nothing about my suit shielded my face from view—but then, I’d been thinking that for ages. I didn’t want to cast a shadow over the centuries I’d dedicated myself to doing good with this day’s actions.

I was only doing this because I had to. I couldn’t go to sleep tonight and wake up tomorrow to the same hellish pattern. I’d surely shatter, and then my desperation might truly convert me into something my friends were right in thinking I wasn’t.

“Showtime,” I said, finding no joy in swinging my arms out to the side, picking up the picnic tables lined next to each other far below and tossing them, like an angry, vengeful god. Screams split the air as bowls and platters converted into projectiles. The Millen family scattered while the containers shattered and thumped and the picnic tables flattened the slowest of them.

Before the Millens had a chance to recover, I uprooted old, thick trees and hovered them in the air for dramatic effect. I was rewarded with a fresh round of panicked screams and seeing my superhero friends spring into action.

I let the trees drop, aware that I had to move quickly now. I wasn’t any stronger than the others and there were ten of them and one of me.

I lifted the ground beneath the Millens, who couldn’t run fast enough to escape my super-powered reach. Thick grass quivered and parted to reveal yawning earth, which threatened to swallow all of them.

I parted my hands wider and the earth trembled. A gap sucked a few Millens down, my colored friends racing toward them.

I pretended to pinch a swing set in one hand and climbing equipment with the other. I pulled. The playground equipment hemmed and hawed, complaining with a loud, prolonged, rusty squeak.

Generations of Millens expressed themselves in one continuous chorus of fright as I floated the equipment above their heads. Those that had fallen scrambled to get out of the way, but the upturned earth prevented it.

There was no escaping me.

I released the etheric grip I held on the equipment. It sunk to the torn earth like a leaden weight.

But then there was little more damage I could do here without harming the complete Millen family beyond repair. I jetted away, hoping to force my friends to scramble to keep up with my destruction.

A few minutes away, I spotted a car dealership. Even from a hundred feet up, the new cars sparkled and glimmered their enticements. New is better. It didn’t matter that the planet was littered with new things people didn’t truly need. People craved that new-car smell like a drug.

Here, I could enjoy the havoc. I didn’t have to hold back when no people would be directly harmed. I’d make my point with color and shine.

Again I hovered, hoping to be out of sight of the omnipresent cameras that made evasion nearly impossible during this century.

Double handed, palms pointed upward, I motioned as if I were scooping cars from below. I lifted the cars so high that I could read their outrageous price stickers, and from there I released my invisible grip. The cars spun in a free fall until they crashed atop the cars that remained in the lot. The sound of crunching metal was so loud that I thought it would surely carry to the next county.

I picked up a couple more cars and let them drop like bombs before people ran out of the car dealership building, looked up, and ran back inside. By then, Germaine, Zedekiah, and Demetrius were on trajectory to intercept me. Presumably, they left the others behind to deal with the fallout of my actions in the park.

I picked up two more cars and flung them. Another two. Then four. After I grabbed two more, the car lot looked like a giant had a temper tantrum that he took out on his toy cars.

“Enough, Nico!” Germaine’s commanding voice cut the air.

I plastered a smug look on my face, turned toward him, and let my hands drop. “Oops,” I said to the chorus of metal and plastic crunching in a violent death below.

Zedekiah flew right up to me, his cape flapping in the wind. He hovered while he spoke, as if we still stood in the crop field, as if he’d listened to me and avoided all this unnecessary destruction. “This isn’t you, my friend. Stop what you’re doing.”

Defiantly, I raised two more cars and didn’t even look below as I hurled them in opposite directions.

“Nic,” Z said, and his sad voice would have crushed my heart had it worked like a normal person’s. “Please don’t do this.”

“I told you. I don’t have any other choice.” I was surprised to hear that my voice, too, was sad. “I have to take a stand and this is it. I can’t wake up tomorrow and still be here. I just can’t.” My voice cracked, and I looked at Demetrius (known to the world’s populace as Super Deelish), who hovered behind the superheroes clad in neon green and indigo. Something in his eyes gave me renewed hope. Was it resignation? That they’d have to kill me after all?

I smiled maniacally, hoping to cement their image of me as the deranged superhero turned supervillain that they had the obligation to rid the world of. “I’m a menace,” I announced to the three of them, “and I’ll continue to be one until you end me.”

G-Man whipped around in front of me. “End you,” he muttered. “I’d like to end you right now, you freaking moron.”

“Then do it,” I challenged.

“I won’t kill you, if that’s what you mean, you crazy bastard,” he snarled. “But I will make you stop this.”

I slid my palms across the air, imagining myself scooping up whole rows of cars across each hand and forearm. I didn’t have to look down to verify that what I imagined was happening. It always did. All except for the escape from the repetitive, Groundhog Day torment I’d prayed for throughout centuries.

“And how will you make me stop?” I asked.

While I held G-Man’s enraged stare, I slid my forearms downward. Z-Man and Super Deelish zipped out of sight to try to catch some of the cars. But not even they could catch all of them in time. An eardrum-shattering noise confirmed it.

“I’ll keep going until you stop me, G,” I said. “The only way to stop me is to kill me.”

G-Man growled and crossed his neon-green outfitted arms across his chest. It was a comical sight, one I had no desire to point out to him them. I wanted him to kill me, not make me suffer more, and currently, his expression reminded me of that of an enraged bull during a bullfight.

“There are other ways to stop you,” G-Man threatened.

“Perhaps.” I tried not to let the fear I felt betray me. I kept my face expressionless, I hoped. I had no desire to end up confined in whatever contraption Germaine could dream up for me. There were fates worse than this endless loop of a life. “But none of you want the hassle. It’ll keep you from fulfilling your duties as superheroes. It’ll be a headache none of you need. And I don’t want to be a problem to you or anyone else. I just want to die and be done with this all. Is that really so hard to understand?”

Recognition of my predicament flickered across Germaine’s eyes before he could stash it away.

I waited. Perhaps every one of my friends understood how I felt, even if they didn’t want to admit it, even to themselves.

G-Man studied me.

“Come on, G. Please? It’ll be mercy, I promise.”

He studied me some more. I looked at him head-on, resisting my habit to hide the pain I’d successfully hidden from them for so long. Perhaps that was why they wouldn’t do my will. They thought this had come about suddenly, a phase that would pass. I kept my true heaviness from them, thinking I was sparing them, but now I couldn’t get them to spare me.

When Z-Man and Super Deelish returned to flank G-Man, the three of my friends across from me, Germaine said, “What do you think, guys?”

“You can’t actually be considering killing him,” Demetrius was the first to say.

“Maybe I am,” Germaine said. “It’s not like it really would be murder, not when he’s asking for it.”

On a horrified breath, Demetrius said, “But we save lives, not take them.”

I said, “And my dear D, I assure you that in this case, you’ll be saving me.”

“What do you think, Z?” Germaine asked.

Zedekiah averted his eyes as he said, “I don’t know anymore. Maybe.”

Another shocked gasp. “Well, we certainly can’t even talk about the idea without all of us here,” Demetrius said. “This is a decision we should all make together.”

Germaine didn’t turn to Demetrius or otherwise acknowledge the subtle revolt against his authority. He said, “The rest will arrive soon enough. They know it’s more important that we deal with Nico than the Millen family.”

Demetrius looked at Germaine, askance, suspicious. He’d sounded uncaring about the bloodline I’d almost flattened. I wondered if everything about G-Man, European superhero, was a show. If it was, it mattered little. I hoped I wouldn’t be around to care much longer.

“There are the others,” I said to G-Man, spotting the rainbow of specks headed our way. “You can end this now and be back in Europe before dinnertime.” I was convinced now that he was the only one I needed to persuade.

The seven others arrived and filled in the open spaces, completing a hovering circle of superheroes and one supervillain. I was glad we were beyond the reach of cameras. If spotters or reporters were able to manage it, this iconic image of my disgrace would be plastered everywhere. And there was enough kicking-a-man-when-he-was-down going on without that.

“I think we should do as he asks,” G-Man said, again talking to the rest of them as if I weren’t there. But this time I didn’t mind. For once, his voice sounded compassionate, as if he’d finally realized that I was asking for this because I needed this relief, not because I was crazy. “Any objections?” he asked.

“Many,” Z-Man said to nods from the rest of them. “But maybe you’re right.” Zedekiah’s voice was so soft that I, with my super hearing, could barely make it out over the whipping wind. “Nic,” my best friend of a very long lifetime said, “are you absolutely sure this is what you want, brother?”

I gulped. Once dead, I hoped I’d end up in a place where I couldn’t miss my friend and his genuine caring. “I’m sure. I’m sorry to ask this of you all, truly I am.” I met everyone’s eyes, even G-Man’s, to show them I meant what I said. “If there were any other way, I’d never put you in this position. But I’ve been debating this for nearly a hundred years. I’ve decided and I won’t change my mind, I’ll only push further into being the Unkillable Killer until you do as my heart needs you to do.”

I sighed and brought my hands to my sides, all pretense of threats gone. “Please, my dear brothers, free me from this cursed torment. I’ll be grateful to you.”

And that’s all I could say. My crushed and pulverized heart was on display. It confirmed this was my truth.

A whole minute passed. Eventually, Zedekiah said, “All right. I’ll do it.”

I was stricken with unforeseen panic because I’d been certain G-Man would do it and spare my best friend. “G, please, you do it.”

I didn’t have to explain. G-Man nodded his understanding. He might be a neon-green prick most of the time, but he wasn’t all bad. None of them were. In my own way, I loved them all, even with a heart no longer capable of the true emotion.

“All together,” my brother in red piped up.

“Yes,” another in yellow added. “So that no one of us carries the burden.”

“Very well,” G-Man said. “Now then…”

“Wait,” I stammered. I thought they’d at least give me time for farewells and some semblance of composure after my supervillain stunt.

But the next instant I couldn’t talk or string together coherent thoughts. I couldn’t hear anything beyond the loud whooshing, pulsing sound in my head, and I imagined it to be the sound of doom. Unbearable pressure assaulted my body from all directions, pulling and pushing in on me at the same time.

My eyes wouldn’t register anything beyond pain, but I understood what my friends must be doing. Ever since lightning gave us superhuman strength, we could push and pull with an immeasurable force—perhaps that of ten thousand men. Some of my friends hurled all of their might in my direction, while others pulled with equal force. My body was at once being crushed into oblivion and ripped into its smallest component parts.

I’d either implode or explode, and I hoped it’d happen before I could feel any more of this pain. I hadn’t experienced real pain since the lightning storm lit up our cloister ages ago. Now I experienced enough of it to distribute fairly across all that missed time.

Next, I was falling, hurtling toward the car dealership and its mangled evidence of my earlier power.

I was in a free fall, unable to do anything to stop the ground, littered with metal and glass, from rising to meet me.

Every single speck of me was being pulled apart, dissolving my life into its actual meaninglessness. And simultaneously every part of me was condensed until I was made to feel as small as I believed myself to be.

I had to be nearly at the car lot. I tried to open my eyes, squinting toward the sky. All I could make out was light and colored blotches that matched my pace as I rocketed out of the sky.

When I hit the ground, whatever breath was left to me fled in a final puff. My last jumbled thought was that I wouldn’t need it anymore.

Then blessed, empty darkness clouded my vision. It settled across my consciousness like a smothering blanket.

And finally, I was delivered to death.

• • •

The darkness began to fade even as I desperately begged for it not to abandon me, although I couldn’t move any part of my body to make my efforts more convincing. I’d sunken into myself like a black hole, but I was moving back toward the light.

I wanted to scream, but my head pounded and the thought of any sound beyond what pressed against my mind was out of the question.

Beyond the pulsing in my brain, I made out the angry thumping of my heart.

Then, sounds outside of me coalesced into murmurs, voices.

As my resistance to the pull of life went unheeded, the voices focused into discernible words.

“I guess the Unkillable Killer can’t be killed.” It wasn’t Germaine’s smug voice as I might have expected. It was the compassionate voice of my closest friend, whom I’d forced to kill me and bear the burden of that action for an eternity.

But Zedekiah hadn’t managed to kill me.

None of them had.

The scream that tore through me, shattering whatever stability I had left, was sufficient to push me back toward the relief of unfeeling darkness for another time.

But the relief would end.

And I wouldn’t.

I was alive.
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The Black Razor crouched in the shadows of an alleyway. He watched the thugs, crack dealers, and killers walk in and out of the old, run down Harrison Hotel across the street. 

It used to be a nice place until the South Rockhaven Stranglers showed up and murdered the owners. The police didn’t have the manpower or the firepower to do much about it. Slowly the entire five-block area became a no man’s land, with the Harrison serving as the gang’s headquarters. Everyone knew to stay far away from the Strangler’s turf unless you had an army backing you up. 

The Black Razor stood and stretched his legs, then straightened his clothes. He still hated dressing up in the themed black outfit. He had gone through several versions of his costume, including tights and a cape. He learned quickly that tights were uncomfortable, and capes may look cool, but slow you down. He finally settled on solid black combat pants, black combat boots, black long sleeve form fitting shirt, black gloves, and his black mask. He especially liked the mask because the special material formed to his face, but let him breathe, see, and hear perfectly. Any onlooker merely saw a blank face and head. It was even creepy to him when he looked in the mirror. The only thing missing was a watch. He hated not having a watch, but it really didn’t fit with the whole supervillain theme. 

Satisfied that he looked the part, he strode from the dark alley and headed for the front door of the Harrison. As he approached, a burly man carrying a military issue machine gun stepped forward.

“Hold on a second,” the door guard said.

Black Razor continued walking until he stood face to face with the large man. He watched the guard nervously clench his assault rifle tighter. He smiled under the mask, happy that even this hardened beast of a man feared him. He stood there silently until the guard finally spoke up.

“Uh... You’re the Black Razor, right?”

“Yes,” Black Razor replied in a low evil voice.

The guard quickly stepped aside. As Black Razor strode past, the guard swallowed hard. 

“You can go right up, Mr. Black Razor,” the guard said weakly. “Garrett is waiting in the master suite on the top floor.”

Black Razor stepped into the open lobby of the hotel. He walked toward the elevators with a commanding air. Several thugs and dealers darted out of his path. He shook his head, remembering how many years of his life he’d wasted in this building. It felt like yesterday, even though it had been years since the day that changed everything, since he found his mission and the means to carry it out.

He came to the other side of the lobby and reached out to press the elevator button when he heard someone come up behind him. He paused before hitting the button.

“Hey! You think because you’re some fancy supervillain that you can walk into our house without paying your dues?” a hardened killer shouted as he approached Black Razor.

“Dues?” Black Razor asked.

“Yeah, your freaking dues, man! Now pay up or pay with your life,” the killer said.

Black Razor burst into a fit of evil laughter. The killer, standing only a few feet behind now, began to grow angry.

“Turn around here you freak! No one’s gonna walk in here and dis the Slasher!”

Black Razor stopped laughing and silence flooded the lobby. Slasher pulled a large hunting knife and readied himself to attack.

“I paid my dues a long time ago,” Black Razor said under his breath.

“What’s that, freak? You got something to say to me? You turn around and face the Slasher head on!”

In one swift move, the Black Razor spun around and called upon his power, then completed the spin facing the elevator and pressing the up button. As the doors opened, Slasher’s head rolled from his shoulders. The rest of him collapsed shortly after. Black Razor stepped into the elevator, turned around, and smiled. Everyone in the lobby was frozen, staring at him. He held his hand out to keep the elevator from closing and addressed the entire lobby. 

“Anyone else need me to pay my dues?”

After a few seconds of silence, he let go of the door, allowing it to close. The elevator only took a moment to arrive at the top floor. He stepped out to see a skinny, well-dressed man who had been waiting there.

“You are the Black Razor, I presume? My name is Mr. Filmoore. I am Garrett’s accountant,” the skinny man said nervously.

“The South Rockhaven Stranglers have an accountant now?” Black Razor asked in a shocked voice.

“That is correct. There is a lot of money changing hands, especially with deals like the one we’ll be doing tonight with you,” Mr. Filmoore answered. “Now if you’ll just follow me to the master suite, Garrett and Mr. X are waiting.”

Mr. Filmoore turned and led the way toward the suite. Black Razor shook his head in disbelief. They arrived at the door. A violent looking guard held up his hand.

“I’ve got to check the both of you for weapons.”

Mr. Filmoore held his arms out and the tough patted him down thoroughly. Then he moved over to the Black Razor. There was a tense moment as the Black Razor stood, unmoving. Finally, he put his arms out to the side. The guard patted him down but found nothing. He turned and knocked three times, then opened the door.

“Two coming in. Filmoore and Razor. Both of ‘em clean,” the guard yelled.

As they entered the suite, Black Razor could see Garrett and Mr. X sitting in the large living area ahead. He let Mr. Filmoore lead the way. Garrett stood and smiled. He walked past his accountant and stood in front of the Black Razor.

“Whoa man, you are way bigger than you look on the news. I’m Garrett, the leader of the Stranglers. Come on in and have a seat,” Garrett said as he gestured to an open chair across from Mr. X.

Black Razor sat down, staring at Mr. X, instantly taking a dislike to the man. He watched as Garrett sat and Mr. Filmoore walked over to stand next to him.

“So let’s get this show on the road, shall we?” It was more a command than a question.

After short negotiations over the price of C-4, all three men stood. Garrett shook hands with Mr. X, then watched as he left to retrieve the explosives. Garrett turned and extended his hand to Black Razor.

“Well it’s been cool doing business with a supervillain, but I’m sure you’ll be on your way to retrieve the money now,” Garrett said.

Black Razor looked at the hand offered to him and laughed. Garrett pulled his hand back and anger flashed in his eyes.

“Let me explain something to you,” Garrett said angrily. “There are only two ways I extend my hand to a man. One is in friendship, and the other is to pull a trigger. You may be some tough super—“

Black Razor shoved him backward, knocking him violently to the floor. Mr. Filmoore started to rush over to Garrett when Black Razor focused his power and formed a long black katana. He stuck it against Mr. Filmoore’s throat, stopping him in his tracks. Garrett scrambled to his feet but didn’t make a move.

“What the hell is this, man? I thought we were doing business here,” Garrett shouted. “And where the hell did you get a sword from?”

Black Razor laughed again as he reached up with his open hand and removed his mask. Garrett’s face instantly lit up with recognition.

“Johnny?” Garrett said, then squinted to look closer. “Johnny Goldman, is that really you?”

Johnny smiled, then laughed before replying.

“Yeah man, it’s me.”

Garrett laughed out loud, instantly at ease.

“Oh man, it’s been what, like five years since we seen you? So you’re the Black Razor,” Garrett said then laughed again. “And here I thought we were dealing with some psychotic murdering supervillain.”

Johnny smiled, then flicked the katana, killing Mr. Filmoore in one swift motion. Before Garrett could react, Johnny focused his power and formed a black dagger to replace the katana. He pounced on Garrett, knocking him into a chair. He put the dagger to Garret’s throat, then leaned in close to speak.

“Garrett, you are dealing with some psychotic murdering supervillain.”

• • •

“Detective, we found it over here,” a uniformed officer shouted out across the lobby.

Detective Frank Carmon looked behind the fake potted fern where the officer was pointing and found the head they’d been looking for.

“Yeah that must belong to headless guy number seventeen by the elevators,” Frank said. “Make sure crime scene gets some photos of the face before they bag it.”

Frank had been a homicide detective in Rockhaven for fourteen years and had seen a lot of murders, but this was the first time he’d seen an entire hotel full of them. Forty-two bodies so far, and every last one of them members of the South Rockhaven Stranglers. He’d seen enough and headed for the front door so he could get away from the smell of death.

The Detective stepped outside and had to walk around the body of what used to be the door guard. He watched as a crime scene tech removed the military issue rifle that hadn’t even been fired. Frank shrugged and walked several blocks away until he could no longer smell the blood. He took a deep breath, then reached for a metal flask under his coat. He unscrewed the cap and went to take a drink when it suddenly disappeared from his hand.

“What in the...” Frank squeaked.

As he stared at his empty hand in disbelief, a giant, hulking figure appeared before him. Startled, Frank took a step back and went for his gun. Finally, he realized that standing before him was Power House, the leader of the Guardians of Earth. Frank had only seen superheroes on the news. Now, standing face to face with the most famous superhero of all time, he couldn’t help but think of how ridiculous the blue and yellow, skin-tight outfit looked. Power House held up the flask. It looked like a toy in his massive hands.

“Drinking on the job is like riding a horse blindfolded into oncoming traffic. Never a good idea. You should be solving homicides, not drinking. You are an example to your fellow officers and to the civilians, big and small. You...”

“Yeah, yeah, spare me the lecture. What’s a big time super guy like you want with a small town fish like me?” Frank asked sarcastically.

Power House screwed the lid onto the flask, pinched the top, crushing the metal together, and handed it back to the detective.

“It has nothing to do with you, and everything to do with the case you have on your hands. Hawkshaw arrived at the hotel within three minutes of the first 911 call that came into your dispatcher. Since it took Rockhaven PD forty-five minutes to respond, he had plenty of time to process the entire hotel from top to bottom. I assure you, the response time is something I intend to discuss with the Mayor and Chief of Police. I’ll let Hawkshaw explain the rest.”

Frank saw someone appear out of the corner of his eye. He jerked his head around to see Hawkshaw standing a few feet away. He wore a mask that covered the top half of his head, flowing down into a large cape that dragged on the ground. Frank knew him well. The famous superhero detective wrote four books and three manuals on crime fighting, all of which were required reading for police detectives.  

“From my findings in the hotel, we are dealing with one killer. He is a supervillain with the power to somehow conjure up knives and blades. His physical abilities are also superhuman. I believe him to be somewhere in the range of 5’11” to 6’1.” Weighing approximately 190 pounds,” Hawkshaw said flatly.

Frank stood with his mouth wide open and shook his head.

“How the heck can you know all of that just by looking at the scene for forty-five minutes? It takes at least three to five days for crime scene to get that much info.”

Hawkshaw shook his head before replying.

“Let me briefly explain. I knew that it was only one killer because I found the same tracks in the blood and carpet throughout the entire hotel. The method of killing is the same on all victims, knives, and swords. I counted forty-seven dead bodies and thirty-six of those had different types of blades used to kill them. It is highly unlikely he could carry thirty-six different swords and knives on his person. Thus the super power to make or summon blades I figure his height because the first slice he took on thirty-one of the bodies was perfectly level at the neck as if his arm was straight out,” Hawkshaw explained, acting out the motion. 

“Yeah, but wouldn’t that mean the guy was taller than them?”

Hawkshaw shook his head.

“No, all the tracks show him wearing heavy combat boots that would give him an extra two to three inches on his real height. So now you can see how I have derived my information,” Hawkshaw said.

Frank nodded his head, piecing together what he had seen at the hotel and everything Hawkshaw had said. It all fit and made perfect sense. Power House stepped forward and placed his hand on Frank’s shoulder.

“Listen, Detective, if this supervillain is crazy enough to cut up a hotel filled with killers, dealers, and worse, then he won’t think twice about harming civilians or anyone else that gets in his way. Hawkshaw has agreed to hang around the city and see what he can come up with. You just make sure your men know he’ll be prowling around the area at night,” Power House said. “Oh and Detective, no more drinking on the job. You’ve got to sober up so you can soldier on.”

“Okay. Thanks for your help, I suppose,” Frank said.

He turned to shake hands with Hawkshaw but he was gone. When he turned back to Power House he was gone as well. Frank scratched his head.

“No one is gonna believe that I got to meet the two biggest superheroes in the world, and they’re both schmucks,” Frank said.

• • •

Johnny sat on the edge of his bed and finished the last drink of whiskey. He dropped the bottle on the floor among stacks of trash, clothes, and other debris. He could barely keep his eyes open, but smiled, looking at the three large duffel bags on the table across the room. One held two-hundred and fifty thousand dollars, and the others were filled with enough C-4 explosives to level a city block. He lay back on the bed and laughed. After a few moments, he tried to retrieve a photograph from the nightstand but instead found his Black Razor mask. He held it up, staring at the unique fabric. Finally, he tossed it across the room, then grabbed the photo and stared at it for a long moment.

“I may not have taken the path you wanted me to, but I never stopped loving you, Mom. Tonight I completed step two of my plan to get revenge on the Guardians of Earth, soon your’s and Dad’s souls can rest, and maybe mine can too. Goodnight, Mom.”

He dropped the picture on the nightstand and drifted off into a drunken sleep.

• • •

Hawkshaw stopped in an alley seven blocks from the Harrison Hotel. He had made slow progress tracking the villain. He used the optical scanners built into his mask to follow traces of blood that had been on the assailant’s boots. They led to this darkened alley. Immediately he could smell death and readied himself for anything. He plunged into the darkness. He cautiously approached a brand new SUV parked creatively against the wall. Blood dripped from the driver’s side. Hawkshaw opened the door and out fell a man who had been killed the same as all the others at the Harrison. 

He inspected the vehicle and determined that the man had come from the Harrison to get a container with heavy contents from the backseat but was attacked from behind. Whatever had been in the SUV was gone now. The only luck Hawkshaw had was that the killer had tracked through this victim’s blood, refreshing the trail. He looked up at the sky and could tell by the lightening of it that dawn was coming soon. He knew that he couldn’t do much during the daylight hours, so he headed back for the time being. 

“Justice can wait one more night,” Hawkshaw said as he disappeared back into the shadows.

• • •

Johnny was up and frantically rushing around his apartment.

“Where is that dang mask?” he yelled. “I have to have it.”

He continued tearing through piles of old clothes and trash. He was already in full Black Razor get up and only needed the mask. He found it near the bed and pulled it on. It smelled of day-old pizza and liquor, but he didn’t have time to do anything about it now. He held up his wrist, but there was no watch there. He cursed to himself about not getting a watch that would go with this outfit. He knew he had overslept as he walked by the TV and saw the eleven o’clock news. He watched as the newscaster talked of the massacre at the Harrison Hotel the night before. They switched to a reporter talking with Power House. Johnny listened as the reporter praised the Black Razor for wiping out the Stranglers. Power House spoke of justice for everyone, including the South Rockhaven Stranglers. Johnny kicked the TV and screamed.

“Justice! You’ll get yours soon enough.”

He stormed to the table and swung the two bags of C-4 over his shoulder, then walked to the door. He paused for a moment, hand on the handle, sensing something wasn’t right. He couldn’t really put his finger on it, just a bad feeling. He took a deep breath and stepped out into the empty hallway, turning to lock the door to his apartment. He slid the key into one of his hidden pockets, then stopped and listened, but heard nothing. He sprinted down the hall to the stairs. He had a date with the Rockhaven Police Department that he intended to keep.

• • •

Hawkshaw found himself standing outside of an old apartment building. He had followed the nearly invisible trail from the alley and ended up here. He entered the building and moved from room to room, finding nothing but corpses. Each floor was the same until he finally picked up the trail again on the fifth floor. He moved slowly down the hall toward a door on his right. As he approached, he heard another door open from behind. He quickly turned, ready to fight, but he was staring at an elderly woman.

“Hey, you!” the old woman shouted. “Stay away from Johnny’s apartment.”

Hawkshaw lowered his fists and walked toward the woman.

“Ma’am you are in grave danger here. I need you to evacuate the building now,” Hawkshaw commanded.

“I’m not going anywhere. Say, aren’t you that bird guy from the news? Yeah, you are him! Wow, a real live superhero,” she said.

Hawkshaw approached her slowly, trying not to startle the old woman.

“Yes ma’am, I am Hawkshaw from the Guardians of Earth. I need you to come with me,” the hero said calmly.

“Why should I leave my home “

“Can’t you smell the horrible stench? Everyone in this apartment building is dead,” Hawkshaw said.

“Well, I can’t smell very much with these sinuses and the medicine I take—wait. Did you say everyone is dead?” she asked, terrified.

Hawkshaw nodded, then watched as the old woman’s eyes rolled up into her head and she passed out. He was quick enough to catch her and lift her up. He turned to carry her down the hall but found himself staring directly into the blank face of the Black Razor. He held a giant, black broadsword raised high.

“Here let me help lighten that load!” Black Razor whispered through clenched teeth.

He swung down, cleaving the elderly woman in two. Blood sprayed in Hawkshaw’s face, but he instinctively jumped away from his attacker. The move saved his life as Black Razor moved in for the killing blow. Hawkshaw sprinted into the old woman’s open doorway. Black Razor looked down at the body of his neighbor.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Garner. You were the only person who was ever nice to me here. Hawkshaw will pay for this,” he said before running into the apartment. 

Black Razor rounded the corner and stepped right into a left jab followed by a right hook from Hawkshaw. He stumbled back, but quickly regained his footing and refocused his power into a black katana. Hawkshaw turned and ran into the kitchen. 

“Come back here and die!” Black Razor screamed. 

He sprinted into the kitchen and attacked, but Hawkshaw was ready for him, holding a butcher knife from the table. Black Razor’s overhead strike was easily blocked. The two danced a deadly ballet of strikes, feints, and parries. Black Razor pressed his attack, but Hawkshaw’s superior training and skill outmatched him easily. 

“Why don’t you just give up?” Hawkshaw asked.

Black Razor was angered by the taunt and struck from an off balance stance. Hawkshaw used the opening to grab Black Razor, knee him the stomach, then throw him head first into the wall. The wall gave way and Black Razor tumbled into the bedroom of the next apartment. Dazed, he lost concentration and the black katana disappeared from his hand. He stood, shaking his head and tasting blood in his mouth. He saw Hawkshaw come through the large hole holding a small taser. 

Black Razor began to concentrate his power to form a knife when Hawkshaw fired. A single wire shot out and stuck into his shoulder. It sent wave after wave of high voltage shocks into Black Razor. He tried to fight it but ended up on the floor; screaming out in pain. Hawkshaw let up for a moment, then squeezed the trigger again. Another scream erupted from Black Razor.

“I could easily kill you but that would make me like you, and I’m not a murderer,” Hawkshaw said.

Something came over Black Razor and he stopped screaming. Hawkshaw pulled the trigger, but Black Razor fought through the pain and came up to his knees. He shook from the electricity coursing through him, but his eyes flashed with a black energy.

“Murderer? You dare to call me a murderer? What about the countless innocents you and all the other so-called ‘heroes’ murder every day?” Black Razor struggled to stand, shouting now. “What about them?”

Hawkshaw continued pumping the voltage, but took a step back into Mrs. Garner’s apartment and replied.

“If it weren’t for villains like you then we wouldn’t have to...”

“Shut up!” Black Razor raged, then stood to his feet. “You were there the day Power House picked up my parents’ car and used it to smash Elephant Man to death. Did you or any other damned ‘hero’ stop and think about my parents who were in that car?” Black Razor asked as he grabbed the wire in his shoulder.

“I didn’t know, but that doesn’t justify—“

“No, you didn’t know, and neither did Power House, or Lightning, or Lady Terra, and that’s why every last one of you is going to die!”

Fueled by a deep rage, Black Razor’s entire body became encased in a glowing black energy. He walked toward Hawkshaw and everything he touched disintegrated. 

Hawkshaw dropped the taser, pulled several capsules from his belt, and threw them toward Black Razor, only to watch them disintegrate. Finally realizing the futility of attack, he threw down a smoke capsule. The apartment filled with thick white smoke. Black Razor heard a window smash at the back of the apartment and knew that Hawkshaw had made his escape. 

As the smoke cleared, Black Razor’s rage drained from him and the radiating energy with it. He ran back into the hallway and retrieved the two bags of C-4 he’d stashed. He smiled knowing he had made one of the Guardians of Earth turn tail and run. Now he was on to phase three of his plan.

• • •

“I’m Gloria Escamilla, and this is a Channel 9 Action News emergency broadcast. We are cutting into your regularly scheduled program to bring you tragic news. Tonight in downtown Rockhaven, an explosion ripped through the city’s main police station. It’s unclear at this time if this was a terrorist attack. We’re taking you live to Mitch Bradley, downtown outside the remains of the RPD building. Mitch, what can you tell us?”

“Well Gloria, the fires are still burning, and as you can see behind me here, the entire four-story police headquarters is gone. The speculation that I’m hearing from the first responders is this had to be a terrorist attack. It seems there were multiple explosions set at key structural points that brought the entire building down in seconds. This has caused massive casualties and as you can see, the rescue teams can’t get near the ruins to even check for survivors with the fire still burning out of control,” Mitch paused for a moment, looking off camera. “Wait, I’m being told there is a survivor who is coming over to speak with us. Detective Frank Carmon here made it out alive. Detective, how did you survive and who would carry out such a heinous attack?”

Frank looked quite disheveled as he came on camera.

“I was out back behind the station on a break. That’s the only reason I survived. As far as who, it was Black Razor. While I was out there, I saw him running from the fire exit on the West side. I started to take after him but fell down, and that’s when the whole place went up. When I woke up, Power House was there, and I told him what I’d seen. He said that he and Hawkshaw would stay in the city until Black Razor is finished,” Frank said.

“There you have it, we have an eyewitness stating that supervillain, Black Razor is responsible for the bombing. He is officially the most monstrous villain Rockhaven has ever had. Lucky for us, the Guardians of Earth are here and have vowed to stay until he is brought to justice. I’ll turn it back over to you Gloria.”

• • •

“This is pretty messed up stuff, Hawkshaw,” Power House said as he took a swig of a mini bottle of liquor. 

Hawkshaw sat staring at a table littered with dozens of high-quality pictures of Black Razor he had taken with the camera built into his suit during the fight. 

“Why just photos, Hawkshaw? Where’s the video?” Power House asked.

He finished the mini bottle of liquor and tossed it across the room into the wastebasket.

“Nothing but net!” Power House yelled.

Hawkshaw rubbed his temples and waited for his counterpart to bring his attention back to their discussion.

“No video because you said you had the equipment when we left, and you didn’t,” Hawkshaw said in an annoyed tone.

“Oh yeah. Sorry about that, man. You always want to bring all of this stuff and we usually don’t need it,” Power House replied.

There was a knock at the door. Power House zipped over and opened it. A blur sped past him, but he already knew before he turned around who it was.

“Hey there, Lightning! Did you get everything?” Power House asked, shutting the door. 

Lightning was sitting in a chair drinking a soda. He held up the large laptop.

“Yup, one super laptop linked to the Guardians universal database right here for old Hawkie boy.”

“Come on Lightning, don’t mess with me,” Power House said.

In the blink of an eye, the laptop was in front of Hawkshaw, opened and turned on and Lightning was back sitting in the same chair holding up a bag of greasy tacos from a fast food chain a few states over. Power House used his own super speed to snatch the bag and grab another small bottle of liquor from the mini-bar. Hawkshaw shook his head, then pulled up files and info on the laptop.

“Thanks for bringing the laptop,” Hawkshaw said. “So here...”

“And thanks for the tacos!”

Hawkshaw took a deep breath then continued on, ignoring Power House’s interruption.

“Okay, here it is. Black Razor is actually Jonathan Norris Goldman, born September 13, 1977, to Robert and Cheryl Goldman. He dropped out of high school in the 9th grade. Started dealing drugs and ran away from home. He got busted a few times but didn’t do much time behind bars. Then it looks like he joined the South Rockhaven Stranglers.”

“Isn’t that the name of the gang that Black Razor slaughtered a few nights ago?” Power House asked with a mouth full of taco.

“Yes. Now according to some sketchy info here, it looks like he left the Stranglers about five years ago after having some medical issues. Let me check medical records. Okay, looks like he saw a lot of doctors, but no one could figure out what was wrong with him. The final records are from a Dr. Slovack, and state he thought Jonathan was developing some type of energy based super power. There was supposed to be a follow-up visit, but it never happened because the day it was scheduled, Dr. Slovack was killed in a fire that burned his entire medical practice to the ground,” Hawkshaw said.

“Wow, what are the odds the doctor’s office burns down the day this guy is supposed to go back for a check-up?” Power House asked. “Craziness,”

“The odds are beyond calculating. Which leads me to believe he was murdered by Jonathan to try and cover up his new super powers. One year to the day, a small time supervillain shows up in Rockhaven called Black Razor. He’s been operating in Rockhaven for the past four years,” Hawkshaw said.

“Why didn’t we ever hear about this guy?” Lightning asked.

“Because he did just enough to stay off our villain list. He had to have known the exact criteria to get on that list because his robberies stopped once he got within five of our limit. Then his killings stopped at exactly five below our limit as well,” Hawkshaw stated, then trailed off in thought.

“How could he have known our exact criteria?” Power House asked. “Only members of the Guardians of Earth know those numbers.”

Hawkshaw typed furiously on the laptop, then paused. “Do you two remember when Sharp Shooter disappeared? Never mind, I’ll tell you, it was four years ago. To be more exact, it was one month before the Black Razor showed up in Rockhaven.”

Power House and Lightning were now standing behind Hawkshaw, all of them silently remembering how they had searched for months but had never found Sharp Shooter.

“Okay Hawkshaw, you’re good, but how did you figure all of this out in a day and a half?” Power House asked.

“Do you remember how all of you laughed when I started recording our battles against supervillains?” Hawkshaw asked.

Power House and Lightning both chuckled, but stopped when Hawkshaw continued his explanation.

“When I fought Black Razor, he said we killed his parents in the fight against Elephant Man. More specifically, the third and final fight where you, Power House, used a car to beat Elephant Man to death.”

Power House quickly became angry and defended himself.

“You know damn well I was justified in killing Elephant Man. He had just crushed a school bus filled with kids. I did what had to be done to stop that child killer from ever hurting anyone again.”

“Maybe you felt justified in killing Elephant Man, but were you justified in killing the two people in the car you used to do it?” Hawkshaw asked.

Silence hung in the room for a long moment before Hawkshaw went on.

“I went back to the video of that fight and was able to pull the license plate from the car you picked up. By running that, I had everything I needed on Jonathan Goldman aka Black Razor. So now we know who we’re dealing with. We know why we’re dealing with him. We simply need to draw him out so we know where he is.”

“But if he hates us and wants to kill us, then why waste time killing an entire gang or blowing up the police station? Why not just come after us like he did Sharp Shooter?” Lightning asked.

“He killed the Stranglers because he knew it’d push his murder count past our limits, and we’d come to Rockhaven. He blew up the police station to make sure we’d stay here. He brought his prey to his own hunting ground and made sure we couldn’t leave. It’s exactly what I’d do in his place,” Hawkshaw answered. “I shouldn’t have to say this, but we’re not dealing with your typical crazy villain here. This is a manipulative, calculating killer who wants the Guardians dead and doesn’t care if he kills an entire city in the process.”

Power House pointed toward the door. “Lightning, go as fast as you can to every TV and radio station within a ten-mile radius of Rockhaven. Have them to run this message from the Guardians of Earth: Tell Black Razor that we won’t stop and we won’t run. We’ll be waiting right here in this hotel to take him down hard.”

“Hold on a second. Don’t say this hotel, we’ve already seen what this guy does in hotels. Make the message say that we’ll be waiting in the central city park,” Hawkshaw said.

The door opened and shut so fast it was impossible to see. Power House flipped on the TV and waited for the broadcast. After five minutes went by, checking several channels, they began to worry. It should have only taken a few seconds for Lightning to reach the first TV stations. They both knew something was wrong, and Power House was the first one out the door. 

At the end of the hallway, they saw Lightning’s body lying in an awkward position. His decapitated head rested a good six feet closer in the middle of the hall. Power House was there in a flash, falling on his knees in a pool of blood. 

“Lightning! No!” he cried out.

Hawkshaw immediately started processing the scene. He searched for clues and soon found them.

“It was Black Razor. Look here,” Hawkshaw said.

Power House slowly stood up and wiped his blood covered hands on his cape. He walked over to where Hawkshaw had indicated. There were fresh cuts in the wood on either side of the hallway, a little below eye level.

“Black Razor must have used his power to create a razor wire across the hallway at neck level. Even if Lightning had seen it he wouldn’t have been able to stop in time. From what I’ve learned, Black Razor would’ve needed to be nearby to...” Hawkshaw said.

He was cut off when Power House grabbed him and flew down the hallway at top speed. He held Hawkshaw under his arm like a bag.

“No more talk! You’re going to show me where this scumbag lives. We’re not waiting for him to come to us, we’re taking the fight to him!” Power House said as he flew straight through the hotel wall and into the morning sky.

• • •

Black Razor peered from a supply closet at the opposite end of the hall. After waiting a few moments to be sure they didn’t come back, he exited the closet. He walked down the hallway to the suite being used by the Guardians. He casually strolled into the door left open by the two panicked superheroes.  He checked out a nearby table and smiled when he saw pictures of himself strewn about. He noticed the notes on each photo where Hawkshaw was studying his stances and strikes. He stacked all the pictures up, then looked at the laptop next to them. He moved his finger across the touchpad and the blank screen turned on. The laptop was logged directly into the Guardian’s Universal database, and staring back at him was a picture of his driver’s license. He flipped through a few screens and could see the Guardians knew everything about him now. 

“Hawkshaw, you’re a tricky one,” Black Razor said.

He closed the lid then looked around for something to carry everything in. He spotted a large bag sitting on one of the beds. He opened it and found it packed with street clothes, Power House’s formal superhero outfit he wore when meeting world leaders, and five thousand dollars in cash. He pulled everything out of the bag except the money, then stuffed the laptop and pictures inside. He noticed a bag full of tacos and tossed them in as well. 

He swept the room and found one of Hawkshaw’s combat belts in a nightstand. Black Razor put it on and the belt automatically sized itself to fit. There were compartments filled with capsules, tools and other items. He smiled under his black mask, zipped up the bag, then turned to go. On his way to the door, he noticed the mini-bar and opened it up. He cleaned out the small fridge and put everything in the bag. When he walked out of the room he noted Lightning’s body down the hall. An idea came to him that would further knock his opponents off balance. Hawkshaw wasn’t the only one who studied his enemies.

• • •

As the sun started to set, Power House flew back to the hotel carrying an angry Hawkshaw. They landed out front and walked through the large glass doors. 

“You’re out of control, Power House. Leveling Black Razor’s apartment building accomplished nothing and put citizens in danger,” Hawkshaw said angrily.

“I’m through listening to you Hawkshaw. This guy cuts off Lightning’s head and tortured information out of Sharp Shooter—then did only God knows what to him. Enough is enough. I’ll put an end to him.”

Hawkshaw stopped abruptly and grabbed Power House’s arm. There before them was a gruesome sight in the middle of the lobby— Lightning’s body, posed in a large leather chair, dressed in Power House’s formal outfit. Lightning’s head had been placed in his own dead hands. 

“Where’s all the hotel staff? Quick, search the hotel and let’s pray they’re still alive somewhere!” Hawkshaw ordered.

Power House disappeared in a blink. Hawkshaw knew it’d only take five to six minutes for him to search the entire building. He inspected Lightning’s body and noticed a piece of paper hanging from the mouth of the lifeless head. He approached cautiously and removed the note, reading it aloud.

“Dearest Hawkshaw, it was nice knowing you. Sincerely, Black Razor.”

Instantly, he turned around toward the front doors to see Black Razor, wielding none other than Sharp Shooter’s magnificent sniper rifle. Before he could react the glass doors shattered inward. The high caliber, uranium oxide tipped bullet hit Hawkshaw square between the eyes, throwing him backward into Lightning’s corpse. The chair tumbled over backward and Hawkshaw’s body continued on another five feet before coming to rest against the front desk. 

Black Razor knew the gunshot would draw Power House, so he tossed the deadly rifle and sprinted away. Power House would soon pay, but not before every other member of the Guardians of Earth died first. He smiled knowing he had taken care of the most dangerous of the Guardians by killing Hawkshaw. Only Lady Terra remained, and it was time to start the final phase of his plan for revenge.

Power House heard the gunshot downstairs, and even though it’d been years since last hearing it, he knew that the shot came from Sharp Shooter’s rifle. He flew down the stairwell in a blaze, and came into the lobby only to see Hawkshaw’s body lying several feet away from the overturned chair and Lightning’s headless body. There was blood everywhere. He knew that Hawkshaw was gone. He screamed out in a rage that shook the entire building. Suddenly, a beeping noise went off on his wristband. He looked down to see an emergency summons beacon sent from Hawkshaw’s laptop to all Guardians. He tried to figure out why a summons beacon would be going off now. Then it came to him.

“Lady Terra! She has no clue what she’s walking into.”

He looked back at his band and saw that the summons was coming from the central park. He flew as fast as his power would allow toward the park.

• • •

“Hawkshaw, where are you?” Lady Terra called out.

She stood by a park bench in the middle of Rockhaven Central Park. On the bench was Hawkshaw’s laptop transmitting the emergency summons, but he was nowhere to be seen. She reached down and hit the end key to shut off the beacon. A violent explosion enveloped Lady Terra, throwing her into the air. She screamed as she landed awkwardly on her shoulder several yards away from the charred park bench. Blood trickled down her nose, her ears rang and she couldn’t move. She closed her eyes, and when she reopened them, standing over her was the Black Razor holding a large, black broad sword.

“You… you’re Razor… Black Raz—” Lady Terra mumbled weakly. “Wh…why?”

Black Razor knelt beside her, the large sword disappearing then being replaced by a wicked looking dagger.

“Because Lady Terra, you were there the day Power House murdered my parents and you did nothing to stop him. For that, you must pay with your life.”

He raised the dagger and slashed down for the killing blow. Power House flew in faster than light and grabbed Black Razor’s wrist, lifting him several feet off the ground just before the blade made connection. Black Razor smiled underneath the mask even as Power House was crushing his arm.

“At last I meet the man who murdered my parents. Guess what Power House?”

   Power House didn’t reply. His eyes were filled with an unholy raging fire. Suddenly, Lady Terra screamed out, then stopped. Power House jerked his head around to see a five-foot long blade protruding from Black Razor’s other hand into Lady Terra’s chest.

“I can use my powers with both hands, now it’s your turn!” Black Razor yelled.

He reformed the long sword into a knife, then jammed it into the side of Power House’s head, but the blade simply bounced off. Power House slowly looked back at the Black Razor.

“Die!” Power House screamed.

He threw Black Razor a hundred feet to the side, knocking over a large oak tree. 

Black Razor tasted blood and stood up just in time to be hit by Power House flying at full speed with both fists extended. He cartwheeled end over end backward until he landed near a swing set. He lay there a long moment hearing a thumping sound. At first, he thought it was in his head, then he realized they had finally come. He stood and pointed at the approaching helicopter.

“Channel 9 Action News, Power House. I’ve been waiting for them to show up. Wave at the camera big boy, because the world is going to watch one of us die tonight.”

Power House never stopped his approach and as he got into range he threw a vicious haymaker.

“NO!” Black Razor screamed out.

His body became encased in black flames, and a crackle of energy reverberated through the air. He moved quickly, catching Power House’s fist with both hands. Then, using the momentum from the punch flung him into a metal bar on the swing set. Black Razor pounced on the downed man, punching him over and over in the face with the raging black energy flowing around him. 

Power House took punch after punch but was finally able to shove Black Razor off and regained his feet. He kicked him hard in the head, then went to kick him again, but this time Black Razor grabbed his leg and dug his energy encased fingers into the skin, muscle, and bone. Power House screamed out and grabbed Black Razor by the neck, flinging him straight into the air. He looked down at his leg—ripped open. He felt pain like he’d never felt before. He tried to take a step but stumbled. 

“What did you do to me, you fiend?” Power House yelled out.

There was a thud off to the left of Power House where Black Razor had fallen. He limped toward the villain when suddenly, a bright spotlight was on him. The news chopper above had illuminated the battleground and had cameras trained on him. He ignored them and struggled over to Black Razor. As he approached, Black Razor sprung from the ground and grabbed Power House by the throat and focused his energy.

Power House was stunned by the surprise attack and he struggled to breathe as the burning hands clenched around his throat. He began punching Black Razor in the ribs and stomach. There were loud cracks as ribs snapped under the mighty blows. Black Razor gave a mighty head butt to Power House, dazing him briefly; then squeezed harder. Power House felt his life slipping from him when suddenly, Black Razor released him.

The battered men stood no more than a few feet from one another. Black Razor held his shattered ribs and tried to stay conscious.

“You killed the only two people in the world that ever meant anything to me,” Black Razor said.

He reached up and pulled the black mask from his head. Blood ran from his nose, mouth, and ears. One eye was swollen shut. He removed his gloves, then reached down and removed Hawkshaw’s combat belt. 

“You killed my dad, Robert Goldman, and my mom, Cheryl Goldman. Now you can go ahead and complete it by killing me, Jonathan Goldman,” Johnny said.

Power House limped over and grabbed Johnny by the throat.

“With pleasure you worthless, little piece of trash. You are nothing but a waste of humanity, and your parents deserved to die for spawning a vile person like you,” Power House spat.

Then with a force more tremendous than a thousand pound bomb, Power House landed a punch that shook the city for miles around. He laughed maniacally as Johnny’s body went slack in death. He screamed and threw the defeated villain so hard that his body flew out of sight. Power House took several deep breaths and finally cleared the rage from his mind. It was over. 

“Are you proud of yourself?” a voice came from the darkness.

Power House turned to see Hawkshaw walk from the shadows. 

“Hawkshaw? But…you were dead. He shot you with Sharp Shooter’s gun.”

“When Sharp Shooter went missing four years ago I developed a new type of fabric for my suit that could stop uranium oxide tipped bullets. Since we never found Sharp Shooter or his rifle, I planned for the possibility that someone else would,” Hawkshaw explained. “Now answer the question. Are you proud of yourself, Power House?”

“What’s that supposed to mean, Hawkshaw? I did what I had to do,” Power House answered.

“Right. You did what you had to. Just like always.”

“That’s right, and if you weren’t dead, then why’d you let Lady Terra walk into his trap and die? Why didn’t you help me out instead of slinking around in the shadows?”

“Thomas Jefferson once said the tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants,” Hawkshaw replied.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’ve been so far out of control that you’ve blurred the line between patriot and tyrant. You’ve created your own rules, justified killing not only the bad guys but anyone else who got in the way. It had to end. Justice needed to be refreshed and Johnny Goldman has done just that.”

“You’re twisted Hawkshaw, and besides, he didn’t kill me,” Power House said.

“You are correct,” Hawkshaw said, then raised his hand and pointed.

Power House turned to see a group of cameramen and reporters. Then he looked up at the news copter circling overhead. Hawkshaw leaned in close and whispered.

“He didn’t kill you physically, but he killed your spirit and everything you ever stood for. Every single victory you ever won over the past twenty years is gone,” Hawkshaw said then continued after a short pause. “You are a dead man.”

Hawkshaw walked away and disappeared into the shadows, leaving Power House behind with his head hung low and the curses of the gathering crowds.


A Word from Phillip Hall




Thank you for reading “The Black Razor.” I became an instant comic book geek in 1988 at the age of 11. My cousin took me to a comic book convention in Dallas, TX and purchased me The Punisher issues 22-28. I instantly fell in love with Frank Castle and his dark way of dealing with evil. He was unlike any other goodie two shoes hero I knew at the time and I couldn’t get enough.

The idea for “The Black Razor” came to me in 1996. I had been collecting comics, manga, and anime for years but Frank Castle was still my absolute favorite. So it was natural to develop a dark character who had no issue with dispensing extreme justice. I loved the idea that a good guy can become bad and you needed a bad guy to make it right. Even though I had the concept and lots of notes I didn’t actually write it until over a decade later.

I truly hope you enjoyed reading “Black Razor.” I am thankful for Steve Beaulieu believing in me and this story. Also I want to give a huge thank you to my brother Aaron Hall, who is truly an inspiration to me in all things writing. 


A SHORT WORD FROM THE PRESENTER




As a pastor, I often get the chance to present things. “I present to you, for the first time, Mr. and Mrs. Happily-Married.” Weekly, I do something called presenting the gospel. I present high school and college graduates with Bibles, and new mothers with clothing and diapers for their beautiful new additions. Presenting is a part of my everyday life and I would have it no other way.

There are two things I love to do in (well, there surely are more than that), pastor people and write books. Pastoring is the art of doing life with people. Getting to know and love people, despite their faults, personality differences and idiosyncrasies. When I think about melding those together, the result is short story anthologies. What better way to experience camaraderie with other authors than to work intimately together to create something beautiful to present to the world?

To be able to give something to humanity is an honor and a privilege. And this collection is no different. It was with great joy and excitement that I have presented to you, the reader, this collection of short stories. I hope that it has enriched your life, made you smile, and made you think.

If you enjoyed your reading experience, you might also enjoy volume one, It’s A Bird!: It’s A Plane! A Superhero Anthology. While you’re there, I would encourage you to take a moment and review this book on Amazon. If everyone who loved our books and stories left reviews we would find ourselves in a much different boat. Reviews are the lifeblood of a book—they can make or break an author’s career. Even if you didn’t love the stories found within, we still want you to share an honest review.

Thank you for your time. We all know how valuable it is. May the God of the Universe bless you.




With Abounding Love,

Steve Beaulieu


Would you consider reviewing our collection on Amazon?




Reviews are vital to the life of a book. A book without reviews is a dead book. The more honest reviews a book earns, the better the chances of it being successful. Even if your review is…less than savory, leave it! We don’t expect that this book will appeal to everyone, just be honest when you write your review and, if you write a critical review, please make it helpful to other readers who might be interested in the collection. This book represents food on the table for authors. It represents artistry and the expression of ideas and ideals. It is our lifeblood and we share it, willingly and excitedly, and we want to know what you think.




So please, write a review.




If you loved the book, please spread it around to your friends and on Facebook. Word of mouth is still the best form of advertising and we hope to put a thousand words in your mouth about World Domination.




You may also want to pick up Book 1 of the series It’s A Bird!: It’s A Plane! A Superhero Anthology
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