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FOREWORD

BY JASON ANSPACH




I REMEMBER A TIME in grade school when loyalties and rivalries were determined by which television shows we watched after school (I was a GI JOE and Duck Tales man). Or by our preference for Nintendo or Sega. Unless you were one of the rich kids with both and thus, universally despised, but not publicly. For the Mario crowd longed to try Sonic out, and vice versa. 

It was during those heady, careless days when I took an interest in my first name.

Jason.

What did that name mean?  And why was seemingly every other boy given the same name? Was there some kind of law?

There was a law. You see, I grew up in the 1980s. And during that time, the United States government had ruled that every third child must be named Jason (or Jennifer, if a girl) otherwise the suckling babe was to be cast into either the Columbia, Ohio, Mississippi, or Hudson river, depending on distance from the hospital, etc.

Being the third birth at Darnell Army Hospital that day, and my father not wishing to make so long a drive to the Mighty Mississippi, I was named Jason. 

And, because of that law (only repealed in 2016 as one of President Obama’s final acts in office), I met several other Jasons during my schooling. I had primacy because my last name held my place at the front of every roster. So the teacher would call out my name early during the long roll call of the first day of school. Invariably, more Jasons would come along. In some cases, our shared name would provide the opening to a kinship. In others, a bitter feud played out for all the class to see, as we battled like Highlanders to determine the one, true Jason. 

My name was common, but not particularly famous like a John, Paul, or Ralph. Other than a cameo in the Bible and a cinema slasher (who I wasn’t allowed to investigate), there didn’t seem to be anyone special named Jason. Ah! The opportunity to be first, still wasted to this day! But then my mother told me she’d picked my name because she enjoyed the Ancient Greek myth of Jason and his Argonauts. 

So I read the tale, and was engrossed by it and the pictures in what was surely a watered down version checked out from my elementary school library. She borrowed a VHS so we could watch the 1963 version of the film with the animated skeleton army, and then I really loved it. I was a Jason. Like the Jason. Only with less fleece-stealing.

But it wasn’t just the shared name. It was the idea of the hero. Someone who possessed exceptional abilities and used them to do extraordinary deeds. The type of feats that outlived our own mortality. There’s a whole lot of death in heroism for that very reason.

Later, when I discovered comic books, I found that Wolverine, the X-Men, and Superman all embodied the unique abilities necessary for being a hero. But the writers of these tales would go further. They would ask the reader to consider just what it meant to be a hero.

The superhero is part of the general broadening of the term ‘hero’ over the centuries, with the bar currently being so low that you need only be a gust of wind capable of providing the necessary lift to get a winged animal (such as a condor or a Bette Midler) to fly higher than an eagle. That’s part of our collective attempt to come up with something called true heroism. And true heroism will be a reflection of how an individual or society wishes it could be. Or, in the case of the vain society, as they already imagine themselves to be.

And so as you read this anthology of short stories brought to you by some of the most talented independent writers working in the genre and put together for you by Steve Beaulieu, a man so heroic, he paid my substantial rider to be referred to as such in this foreword… look for the reason why these characters—some funny, others bold and fearless, others very much human—are heroes. I believe you’ll find a truth about yourself, what you desire and value and appreciate, when you do.

And that’s what every good hero story ought to do. Why else would young children (and some young-at-heart-adults) put on red underwear, vision-obscuring masks, or Jedi robes, if not to be just a little bit more like the hero who embodies the ideals they cherish?




Jason Anspach

Metropolis. 

October 11, 2017
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BARON STEEL

BY STEVE BEAULIEU


BARON STEEL

BY STEVE BEAULIEU




“THIS IS THE LAST TIME I am going to suffer your insolence!”

I’d had enough. This was bordering on a personal affront.

“I’m really sorry, sir.”

The pipsqueak talking couldn’t have been older than the underwear I had on. Yes, some superheroes wear their underwear in the proper place, under their clothes.

“Sorry isn’t going to cut it this time, kid. I want to have words with your boss.”

“Please, sir. Let me make it right. It won’t happen again!” The kid was begging now. Just how I like it.

“No. Boss. Now,” I said calmly. No mercy.

I stood there, waiting. The noise was incessant and, same as every morning, I couldn’t wait to get out of there and get to my office.

A few minutes later, a girl who was doubtably older than the first walked up wearing a green apron and a hat to match.

“Sir, can I help you?”

Ah, justice. It is time for sweet justice.

“You certainly can,” I said. “This is the third time this week that,” I looked at the name badge on the kid’s uniform, “Spencer here has messed up my coffee order. I always order a White Mocha Macchiato and he continually gives me a Mocha Macchiato.”

There was a long line forming behind me, but I didn’t care. I’d given more than my fair share of time and energy to this city. They could spare a moment or two while this establishment righted such a heinous wrong.

“I am so sorry, sir.”

Again with the sorrys.

“I’ll get it fixed right away.”

She turned to walk away but I caught her with a pointed word.

“That’s not good enough.”

“I’ll reimburse your card as well, Mister?”

I didn’t bother to tell her my name. “I want Spencer fired.”

“Excuse me?” she asked. It clearly took no listening skills to work at the MoonMoney Coffee franchise.

“Fired.”

The manager looked at Spencer. “Sir, I am not going to fire one of my employees for messing up your Frappuccino.”

“It was a Macchiato! Are you all this stupid?” I was nearly shouting but it was only because I hadn’t had any caffeine yet. I needed my caffeine.

A large man, bigger even than me, stepped up. He had absolutely no idea who he was messing with.

“Sir, I am going to have to ask you to leave,” he said.

“Without my coffee? Good luck,” I said, nearly laughing.

He took a step my way. I had a choice to make: risk marring my reputation over a coffee? Or walk away and get some bland caffeine drink elsewhere.

Everyone was starring at us and several even had their various “i” devices pointed my direction.

“Fine, fine. You win.” I looked at Spencer. “This is not over by a long shot, boy.”

The kid look downright terrified. I smiled, waved and turned on my heels with a grand flourish.

• • •

Thirty minutes later I was sipping on a cup of watered down coffee out of the Keurig in the lounge in my office building. Detestable.

I walked through my waiting room, which meant passing by Mary, my receptionist, and a small group of hopefuls in the purposefully-uncomfortable chairs.

I was once the world’s greatest superhero...no not that one. He is a two bit hack. A chump. Seriously, who gets sick when around a stone? Especially one from your own planet. Does that make sense to anyone?  I digress. No, I am not he, the one by which we are all named.

My name is Paul. What? Not cool enough for you?  Fine, you may know me as Baron Steel. Silly monikers. I never did care for nicknames.

That was then, this is now. Currently, I sit in an incredibly comfortable, ergonomic chair on the fortieth floor penthouse in one of the most prestigious buildings in the city. I have been watching the same cobweb grow for nigh on a year now and it is getting quite impressive.

“Mary, go ahead and send in the next one,” I said through the intercom on my big metal desk.

A moment later, the door opened and in walked the next underachiever. Would you get a load of this one?  Oh, right...let me describe him for you. Six foot two and he is wearing sequins. Honest to God. He looks like he should be doing a triple axel on an ice skating rink somewhere instead of fighting crime in the most supervillain-dense city in the world.

“Please, have a seat,” I said. “If you can manage to bend your body while wearing such a ridiculously tight costume,” I said under my breath.

“Hello, Mr. Baron Steel, sir,” he said in a thick accent. “It is pleasure to meet you, sir.”

Ah, at least he is one of the suck-ups. I prefer the suck-ups.

“Yes I know,” I said with a smile. “I expect you have at least a modicum of experience?”

He looked like he was about to throw up. If I were a praying man, I’d be sending up some kind of holy blessing in hopes that he’d be able to keep it down. I didn’t want my Persian carpet smelling like whatever dollar menu item he’d eaten on the way over.

“Yes, sir. I do.”

I let out a sigh and rolled my hand over in the air, urging him to continue.

“I trained for a few years with GrayWulfe. He’s a hero in Rus—”

“Yes, yes, I know who he is,” I interrupted. Just another hero in the Far East who thinks because he can take down Minotaur when the beast hadn’t slept in four days, he is qualified to start a Superhero Academy.

“Wonderful,” I sneered. “And now you’ve come to the states looking for fame and fortune?  How quaint.”

“I have admired your work for whole life,” he said.

That stupid Russian accent was going to get on my nerves. 

“You’re hero of mine.”

Oh, no, there it is. Sick of it already. 

“Fine, fine. Listen…” I looked down at my papers, searching for a name. The kid caught on.

“Ray of Light,” he said. 

You’ve got to be kidding me. Ray of Light? What in the name of all...

“Okay Ray, here’s the way this works.” He was raising his hand like a child in middle school. I motioned for him to speak, not even attempting to hide my annoyance.

“Uh, it is Ray of Light, sir.”

“Not if you’re going to be represented by me it isn’t, junior. Now hear me: you will henceforth be known as Solar Flare and you will never wear sequins again. Understand?” I didn’t give him a chance to respond. “Your new costume will be waiting for you the next time we meet and will be added to your bill. The standard rates apply.”

I waited for a response, but the kid just stared, dumbfounded.

“I trust you dropped off your papers with Mary in the lobby?”

He nodded.

“Are you licensed by the Guild?”

“No, sir, but papers are submitted. Just waiting.”

I knew it wasn’t smart to get involved with someone who wasn’t licensed, but if Mary had his papers and proof that it was in the process, I was willing.

“Okay, we will be in touch.”

He raised his hand again. This guy is unreal.

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Baron Steel, sir, but I thought you were to assign me arch nemesis today?”

I felt bad for the kid but he was an idiot. 

“Kid, the way you’re dressed, any New York City ice cream truck driver could be your arch nemesis.”

That was the moment in which I had a stroke of genius. What better nemesis for Solar Flare than Ice Cap? If there’s anything that can be said about us masked capers, we love our themes.

• • •

What’s the difference between Solar Flare and a nipple on a male cat? One is completely useless and the other is a nipple on a male cat.

Okay, fine, I am being a bit hard on the kid. GreyWulfe taught him a thing or two, but none of it would truly prepare him for the lunatics that lived in this city. For starters, a couple of years ago, Black Harrier took down one of the most criminally insane villains this city has ever seen. He dressed up like a clown—an actual clown. Black and white makeup and a little teardrop painted onto his cheek. He killed for fun. He toyed with his victims. And this kid thought knowing how to do a backflip and roundhouse kicks was going to help him?

“Do you have any actual superpowers?” I asked him.

“I can do this...”

He lifted his hand and a ray of light burst forth from his palm. I now understand his original yet completely too nail-on-the-head name.

I edged toward it, examining it closely.

“Does it...do anything?” I asked.

“Well, if it’s dark out, I help people see better.”

I revert back to my original judgment. The kid is useless. But then I thought of something that was confiscated by the guild years ago. I made a mental note to petition them for a release of secured technology and continued with the kid’s training. I brought him to a punching dummy and showed him a series of punches and kicks.

After I took a few steps back, Solar Flare began his assault. At first, it wasn’t bad. He nailed each hit with a cadence that was pleasing to the eye and ear, but after a short while, it became obvious he was out of shape.

“You’re going to have to do far better than that if you think you’re going to take down Ice Cap.”

“Ice Cap?” he asked, stopping his attack. “That is who you will pair me with? I thought Zasper was his nemesis?”

“Zasper is dead, kid, and you will be too if you don’t take this seriously.” I didn’t tell him Zasper died by choking on a hunk of hot dog down by Battery Park because he needed a bit of motivation.

It absolutely did what I hoped it would. Over the next few weeks, Solar Flare made better progress than any of my other green clients. I would never tell him that, though. I believe in growth through discouragement.

“There’s no doubt in my mind, Ice Cap is going to freeze your balls and shatter them.”

He swallowed hard. “Does he do that? I would rather die.”

“I am sure he could make arrangements for that as well.”

“Listen, kid, I’ve got some work to do upstairs. Keep up the good work. A little longer and I’ll set up a meeting for you with Ice Cap.”

When I say set up a meeting, I didn’t mean that we all worked together harmoniously. I didn’t personally know that scumbag. I didn’t associate with anyone on the wrong side of the law. They were miscreants and criminals and I detested them with every fiber within me.

The training facility was on the third floor of the building. I know most heroes have a secret nest or cave or something—but I prefer to do things out in the open these days. I prefer the villains know they are messing with a real flesh and blood fighter who is training real flesh and blood fighters.

Unlike GreyWulfe, I didn’t start some academy for gifted youngsters. That’s silly—and a lot of insurance paperwork. Instead, my agency specializes in bringing order to an otherwise orderless world. For a price, I train superpowered or otherwise “special” students and determine which villain they’d be best suited to fight against.

When I was a part of the Guild, I learned that the best way to ensure a victory was to know your enemy. Part of the problem with these unlicensed crimefighters out there is they try to take on anyone and everyone. The Guild aided in making things legitimate, but they weren’t a fan of my making money off of other’s misfortune. 

Suffice it to say: I saw things differently. So, I had my license revoked—which is okay since I don’t don a cape any longer.

As I sat down at my desk, my mind reverted to earlier years. Sure, they were fun times, but there’s a reason you don’t see pictures of my loving family in my office. I don’t have a family. You can’t afford to have family in this line of work. You can’t have anyone you care about.

A buzz sounded from my intercom.

“Yes, Mary?”

“There’s a fresh one out here to see you.”

“I don’t have any appointments today, do I? I was just sitting down to work on my book.”

I was writing a book. I’d been told that non-fiction is where the money was. So I decided I’d write down some of my more fantastical moments in crime fighting. I suggest you wait eagerly for that book to hit the shelves. It’ll change your world.

“No, sir. He’s a walk-in. Says his name is Spencer Groves.”

“Okay, send him back.”

What came next I couldn’t have expected unless I’d been Mezmer. I recognized him right away—how could I have forgotten? He was the reason I’d been drinking bad coffee for nearly a month now.

There was fire in his eyes—no, I mean literally fire in his eyes. I dove out of the way to avoid the burst of heat as it slammed against my desk. Instantly, the sprinklers went off and the fire alarm began singing songs of victory as they successfully extinguished the flames.

“Whoa, whoa!” I shouted from behind my somewhat charred desk. “You don’t want to do this, kid!”

“You don’t even understand just how much I want to do this, Mocha Macchiato Man!”

“It was a White Mocha, you inbred fool!”

“Whatever!” he shouted as more flames erupted around me.

I told you, this city was so full of villains you could never begin to pick them all out. Who’d have thought the pockmarked little brat behind the counter at MoonMoney would have dragon eyes?

I planted my feet firmly on my carpet—my precious, now ruined carpet… sadness— and pushed hard. My back against the desk, it went airborne and connected with the young man. I knew because I heard his shrieking.  I feared for the reality of what might have just occurred. That desk was solid oak. To those of you who are less cultured in the quality of woods—oak is heavy and expensive.

When I turned, I saw him beneath the large piece of furniture. He was still alive, which was something, but he was clearly unconscious.

Just then, the door opened, hitting the desk.

“Mr. Steel, are you okay in there?”

“Fine, Mary,” I said with a hint of sarcasm. “Call cleanup? Tell them there’s a villain here in need of a cell.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Oh, and Mary?”

She turned back and stuck her head through the crack in the doorway.

“Sir?”

“Next time, could you make sure my walk-ins aren’t villainous psychopaths?”

• • •

The next day I woke up early, deciding to take a trip to the MoonMoney before taking a special trip the see the Guild.

I’d barely stepped a foot through the front doors when Ginormo (which I’m sure would have been his superhero name, had he been one) rushed toward me.

“You’re not welcome here,” he said. “At all.”

He bowed up to me—that is, he shoved his enormous pectorals in my face.

“I’d like to speak to your manager,” I said. “Little blonde. Cute in a chihuahua kind of way. You know her, right?”

He pushed against me. Ooooo intimidating. I lifted my hand, stuck out one finger, place it against his chest and applied the minutest amount of pressure. He reeled backward as if he’d been hit by a Mack truck.

Several hipsters screamed, grabbing their Apple products and clearing out the door. It wasn’t long before the place was empty other than the employees and yours truly.

“Vanessa?” I said, trying to remember what her name tag said nearly a month ago. “Veronica?”

“It’s Valerie, and you’re going to have to pay for that,” she said, pointing to the damaged goods where her friend struggled to get up.

“Put it on my tab along with a medium White Mocha Macchiato.”

“You’re out of your mind if you think we are going to serve you anything, man.”

I took a step forward and she backed up. “I believe that is the least you could do after your employee attacked me at my place of business just last evening.”

“Who did what?”

“Your barista, Spencer, frolicked into my office and nearly burned the place to the ground with me and my employees inside. You could imagine how my insurance premiums have increased.”

“Spencer hasn’t worked here in two weeks, man. This has nothing to do with us.”

“Pray tell, why did the young whippersnapper lose this prestigious position?”

“Drop the act, old man,” she said. “We know you went to corporate and reported him.”

Old Man?

“Reported him? Me? Absolutely not. I have far better things to do with my time than fret over the future condition of a minimum wage employee.”

Just then, a young man came out of the bathroom, still zipping his pants.

“Whoa,” he shouted. “You’re Baron Steel!”

I swore and sighed. Every now and then, some hero chaser still recognizes me. It’s not as if I ever had a secret identity—I’m pretty much indestructible and, as I’ve said, I don’t maintain relationships in such a way to put anyone in any kind of real danger.

“You’re Baron Steel?” the manager said.

“At your service,” I said, with only a twinge of sarcasm.

“Geez, man. I didn’t think you’d be such a dick.”

“I am only being a dick because I was so wronged in this establishment. I have been a faithful, paying customer for neigh a decade, yet since that arsonist you call Spencer came around, I haven’t been able to get a decent cup.”

“Dude, is this seriously all about a freaking coffee?”

“Victoria—may I call you Victoria?” 

“Well, my name is Valerie…”

“This is about respect,” I said, unconcerned. “This is about receiving the service a paying customer deserves. This is about—”

“Holy hell, man. Someone make this guy a White Mocha Macchiato so he’ll shut up.”

“Thank you!” I said.

They quickly made me my espresso and I left several one hundred dollar bills to cover the cost of the damage.

The location of the Guild was pretty well known. It wasn’t some secret base in the Alps or anything crazy like that. It was in Washington, D.C. and that meant I needed to take the jet. Yes, I have a jet. Actually, I have several jets. To quote the great philosopher Ron Burgundy, “I’m kind of a big deal.”

The flight was smooth, so I won’t bother you with details other than I watched a movie on board about a man who went from farm to space in a few days. The science was pretty wonky, but the story was fun—even if the end made no sense.

I was still pretty friendly with most of the Guild, so using their runway was no problem at all—which was nice, since I didn’t have all day.

I approached the arched entry and the doors opened for me. Stepping into the lobby was like entering a museum. As a matter of fact, it sort of was one. This section was completely open to the public and displayed some of the most recognizable costumes of retired supers. Black Harrier had a few of his on display even though he wasn’t technically retired.

How people didn’t notice the distinct difference in the build of Frank’s body when compared with Alex was silliness. It’s all a lot of silliness to me, honestly. It’s almost worse than the NFL—men dressing up like boys, playing a game and being practically worshiped by the public.

A young lady manned the front desk—wait, that’s probably a sexist term. She womanned the front desk. That might not work either—she personed the front desk. Much better. This is D.C. after all. I wouldn’t want to melt any snowflakes. Oh, I’m sorry, are you offended? I digress.

“Hello, my name is Maeve. Welcome to the Hall of Ju—I mean the Guild Headquarters. I’m sorry, I’m new. Just transferred.”

“It’s okay, Maeve,” I said. “Beautiful name. Do you know where it comes from?”

“Shakespeare I think, right?”

“Yes, in fact! She was said to be the Queen of all Fae, and very beautiful. You wear her name well, my dear.”

I really can be a nice guy if you’re not serving me the wrong drink. It’s been a rough month. I’m a hero, remember?

She blushed. “How can I help you, sir?”

“Do you recognize me?” I asked.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Like I said, I’m new.”

To the world? I can’t imagine how she’d worked for at least two different superhero bases and hadn’t recognized me from my pictures. I looked at the large mirror behind her and realized how much older I’d gotten. Maybe I couldn’t blame her. Even if she had seen me in pictures, there’s no way I could expect her to think that dashing, handsome young man was me. Sure I was still good looking, but I was gray on the sides and a lot more wrinkled.

“No need to apologize. My name is Paul Steel—the Baron.”

“Oh! Sir. Yes sir, how can I help you, sir?”

Another suck up. And this one was gorgeous…but probably young enough to be my daughter or my daughter’s daughter.

“I need to speak with The Ward, please.”

“Yes, sir. As you know, I will need to get proper clearance. Would you mind?” She motioned to a waiting area just behind me.

“Of course not. If the Guild was good for anything it’s protocol.” 

She smiled sheepishly and motioned toward the chairs again. I saw her pick up the phone as I was turning.

I took a seat and rifled through some magazines. Everything was direly out of date. Time magazine from when one of the Bush’s was president, Highlights for the children or young at heart. I picked up a Travel Magazine. I loved traveling. It was one of the reasons I quit superheroing. There was a spread about Alaska. Not a lot of crime there—perhaps next year.

“Mr. Steel?”

I spun around and saw Maeve motioning toward me. I followed her to a set of glass doors.

“Three doors down, on the right.”

“Thank you, dear.”

The door was frosted, and I didn’t have to be a genius to know it was made of material so strong even I couldn’t damage it. I knocked three times and saw a figure moving toward the door.

I was greeted by The Ward. I didn’t know his real name. I didn’t know what he looked like, outside of his dark skin and bald head. He wore a mask that literally blurred his face like I was watching an old episode of COPS. It was a bit disconcerting. When he spoke, I heard his voice, but couldn’t see his mouth moving.

“Paul, it is good to see you again.”

“I wish I could say the same, blur man.”

We shared a laugh and he sat down behind his desk. They were all incredibly business-minded around this place. Which, normally I could respect, but sometimes it got tedious.

“How can I help you today?”

“Ward—” which is what we all called him, thankfully dropping the word “the”—“do you remember a few years ago when we fought Clover King?” And yes, that was really his moniker. You’d be shocked what people come up with when there are so many villains and such fear of stepping on one another’s toes by naming yourself the same thing as another super.

“In Ireland?” he asked.

“Where else?” We laughed again. “He had that guy with him with the magnification armor. Remember?”

“Not particularly.”

“Well, would you do me a favor and see if his armor is in Acquisitions? I’d like to purchase a piece of it.”

“Purchase? Paul, you know these things aren’t for sale.”

“I only need a glove. Just the right one. No big deal between friends, right?”

The was a sudden banging on the door and I nearly jumped from my seat. I heard a beep and the door slammed open.

Eaglestar hovered before me, eyes all aglow.

“Paul Steel, you have been accused of performing superheroics without a license. How do you plead?”

“Excuse me?”

“Were you responsible for the capture of one: Spencer Groves?”

I swore.

“Yes, but—”

“Then you are under arrest.”

• • •

“Surely, you jest,” I said. “The villain—who was barely a villain—broke into my office and threatened the lives of everyone within. What do you propose I should have done?”

“You know the rules, Paul. There’re reasons for our rules.”

“Do you mean like when your friend, Frank, decided to not only kill Pierrot but savagely beat him to death? Or do those rules only apply to some?”

“You know full-well what Frank did was in self-defense.”

“Oh, surely after the fifteen punch—you know, the one which was responsible for the caving in of the clown’s face—he could have stopped and allowed proper law enforcement to take over. I know I always feel my life is threatened while I am straddling a villain and ground and pounding him like we were in a cage.”

“That is enough, Paul. You willfully gave up your license to practice heroics when you decided to capitalize on our profession.”

“You realize all you’ll be doing is setting the Guild back to my time when we were feared by the public?  I won’t get a fair trial. Plus, it’s not like I killed the kid!”

“As a matter of fact,” he said, glowing eyes narrowing, “you did.”

• • •

I didn’t know how to respond to the information I’d just received. Turns out Spencer had never woken up after leaving my office. He wasn’t dead-dead, but he had zero brain activity. The news had been kept off of mainstream media, but the social channels were already buzzing with rumors and speculations. The employees at MoonMoney were going public with the events of the previous month, which made me look like an animal.

I was currently aboard my jet heading home where I would have to face the music, so to speak. Eaglestar was flying outside, refusing to put himself in another “metal casket” as he liked to refer to them as. He hadn’t had good experiences with planes back in the war.

I was on, what I believed to be, my sixth glass of whiskey. I’m not sure showing up to court inebriated was the best idea, but I introduced caution to the wind a long time ago.

We touched down on my private runway just an hour or so later and Eaglestar was waiting outside to escort me. He informed me that a jury was already waiting and my lawyer had been contacted as well. 

I’d been on trial once before. In the late ’90s, the lines were blurred regarding hero regulations. I’d been charged with millions of dollars of what they labeled “collateral damage.” That meant I destroyed an entire city block defeating a guy who called himself The Lux. He didn’t have any powers, but he’d produced a veritable army of robotic soldiers. I never understood how these guys got ahold of military grade lasers and rocket launchers, but the robots were decked to the gills with them.

I put him down, permanently. The “do not kill” rule hadn’t been implemented then, and although I value human life, I don’t consider these vermin to be human. They are a pestilence and deserved to be treated as such.

I was convicted, so to speak. I had to pay the city for its loses—which wasn’t difficult, I own several businesses which are very lucrative. Additionally, one of the buildings which had suffered the most damage belonged to me. Along with the financial penalty, I was suspended—prohibited from fighting crime for a year. It was during that time when I’d first conceived the idea for the agency even though I wouldn’t implement it for another few years.

Black Harrier and Eaglestar come to my aid in a manner of speaking, giving me a role within the Guild. Even though I couldn’t fight crime with my hands, I could do so with my business mind. Little did I know, business would be the death of the whole thing. It won’t be long before bureaucracy’s red fingers wrap around the throat of the Guild and snuff it out for good.

How are we supposed to fight crime if we aren’t allowed to actually fight crime? We get sued if someone gets injured, even if they’d just destroyed the entire city.

When we arrived at the courthouse, it became apparent the media had found out about things. News vans from every outlet lined the streets. Cameramen jogged toward us, dragging long, thick cables and women in high heels rushed us with microphones held out in front of them.

“Mr. Steel,” one started.

“Baron,” I said, wondering why no one was capable of respecting the man who’d saved this city thrice a dozen times.

“Do not speak with them,” Eaglestar said.

“You put me in this position. Don’t presume to tell me how to handle it.”

“Ma’am,” I said to the anchorwoman, “this is all a misunderstanding and will be cleared up before the day is through.”

We pushed through the growing crowds and walked up the stairs to the courthouse. Doors swung wide before us and more vultures waited inside. These I ignored and Eaglestar conducted me toward a room labeled “Courtroom B.”

“Do I not deserve ’A’?” I asked with a smirk.

As I walked through the doors, my ears we met with the murmurs of a large mass of people. On my left stood nigh on one hundred masked vigilantes. On my right, civilians carrying protest signs and jeering at me using words I had thought went obsolete years ago.

I took my seat at the defense table and endured the din while we awaited the honorable judge to arrive. It was incredible that a session like this could be perpetrated in just a matter of hours. I used the word perpetrated on purpose. This was an absolute crime against justice.

“Please rise.”

A shuffling behind me gave way to complete silence.

“The Court of the Second Judicial Circuit, Criminal Division, is now in session, the Honorable Judge Bristol presiding.”

Judge Bristol took his place atop a tall podium, slammed his gavel and said, “Everyone but the jury may be seated.”

The bailiff swore in the jury and things escalated rather quickly after that.

“Your Honor, members of the jury, I, Gerald Dean Dugdale intend to prove the guilt of Paul “Baron” Steel. We believe our evidence is conclusive and expect this to be a short trial.”

“Thank you,” the judge said. “Defense?”

I looked around, and for the first time, realized my lawyer was not present.

“Defense?”

I had no idea what to do next. Sure, I’d seen these things done before, but never by a half-drunk ex-superhero businessman. I stood up, holding the table as my knees wobbled.

“Your Honor, my name is Paul Steel and I will apparently be representing myself.” My words were slurred and I hoped no one would notice.

I looked behind me before sitting down. I saw Mary, my receptionist and the only witness to the crime sitting next to Solar Flare. I almost didn’t recognize him. He was wearing a new costume that actually looked good. I’d have to give compliments to Lewis, my tailor, when all this was over.

I gave them both a nod and a look that I hope conveyed the right level of concern. Mary winked, which did very little to ease my mind.

“I call as the first, and only witness who is currently not in Hospice on life support—”

“Objection!” I said, standing.

“On what grounds, Mr. Steel?”

“It’s Baron, actually—never mind—I don’t know, but I feel like he’s trying to—”

“To what? Prove the severity of this situation?” Dugdale said.

“Overruled. Sit down, Mr. Steel.”

I sat down and glanced over at the jury. I couldn’t read a single one of them. It was a varied group, let’s get that right. An old lady who looked like she’d been alive when the Guild was formed. A young, tattooed hipster who had apparently not been told he was going to a court of law today—wearing a “Guns and Roses” T-shirt and cargo shorts. And ten others who’d answered the call to justice. I hoped they’d see that I’d been the one to suffer injustice.

“I call Mary Villafranco to the stand.”

Mary took the stand, swore the oath and began answering questions.

“Did you see Mr. Steel attack the victim?”

“No,” she said.

“Would you tell the jury what you did see?”

Mary turned to face the jury. “Good afternoon,” she said. “You must understand how difficult it was to see inside that room. It had just been set on fire by the victim, and the sprinklers were on. There was smoke and quite a bit of chaos.”

“Yes, but you saw Mr. Steel and Spencer Groves alone in the room with Groves buried underneath a desk?”

“Not exactly,” she said.

There was an almost comical collective breath drawn and the judge slammed the gavel again. “Order.”

“What does that mean, Ms. Villafranco?” the judge asked.

“He wasn’t alone in there.”

“Objection, your Honor. We have it on good authority that Steel and Groves were the only people in that room.”

“Were there cameras?” he asked.

“None that we are aware of,” the prosecutor said.

“Then you have nothing but hearsay as your “conclusive evidence?”

“Your honor, the only witness just lied to you in a court of law!”

“Is this true, Ms. Villafranco?”

“No, sir. He was not alone.”

“Who else was there?” the judge asked.

The trial was interrupted by a sudden crash and several small explosions went off in the air above. In less than a few seconds, everyone within the room was completely frozen solid, encased in a layer of ice. I could see but I couldn’t move and I could only hear muffled sound.

“Well, look at this,” said a voice from behind me. It was impossible for me to guess who it was. But then I didn’t have to. Ice Cap appeared in front of me, tapping on the ice which surrounded my body.

“You shouldn’t have gotten involved in my business, old man.”

I didn’t know what to address in my mind first. The fact that I’d just been attacked in the middle of a government facility. That the room was filled with heroes who could have taken this man out in a moment, but were too frozen to do anything. That Ice Cap was implying I’d involved myself in business of his when I know Solar Flare had yet to engage him on any level. Or the fact that he’d just called me an old man.

“Draco Oculi was my new partner. You might know him as Spencer Groves. Now, he is dead and someone will pay.” He paced for a moment. I watched the best I could without moving my eyes.

“Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited for someone with fire abilities came along? Look around you—oh wait, you can’t! It’s not that common a power, Paul. None of your friends have pyro skills! And now you’ve taken him from me! You’ve broken up Ice and Fire—and for what? Because Draco couldn’t make you a cup of coffee? You disgust me.”

I wasn’t sure what he’d expected. None of us could talk. We were forced to just sit there and listen to his monologuing like he was some kind of terrible James Bond villain.

I knew I was shivering but my body couldn’t move. If I stayed like this much longer I was sure I’d suffer permanent damage.

“What am I going to do with you, Baron Steel? Maybe I’ll just wait here until you all die of hypothermia. That could be fun. Or I could hit you with a sledgehammer and watch as you shattered into tiny pieces and melted into a puddle of blood and gore.”

As he spoke, I could feel a sudden warmth on my back.

“What is that?” Ice Cap asked, spinning a slow circle. The entire room was filled with a prism of color and I felt the ice melting all around me. It was nearly instantaneous. The warmth was overwhelming and felt amazing.

My head was free and then my arms and finally, my legs. I thought about taking Ice Cap down, but that was the very reason I was here in this room. I looked around and saw more supers than I could count all walking toward Ice Cap with vehemence in their eyes.

I saw Solar Flare, his hand still shining. He’d done with the ice exactly what I’d intended him to do with the magnification glove I tried to get for him. He used his absolutely useless gift in the most useful way imaginable. I could have shed a tear—not really, but the thought was there.

“Guys, guys,” Ice Cap said. “I’m sorry. I—I was just trying to avenge my friend. Surely you understand? All of you are avengers of something, aren’t you? Please?”

A furious rain of fists came down on him from every direction and the judge looked the other way. Finally, the unconscious body of the frozen bastard was taken out of the room and the judge brought the gavel down again.

“I am aware of the circumstances, but we still have a trial to see through. Are you okay to continue testifying, Ms. Villafranco?”

“I—I—I be—lieve s—so-so,” she said, clearly freezing.

“Who else was in the room with him?” he asked for the second time.

“I was,” Solar Flare said, standing. “And I was one who Groves beat by.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. First of all, both of them were now guilty of perjury, but considering the circumstances, I hardly cared. Secondly, did GreyWulfe not even attempt to teach this kid how to speak English? Don’t get me wrong, I am grateful, but geezalou.

My only real concern was I knew Solar Flare hadn’t been licensed by the Guild yet.

“And are you licensed, Mr…”

“Ray of Light,” he said, smiling in my direction.

I shook my head and chuckled.

“Papers are submitted,” he said. “But I not have gotten of license.”

The judge looked at Eaglestar.

“Turns out we just forgot to email him.” Eaglestar looked at me with the faintest hint of a smile which vanished almost as quickly.

Judge Bristol’s gavel hit wood three times and everyone rose.

As I left the courthouse and made for the stairs, Sola—I mean, Ray of Light, what a stupid name—Mary and Eaglestar all approached me simultaneously.

“Thank you all,” I said, smiling. Maybe I’d overthought this whole having relationships thing. I could get used to someone having my back.

“You’re welcome,” Ray and Mary said harmoniously.

“For what?” Eaglestar said.

“For lying for me back there.”

“Lying? I do not lie—especially not in court.”

“But you said his papers…the email…”

“That was not a lie, Baron. We have had a bit of trouble in several of our departments over these past months. Had all this not happened, it was my plan to approach you and request you consider ending this silly endeavor of yours and return to your place in the Guild.”

I began to speak when he interrupted.

“And if I find out that any of you did lie today, you will be in the Trench before you could say, ‘boo.’ Is that understood?”

Without waiting for our responses, he burst into the air like a rocket, leaving us all staring at the sky.

When we looked down at one another, we broke out into uncontrollable laughter. A few minutes later, the moment passed and Mary looked at me with a serious expression.

“Are you going to do it?” she asked.

“Do what?”

“Go back to the Guild. Close up shop and work with them again? It sounds like a good plan, Paul. I don’t want to see it happen…but it sounds like a good plan.”

I looked from her to Ray and back again.

“No. I don’t think so. It sounds like a terrible plan. My place is right here.”
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BYRON STONEMILL DIDN’T NEED ANYTHING. He was rich, retired, and relished living alone. After sixteen years in Major League Baseball, “The Stone,” was learning to value his quiet time. No reporters sticking their microphones in his face, no cameras following him around as he changed clothes, and he wasn’t graded on how well he cooked his breakfast each day. He was set for life. His last contract, signed seven years ago, would take care of his children’s great-great-grandchildren, if he even had any kids—which he didn’t. 

Sixteen full seasons, mostly playing in Seattle, with fourteen All-Star selections, five MVP awards, eight batting titles and too many other awards to even bother listing on the back cover of his biography. That’s what the inside was for. 

Which is what he was reviewing as he laid next to his pool on a day late in June. A game was on the radio, but he didn’t know who was playing. He supposed it was to keep up appearances for any paparazzi who might try to peer over his concrete wall, but Bryon had long lost his love for the nation’s pastime. Probably about three MVP’s ago, he figured. But the money was good, and his teammates were fun, so he kept it going. 

He read over a few paragraphs, not sure what was missing from the text. 

Playing baseball was easy for me. I was gifted with natural ability from birth. My mother, Gloria Stonemill, always said I was born with a bat in my left hand and cleats on my feet. I was made to play baseball, apparently. 

Looking at my stats proves it. No one before me or in the years after I retired has topped my lifetime batting average of .397. The great Ty Cobb could only muster a paltry .366 with weaker competition back in the 1920’s, but he didn’t have everything I had going for me, either. 

What made The Stone so great at baseball? Was it my 6’5” frame? Was it my weight at 260 pounds with just a slight 6% body fat on the day of my retirement? Was it my IQ score of 163? 

Yes, yes, and yes, but those don’t even scratch the surface of what made The Stone who he was. 

	His eyes strayed from the page to the pool guy skimming the surface with a net. Bryon thought his name was...Rick? Phil? Frankly, he wasn’t sure, but the guy came by a couple times a week and did his job without any fuss. Part of his motion with the pool skimmer reminded him of his swing at the plate, which brought back a flood of memories. 

He knew the real reason for his success in baseball, but he wasn’t yet sure if he was prepared to share it with the world. He discovered what he could do—what he was—when he was just seven years old. By the time he had hit high school, he was already on the radar of at least a dozen MLB squads. Two years out of twelfth grade he was already facing the high heat in front of thousands of fans all across the country. Analysts chalked up the success to his hard work in the batting cages as well as a gift of natural size and ability. All that was true, more or less, but no one had ever really discovered the truth. 

“Mr. Stonemill?” 

Bryon snapped out of his own thoughts, realizing the pool guy was talking to him. 

“Yes?” 

A glaze seemed to pass over the pool guy’s eyes and he straightened a tick. His body language changed. It was subtle, but noticeable, especially for Bryon who had an eye for that sort of thing. 

“We need your help.” 

Bryon reached out, but felt nothing. Only an emptiness. He had never felt anything like it before. “I’m sorry?”

“Please. We need you.” 

“Who are you?” What do you want from me?” Bryon asked. 

The pool guy slouched again, back to his normal posture. Whatever had been there—whatever had changed—was gone. He was back to himself. 

“I...were you saying something Mr. Stonemill? If you don’t need anything else, I need to get over to Ms. Lopez’s house next. She is very demanding.” 

The look on the guy’s face suggested Ms. Lopez demanded more out of him than just pool services, but Bryon didn’t care. He waved him off, dismissing him. 

Bryon was speechless. In nearly forty years on this planet, he’d never once experienced anything like what had just happened. He couldn’t explain it, but he knew Rick or Phil or whoever the pool guy was had just had an out-of-body experience—or something. He was shaken to his core, retreating to the safety of his home, away from the sun, away from the world. 

• • •

A few days later, Bryon ventured out into town. He knew the owner of a great Italian diner across town who would give him the privacy he wanted, so he shot off a message to Lorenzo and made his way there. His table wasn’t by itself in a separate room or anything, but he could dine by himself without looking like a hermit. He liked people for the most part, but the stress of seeing thousands day in and day out for nearly two decades wore him out. 

After his Chicken Parmesan came, Bryon picked up his fork and knife, ready to tear into the entree. Then it started. 

A woman at a table about ten feet away turned around, her eyes locked on Bryon. 

“Well, it’s about time you left your house.” 

“I’m sorry? Do I know you?” Bryon asked, his fork hovering over his plate, ready to cut his chicken. 

She stared for a second, something in her eyes wavering for a moment, then her eyes softened. Bryon got the sense that something was happening. Something like he experienced with the pool guy the other day. As the woman continued staring at him, her face began to redden and she suddenly turned back around. Then the man she was with stood up and walked toward him. Great. He probably wants an autograph, Bryon thought. 

Bryon had never seen the man before, but the man’s confidence made him search his memory for any recollection. 

“You’re a hard man to track down, Mr. Stonemill. It’s hard enough talking through these people, but when you keep to yourself, it’s virtually impossible to keep a conversation going.” 

Bryon pulled out his phone, ready to call the police. Florida had a reputation for crazies, and Bryon was sure he’d just hit the jackpot. But his hand hesitated. There was something wrong. Something...missing from these people. 

“Put the phone away. We need to talk,” the man said. Then without warning, his posture relaxed and he shuffled back to his seat, looking confused. In his place came the waiter, a man Bryon knew as Jimmy. Right off, though, Bryon could tell whatever he was, he wasn’t Jimmy. 

“I know who you are,” Not-Jimmy said. 

“What the hell is going on? Jimmy?” Bryon asked.  

Not-Jimmy held up his hands, which looked unnatural for some reason. As if the motion was familiar, yet copied from someone he’d just met. “Give me a second, Mr. Stonemill. I need to get adjusted.” 

Bryon was taken aback, but kept his mouth shut for the half-minute it took for Not-Jimmy to close his eyes, sway a bit, and re-open them. 

“Okay. I think I’ll be able to stay with Jimmy here for a bit. As you might have guessed already, I’m not really Jimmy, I’m just temporarily using his facilities,” Not-Jimmy said. He chuckled for a second as if his own words amused himself. “Please allow me to make a proper introduction. I’m Kina. Yeah...that’s a girl’s name, so this is a little weird. Normally I try to use bodies a little more similar to mine.” 

“Similar?” Bryon asked. He was confused, but somehow transfixed. 

“You see, Mr. Stonemill, I am not the person you see before you. I’m just renting the space for a bit. I’m from the future. I have an ability which allows me to go back in time. Sorta. I can send my consciousness back and I can take over people’s bodies. It can be useful, but usually ends up just being a big pain in the ass.” 

Bryon realized after a moment his mouth had been hanging open. How long had he been stricken dumb? He wasn’t sure, but he was sure that he was about done with this conversation. He began to push his chair back. 

“Stop.” 

Bryon kept moving. 

“Please.” 

The voice cracked a hair. Bryon paused. He looked down at Not-Jimmy—the man who claimed he wasn’t a man. On the face of the waiter, Bryon saw pain. Desperation. A need for something. The voice in Bryon’s head shouted for him to run, but the feeling in his heart stopped him, giving him just enough compassion to listen to this waiter. To listen to Kina. 

He sat back down. 

“I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t serious,” Kina said. “If we didn’t need you.”

“Who’s we? What is going on?” 

Kina sighed. It seemed to Bryon as if she had the weight of a thousand worlds weighing her down. 

“We—I guess you could say we’re the good guys. I don’t know, The Resistance, The Last Hope, The Remembered. We have many names—more than even I know. What is going on is what will happen. The downfall of humanity as we know it, how you know it at least. I’ve known this world since birth. If I could change it all, I would. I’m not here to prevent anything. Our scientists have told us we can’t affect change like that. But I can change our present.”

Bryon felt as if he was being told a story out of order. Somehow he’d slept through the introduction and was now in the middle of the tale, but felt as if he couldn’t go back to cover what he’d missed. His mind tried to piece together what had been said. 

“Okay. Let me catch up a bit here. Just nod or shake your head. Your name is Kina.” 

A nod.

“You’re from the future.” 

A nod. 

“Somehow I’m important to you.” 

A double nod. 

“And no one else can do what I can.” 

With a grave expression, Kina nodded with Jimmy’s head. 

“So, if you need to convince me to do something, why don’t you just pop into my head? Why did you have to be Jimmy? Or the pool guy? Or any of these others?” Bryon waved his arm around. 

Kina held Jimmy’s hand up, showing two fingers. “Two reasons. One: Jimmy won’t know I’ve even been here. I don’t have any influence on the people I inhabit. In and out without the person knowing their bodies were being rented.”

Bryon considered what she said. It made sense. All the others, from the pool guy to the others in the restaurant, were clueless when Kina left them. “And the second reason?” 

Kina grinned. 

“It doesn’t work on other people with abilities.” 

• • •

Bryon walked out. He’d square up with Lorenzo later, so he wasn’t worried about that. Instead, he worried about something quickly spiraling out of his control. 

Kina, or Not-Jimmy, or maybe even Jimmy at this point, didn’t follow. Didn’t even shout at his retreating form. Bryon’s car was in the parking garage a few blocks away, so he had some time to ponder things before he reached it. The sun was out and the early afternoon temperature brought residents and tourists both out to the shops and eateries in South Florida. Bryon pushed past dozens of bodies as he spied the tall concrete garage behind the shorter storefronts. 

A hand reached over and brushed his shoulder. 

“Mr. Stonemill…” 

He kept walking. Another hand. Another voice. 

“Please. Stop walking.” 

His feet didn’t pause. Not for one second. 

“Bryon, we need you.” 

He felt as if the whole world was reaching out to him, pleading with him. He knew it wasn’t true, but it felt like it. It was simply one person at a time. As quick as Kina could shift her consciousness from one person to another, he was petitioned for his help. He dare not stop. He didn’t want to help. He couldn’t. 

Suddenly, as if it was just placed right in front of him, the garage loomed—a massive grey behemoth that would be Bryon’s safety. His home plate, as it were.

He found his car, clicked the key fob, and reached for the door. He hadn’t noticed the woman until it was too late. She slid in between him and the car’s driver side door. 

She was beautiful, her hair a mess of black curls and her eyes a blazing emerald, but Bryon knew she wasn’t who she looked like. It was Kina. Somehow she’d tracked him. Found him in the middle of this solid garage.

“Kina.” Bryon said it as a statement. Not a question. 

“Yes, Mr. Stonemill.” 

His shoulders drooped and he stepped back. “Why won’t you leave me alone?” 

She leaned against the car. Again, her actions seemed natural for her, but unnatural for the body she inhabited. As she leaned, her posture still spoke volumes. She was guarded, hesitant. 

“As I said before, we need you. The war is getting out of hand. We need your skills. Your talents.” 

Bryon peered around the garage, slightly unnerved by the conversation. He’d never revealed his “talents” before. If this was an elaborate ruse, someone knew his most closely guarded secret. 

“So you...your talent is time travel right? You must be pretty good to be in all those people on the sidewalk. Probably...what...over a dozen in the last ten minutes between the restaurant and here?” 

“At one moment or another, I’ve been in the heads of twenty-seven individuals. But you overestimate my abilities. Since we talked in the restaurant, it has been mere minutes for you. For me, it has been nearly five months.” 

“Five months?” Bryon spat. 

“You know just as well as I do that our abilities have limitations. For me, I cannot just jump from person to person, no matter how it might seem to you. I can travel back in time, but it comes at a cost. To do what you’ve seen me do, I fall into a vegetative state for a day afterward and then I have to recalibrate my temporal senses, so to speak.”

Bryon felt himself nodding before he could stop himself. He frowned, unsure of how to proceed. He sighed. 

“Fine. Tell me about this war. Tell me why you need me,” Bryon said. He saw the look on her face as he spoke and held up a hand. “No guarantees, but tell me anyway.” 

“The war has been going on for my whole life. No one remembers why it happened, just that it did. We’re still trying to figure it out. Maybe if we can figure out how it started, we can figure out how to end it.” 

Bryon walked to the wall of the garage and sat on a concrete half-pillar. “Go on.”

“Some might not even call it a war. If you were to see the world we live in, you might even call it a ‘police issue,’” she said. “There aren’t many of us. A couple dozen. Maybe a few more. We operate in cells so I’m never quite sure how many of us are left, but we’re all like me. We all have abilities. We’re all like you.” 

Bryon didn’t reply. He wanted to see what she knew without him outing himself. 

“Because of my abilities, I was tasked with finding people who can help us. People from the past that we can bring forward.”

“There are others?” Bryon asked, suddenly intrigued. 

She hesitated. “Well...there will be. You’re the first.” 

He frowned again. He heard a tire squeal and looked away to see a Jeep snake its way through the multi-story structure. 

“What do you know about me? You’ve found me, but I’ve never said anything to anyone about any talents or abilities. What do you think you know?” 

She beamed. “Geoff wasn’t sure, but I told him I knew you had abilities. I knew you’d be perfect. It was your stats. The history of the war is completely locked down by the government, but no one ever cares about who looks at baseball statistics. We’ve watched highlights from your career. I know your career batting average by heart. Before we’d ever met a few months ago, I knew you better than I knew my own mother.”

“And…” Bryon prompted. 

“And you are telepathic. Mildly maybe, but telepathic. All the talent in the world couldn’t have prepared you for Grickle’s curve in the bottom of the eighth inning. And stealing home in the ’19 All-Star game? And your last contract where you were able to single-handedly wrestle more money out of General Manager Don Pullman than anyone ever thought possible?” 

He held up his hand. “Okay.” 

Bryon took a deep breath. They found out. Damn. He had no idea how they’d figured it out, but they had. He’d never told anyone...not really. When he was eight he complained to his mom about things other kids were saying about him. She took him to a psychologist for a few sessions until he figured out what was happening. He played the part and was “cured” within three months. Never again did he mention his gift; he hadn’t wanted it to be a curse. 

He realized after a few moments he’d never let out the breath he’d drawn in. He exhaled slowly and turned his eyes back to Kina. 

“You’re right.” 

Her eyes lit up and she screamed. It was just a second or so until she clapped a hand over her mouth, but Bryon could still see the grin behind her fingers. A few seconds later, she pulled her arm down. “I’m sorry. I...I thought you would have abilities, but I wasn’t one hundred percent sure. I...I’m just happy to meet you, Mr. Stonemill.” 

He gave a curt nod. “You can call me Bryon.” 

He paused. She was looking at him as if he was Santa Claus caught in the fireplace on Christmas morning. “And you were right about me. I’ve known it since I was a child. I didn’t know what I could do with it, but I was a sports nut as a kid, so all my efforts went into exploiting it on the field or court. Football doesn’t lend itself as easily and basketball took more talent than what I had. Baseball worked and the contracts were great without a salary cap in the Majors. So that’s what I did. I played baseball and got good—really good. Of course, it didn’t hurt that I could read the pitcher’s mind right as he was winding up.” 

He hesitated. While he’d never said the words out loud, it felt good. A relief to get the burden of his abilities off his shoulders. 

“So why’d you retire? You could have kept playing forever,” Kina noted. 

He’d thought the same thing thousands of times over the years. When he was twenty years old and just starting out in pro ball, he thought he might quit when he was fifty. Or sixty. His power might eventually fade, but he could still put a ball in play until he died if he’d wanted to. But he hadn’t. After a decade, he began to get bored, but pushed past it to have record-breaking seasons in his 30’s. Eventually though, Bryon felt he’d mastered all he could in pro baseball and called it a career. All he had left was waiting for the inevitable call from Cooperstown and a Hall of Fame induction speech. 

“I was bored. There was no challenge anymore. It was the same thing day in and day out. I was good at it...but…” 

“But you didn’t love it. Not like you used to,” Kina finished. 

Bryon nodded. 

“And now?” she probed. 

“Retirement. I wake up, go swimming, eat fine meals, and watch all the movies I missed out on the last sixteen years.” 

“All alone.” 

She was right. Of course. He’d never gotten attached. There had been women, of course, but he always kept them at arm’s length...more to protect himself and his secrets than anything else. Besides, reading minds sucks when all the women only want to be with you for your money.

She pounced at the expression on his face. 

“If you’re out of challenges, come with me. Come to the future. We need you. You can turn the tide of the war and save us all.” 

He looked at her. His mind was swirling with a mess of questions. He didn’t know what to ask, but found his mind moving in a direction he didn’t expect. 

“I’m in.” 

• • •

The look on Kina’s face was priceless. What was swirling through her own head, Bryon didn’t know—mostly because for a few seconds, the look in her eyes shifted, her pupils dilated and changed. He could now sense the woman’s thoughts. Ellen was her name. The woman standing before him wasn’t Kina. Not anymore. 

The woman blinked a few times as her own mind regained control. Bryon figured it might be best to stay still, so when she finally fixed her own eyes on him, he was still perched on the concrete pillar he’d found minutes earlier. 

“Who the hell are you?” 

At least she wasn’t a baseball groupie, Bryon thought to himself. He assured Ellen that she’d appeared to have had an episode of some type and he was just waiting by her side. He knew based on her memories that she’d had a few unexplained seizures as a child. She squinted at him a few times, checked and smoothed out her skirt and then took off at a fast walk before he could say, ‘boo.’ 

As for Kina, Bryon had absolutely no idea what had happened. Had something happened in the future? Had the government closed in on her position? Had she been killed mid-transmission? He’d only talked to her for perhaps half an hour, but he was suddenly invested in someone else. Someone else who knew his secret. 

So he waited. He watched dozens of vehicles come and go, yet he waited. It was mid-afternoon before he went home, yet he still had a feeling he couldn’t shake. Something was imminent, ready to happen at any moment, but what would it be? How would it happen? Or would it even happen at all? While he’d agreed to go with her, Kina had never spelled out how it would happen. She’d never indicated how exactly he was supposed to go with her to the future. Was he simply to wait, and age at his house until the appointed time? Would someone whisk him away in the middle of the night to some time unknown to him? 

It was as if something was behind him ready to strike at a moment’s notice. A snake lying in the grass. 

Yet nothing happened. Kina vanished. He plodded through the next few days, something gnawing at his gut. Nothing. 

A week. Nothing. Two weeks. Nothing. After most of a month went by, Bryon was almost convinced he’d imagined the whole thing. There was no Kina. There was no futuristic war for the survival of people with abilities. There was nothing. 

Nothing…

Until three months, to the day, after he’d last seen Kina. 

• • •

The playoffs were in full swing, and the Mariners had a first-round tilt against the Royals. As the premier player for Seattle over the last two decades, Bryon Stonemill was called on to be the face of the team in pre-game interviews and post-game celebrations for the national networks. For the better part of two hours, he talked to the TV analysts about how the Seattle lineup compared to the Kansas City pitching and vice versa. He brought his signature bat with him to showcase how the hitters ought to position themselves in the batter’s box. He talked about it all, yet he left out what made him successful. He always did. It was his advantage, and no one else’s. 

He walked out of the makeshift studio in the bowels of the stadium, clutching his bat and wishing he could scrape the layers of foundation off his cheeks. Best to leave it on in case he needed to be on camera again though. 

“Mr. Stonemill?” 

The voice was quiet. He almost missed it, even though the massive hallway was dim and quiet. He turned, sure that a TV producer had been sent to bring him back in for some voiceover work or commercial. He didn’t see anyone at first, so almost resumed his walk, but a slight figure emerged from behind a chair cart. She couldn’t have been more than twenty years old, dark hair, and a figure that suggested she’d missed more than a few meals in her lifetime. Bryon had been to countless baseball games over his life, but this woman didn’t fit in. The more he looked at her, it seemed to him that she would have been out of place anywhere. 

Then he reached out with his mind. His telepathy. What he found jerked him back so hard, he stumbled and nearly fell over. 

It was Kina. Not Kina in another person’s skin, but literally Kina. In person. 

“Kina?” 

She half-smiled, looking both relieved and exhausted. 

“It’s so nice to see you...to finally meet you, Bryon,” she said. She stepped closer by a couple feet and paused. As she did, Bryon felt strange. Was this the moment? Was this the time he would leave his comfortable, but placid life and go into some strange unknown future? 

Long ago, he’d learned to be careful with his power, to get what he needed from someone and get out. Balls and strikes were one thing, but Bryon found that his relationships worked better if there was a certain amount of mystery. Typically, Bryon didn’t probe a person any further than necessary, but his curiosity got the better of him here. Kina was unknown, not just to him, but to the early twenty-first century. She was a girl out of time. He couldn’t help but be fascinated. 

But something in her mind made him question everything. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but something was off. 

“What’s going on, Kina? Why here? Why now?” 

She pursed her lips. Her eyes darted around the empty hallway, the din of a bustling stadium above their heads. 

“Things have...changed.”

Bryon glanced around, nervously. He’d been waiting for this moment for three months, but something was wrong. “What do you mean? Is it related to our last conversation? When you got cut off?” 

“No...I...kind of.” 

From the fragments of her mind, Bryon was beginning to piece together the mystery in front of him, but he needed to hear her voice as well. He needed her to say it, so he took a name from her scattered thoughts. 

“Who is Remington?” 

She stopped her advance toward him, her eyes wide. “How do you know that name?” 

“You came to me for a reason, Kina. You came for my abilities. I couldn’t sense your thoughts before, but now that you’re here…” 

She closed her eyes briefly as if she couldn't believe her own stupidity. She spoke slowly, afraid of the words. “Remington is my boss. He’s the leader of The Remembered. When I was talking to you before, he figured it out. He discovered the moment the war really began. He yanked me out of my temporal visit, but I figured out how to come in person, so here I am.” 

He shook his head. “No, that isn’t all of it.” 

She swallowed, then took another step closer. “You need to come with me. We’ll figure it all out. We just need you with us. In the future.” The look in her eyes was wild, almost feral. 

He saw it now. As she spoke, her words betrayed her thoughts. With his mind, he could see what had happened the last time they spoke. 

“Remington woke you up. Brought you back to your own time. Then he told you the truth. He told you that bringing me forward in time wouldn’t work, didn’t he?” 

“I...that’s not true.” 

He kept backing away, pushing a trash bin in between the two of them. She kept slowly walking forward. When she reached the garbage can, she silently put her hands on it and closed her eyes for a few seconds. There was a concussive blast and the trashcan disappeared. A small crater was left in the concrete pad, but Kina appeared unharmed. 

“What the hell?” Bryon exclaimed. 

She smiled, in a way that suggested she’d just eaten a canary. “Oh...your three months? Been three years for me. Three years of re-learning my abilities. Three years of figuring out who I really am, of who I was really meant to be. I can travel through time, but there are limitations. Consequences. You’re just one of those consequences at this point.” 

Bryon kept backing, but he also knew the noise would bring stadium police. He needed to keep her talking. 

“What did Remington tell you?” 

She spat. “Remington was a fool.” 

“He was just trying to stop a war,” Bryon said, pulling from her memories. 

“We didn't join up with The Remembered to stop a war from ever starting. We did it to end it. I bring you with me and we’ll have the advantage we’ll need.” She seemed too confident. Her voice was steadier that he wanted, but she was still talking. Somehow he knew if she even touched his skin that it was all over. 

“But that explosion...that’ll happen if you take me, too, won’t it?” Bryon said, pointing at the concrete divot behind her. “But it’ll be worse because there’ll be two of us vanishing at the same time.” 

“I don’t understand the physics…” 

“I’m right, aren’t I?” Bryon prodded. 

She glared at him. That was all the answer he needed. 

“And Remington found out when you take me with you, there was...will be an accident. The stadium implodes and thousands die. Aren’t I right?” 

He heard footsteps and saw four blue uniforms with four police officers filling them emerge from the darkness behind Kina. She never turned around. 

“That’s what he said. I don’t buy it. He’s wrong. You’re the answer. I know it.” 

Something peeked through the tumbleweeds of her mind. Bryon was shocked, but after what he’d seen in the last few minutes he couldn’t say he was surprised. 

“You killed him. You killed Remington.” 

The guards cautiously approached them. One of them shouted toward Bryon, “Mr. Stonemill? Is everything okay? We had a report of a potential explosion in this area.” 

Bryon waved toward them. “I’m fine at the moment, but this woman might be a problem. Stick around, but let me talk to her.” 

The lead officer nodded, his hand on his hip holster. 

Bryon turned his attention back to Kina, who was a couple of feet closer to him than before. “You didn’t answer me.” 

She blinked but didn’t pause. “He was in the way. Trying to control me. Trying to always tell me what to do. I had to get back to you. Just come with me and we can fix everything together.” 

He remembered he still held his trusty bat in his left hand. It had always been used to hit home runs, but now...he didn’t think he had a choice. He put his right foot behind him and swiveled his left toward Kina. The smile he’d once had while hitting the ball in the early part of his career threatened to creep back onto his face, except for the lives that hung in the balance. 

“I don’t think so. You need to stop, Kina. I’m not going.” 

She didn’t stop. She stepped close enough and Bryon swung, his bat connecting with her left arm. He heard a crack, but it was almost as if she didn’t notice. A small spritely thing like her should have gone down with one swing, but she still advanced. He swung again and she grabbed the wide barrel with her right hand and held on. A split second later the bat slightly vibrated and then disappeared with a loud pop. No crater this time, but Bryon’s hands felt the brunt of the blast. He stumbled backward and fell to his back, the concrete cold on his arms.

 He saw her mind. The fragility of it was dangerous for anyone, but with her abilities she was reckless. Her laser focus on Bryon would be the destruction of the baseball stadium and would bring about a war that would last for decades. He shouted and put his arms up. 

One of the officers rushed forward and gripped Kina’s arm. She put her other on him and a second later, his eyes rolled back in his head, right before his head exploded. Bryon didn’t know, but he suspected she transported his brain to a different time and place. He turned his head as blood and bone flew everywhere. Kina had been closest, so she was covered in the red liquid. When she turned back to Bryon, she looked like death, ready to claim him. 

“Are you ready?” she asked. “It’s time.” 

Before Bryon could even answer, he heard a series of clicks. A shout from the lead officer. Bryon couldn’t even comprehend what the voices were saying. Kina reached toward him, and suddenly the bullets flew. He threw an arm over his head while the bullets riddled Kina’s back. She touched him and briefly he saw it. He saw the future—dark, desolate, devoid of happiness. As he watched, a brightness appeared and altered what he saw. The future changed—became brighter without him and Kina. A second later, he was back in the present and Kina’s bleeding body lay next to him. Her mind was blank. She was gone. 

Through it all, he couldn’t help but feel for the girl. He reached up and stroked a piece of hair that had fallen over her eyes. “I’m sorry, Kina, but Remington was right. I wish you were still here. I wish none of this had happened, but look—together, we helped stop the war.” 
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IT’S COLD. So cold that the only sign of me in the darkness is my breath. That and the lightning bolt running from my chest down the right sleeve of my Fuse suit. I’ve got a real scar along my arm from when I got electrocuted a couple months ago. Lightning struck the top of the building just as I was clumsily plugging in a computer into the main power system at work.

Anyway, my recovery was unusual because my body wasn’t harmed by the strike, it mutated. I woke up after a week-long coma with the ability to shoot lightning out of my hands. The Fuse suit helps regulate and control my charges, which means I’m no longer randomly zapping people. So I guess that’s a win.

Some people have told me that I’m lucky, but based off the things that have happened to me since then, I would have to disagree. I’ll spare the details, but the following words really sum it up: fear, deception, and death. 

It really comes as no surprise, after the hell I’ve been through, that I need some time away from my life as Ethan Pierce. I need to spend more time perfecting my skills as Fuse, the vigilante alter ego I’ve taken on. I’ve been working out in the gym with a friend, but weightlifting and core training will only get me so far. I need to develop an instinct, need to build up my street smarts.

Which is why I’m out here in the middle of a cold November night, running around in tights looking for trouble. I need thugs to practice on. Up until recently, I haven’t been able to focus on the little guys. The easy targets. Circumstances dictated that I move right to the big guns. Somehow, through all that I managed not to die—still got my ass kicked, though. Now that I have a little bit of time to catch my breath while the dust settles, I’m determined to take advantage of it.

Besides, home is the last place I want to be right now.

Hopping over to one of the last remaining historic buildings in the Ashland neighborhood, I perch on the roof and take notice of the encounter going on below. Two men face each other on the street. One has a gray hoodie with the hood up, the other a ratty flannel jacket. Flannel Jacket looks twitchy. Tweaky. They look around and exchange something slyly. Clearly, neither of these guys is up to any good.

Just what I’m looking for.

Actually, Ashland isn’t the worst district in the city. That’s Hopman, which has been cut off by expressways and heavy industrial buildings and long forgotten by the city leaders—well, most of them. Hopman is where I’ve had two attempts on my life in as many months. It’s too dangerous of a district for me to learn my street smarts in.

Ashland, on the other hand, isn’t completely lost. It’s certainly not an up-and-coming neighborhood, and it’s had its share of scars—most notably when the city tore out most of the beautiful historic buildings to put up industrial warehouses in the hopes that it’d attracted businesses (it didn’t)—but Ashland is still pretty decent. That’s not to say that it doesn’t have problems. Clearly, Gray Hoodie and Flannel Jacket’s drug deal proves that.

They both talk for a while after the exchange. Probably negotiating the next deal. Either way, it’s illegal, so technically I have a reason to interfere. 

Running to the back of the building, I jump down to the first platform of the fire escape and race down the stairs as quickly and quietly as I can. This is definitely something I need to work on: stealth. 

Racing around the side of the building, I stop just before I get to the sidewalk. Peering around the corner, I weigh my options. Run out like a moron and scare them both off, strike them with a surge of electricity so they convulse like they were hit with a taser, or—

Damn, they’re moving!

I send out a streak of lightning, but it misses both of them and strikes the building they were in front of instead. Gray Hoodie takes off down Sage Street, but the blast from my strike makes Flannel Jacket lose his footing and fall to the cracked sidewalk.

Picking him up by his ratty jacket, I pin him against the wall and bellow in a voice as deep and intimidating as I can make it, “What’s your name?”

“Hey, come on, man! It’s just a little pick-me-up. No big deal!”

I shove him back against the brick wall again. Harder this time. “What’s your name?”

“What about you, Halloween?”

Lightning zaps around my fist and I bang it against his chest lightly. It does the trick.

In a flash, Flannel Jacket’s on the ground convulsing from the trickle of electricity I hit him with. Taking extra precaution, I pull off his jacket and use it to tie his hands up behind him around a street sign. By the time I’m done, he’s done shaking, though his body is weak.

I press the com on my ear to call the police station. As I run in the direction of where Gray Hoodie went, I tell the police about the drug deal and that there’s someone waiting for them on the corner of Sage Street and May Place.

With the I-23—or the Wind Tunnel, as Olympians call it—cutting through to the west and the well-traveled Ashland Avenue to the south, there’s only one way for Gray Hoodie to go. After a few minutes at my fastest pace, I consider giving up, but something up to the right catches my eye. Gray Hoodie makes eye contact with me and then passes through a door into a warehouse, slamming the door behind him.

When I approach, the door is locked. Luckily, that doesn’t stop me.

Opening my palm, I hold it out to the door handle and zap it with enough energy that the metal is blasted away. When I lower my hand, though, I feel myself weaken. Definitely need to be more careful. I only have so much electric energy to use before I need to rest and let it build back up again.

Hesitantly, I swing open the door and step through. The last time I walked into a foreign building, things didn’t turn out well. Hopefully, this time will be different.

When I step inside, though, I’m surprised by what I see. Or rather, what I don’t see. It’s empty, not a sign that anything had been properly built here. There are a few windows letting in light from the streetlights outside, but otherwise, it’s pretty dark.

Which is why I don’t see someone come from the shadows until they’re on top of me. 

Falling to the floor, my breath is knocked out of me as a black man with two teardrops tattooed on his face pins me to the concrete with his hand pressed against my throat.

Struggling for breath, I knee him hard between the legs. He crumples beside me, but someone else comes from the shadows and throws a punch at me. I dodge it and deliver one to his gut before quickly getting to my feet.

Another man comes up behind me, wrapping his arm around my neck and pulling tight. With a concerted effort, I manage to flip him over to the concrete in front of me and back away.

Two more men come out of the shadows, followed by a third on the other side. I let the electricity trickle around my fingers to warn them to stay away. My chest is burning from the run and lack of air, but I don’t want them to know. I need to come off strong.

I see Gray Hoodie lurking a few feet away, but my attention is drawn to Tear Drop when he speaks.

“So what? You gon’ call the cops or summin’?” he asks. With a grin, I notice he’s breathing heavy too.

“Where are you getting the drugs from?” I ask.

“None of your damn bidness,” he says. The rest of them nod in agreement. He must be their leader.

“Michael Bello?”

The sound of approaching police sirens grow louder.

“It’s the cops!” one of the guys shouts.

Tear Drop reaches inside his jacket and pulls out a pistol, pointing it right at me. “Why don’ you go see if someone else got candy for you, Trick-or-Treat?”

Another costume joke, how clever. Still, the gun makes me nervous so I stop the sparking between my fingers and take a step back. Besides, if the police really are on their way, I need to get out of here. 

“Okay, I’m going. Just put the gun down.”

“Not ’til you gone.”

Stepping backward, I inch closer to the door. When I reach it, I turn and run, just in time to miss the gunshot Tear Drop fires.

• • •

Another reason why my world is a mess lately is my recent unemployment. The lack of a paycheck sucks—as does the judgment from my brother, who is also my roommate and has to make up my half of the rent—but the time off is nice. Not that I’m really enjoying it this week with everything else going on. In fact, the drug deal I spotted yesterday gives me the perfect distraction from my problems and helps justify not going to work.

The company I was recently let go from is Wyatt Industries, the biggest employer in the city of Olympia. Probably one of the most progressive alternative energy companies in the country, even. The coolest thing Wyatt’s been doing is rolling out their solar roadways project where they’re actually installing solar panels over the asphalt on the roads to soak up solar energy that powers the city. 

There are other benefits to it, too, but that’s the gist of it. Since the project was introduced, other solar companies have popped up and a lot of the rooftops in the city are sporting tech to take advantage of greener energy sources. Solar panels everywhere means no need to burn fossil fuels. The city is also taking advantage of wind energy with the wind turbines by the highways. It’s how the Wind Tunnel got its name since it’s lined on both sides with them.

Anyway, all of this is to say that I have a background in tech stuff. Coding, mostly, but computers in general. Since becoming Fuse, I’ve been thinking about creating a software that would allow me to take a freeze-framed image of someone from a security camera or something similar and search it through the city police’s database. 

It’s limited, I know. What if a psycho is from out of town? What if they’ve never been arrested? What if it doesn’t work?

It’s a start. I’m already pretty much a pro at hacking into the Grid, the city’s electronic network. Through the Grid, I can access basically any security camera or street camera. Some have additional firewalls to work through, but I can get through most times.

To get out of the apartment, I’ve been coming to the clinic in Hopman to work. After I was electrocuted, my doctor opened a free clinic in the city’s poorest neighborhood to help people. She and her colleague, Wes—the one who designed my Fuse suit—were the ones who figured out that my reaction to the strike was…unconventional.

Anyway, they don’t really use the basement of the clinic and since it’s right in the heart of Hopman, it’s perfect. You never know when you’re going to have to chase down a crook, so it’s better to be right around the corner from where they’re most likely to be. That’s the idea, anyway.

Also, Alex and Wes are both swamped with patients during the day, so I have no distractions while I work on my software. I have a good chunk of it done, but I still work on it for most of the day. Plugging away at the old computer, writing nonsense that’ll come up perfectly once it’s done. Hopefully. It’s tedious, but the end product will be very helpful. Better to get it up and running with small fries like Tear Drop and Gray Hoodie than to waste precious time when I face bigger criminals.

Once it’s done, I use the freeze frame with Gray Hoodie in it that I got from the security camera outside the warehouse. The program takes a while to run through but a police report eventually pops up and gives me a name: Marcus Caulkins. 

Looks like he was arrested back in August for vandalizing a building on Canal Street. He served thirty hours of community service for it. Probably spent most of those hours cleaning up after himself.

I dig further into Calukins’ record. He’s only twenty and has no permanent address. He looks terrified in his mugshot, almost like he’s on the verge of tears. Unlike his Tear Drop buddy, Caulkins seems like he hasn’t been hardened by the street life yet. Still, I’m a little disappointed to discover that he was also arrested last year for disorderly conduct and possession of a controlled substance. He’s still on probation for it. 

The arrest report from his first incident last year says he and someone named Darryl Hutchins teamed up against a junkie who owed them money. There’s no mention of murder anywhere, so I’m guessing they stopped short of killing him, which is usually the case in this city. Not to say that the junkie isn’t probably dead now from an overdose.

Searching Darryl’s name in the police database, I’m not surprised when Tear Drop’s face stares back at me with a smug look. Only one teardrop tattoo is present in this picture. Apparently, he killed someone else since this arrest. I wonder if he returned to finish off that junkie after he and Caulkins were arrested.

Not surprisingly, Hutchins’ list of offenses is a lot longer than Caulkins’. Besides disorderly conduct, there’s assault, possession of a controlled substance, vandalism, larceny, even grand theft auto. Judging from these files and what I saw last night, Hutchins is the ringleader and Caulkins and the other guys are just street dealers. 

Still, something stands out to me about Marcus Caulkins. He ran from me, sure, but I was able to catch up to him. What’s even stranger is, I followed him right back to the warehouse where the other guys in the gang were. It’s almost like he wanted me to follow him there. Was he just luring me into a trap or was he hoping that I’d call the police to put an end to their operation?

I wonder if he’s even still alive. With the temper Hutchins’s criminal record shows he has, Caulkins might end up his third teardrop.

• • •

It’s snowing tonight when I go out as Fuse again. I’ve already been to the warehouse I almost got shot in last night and there’s no one there. But then, it’s after eleven. These are operating hours for them.

Since I wanted to get Caulkins alone—he appears to be the weakest link among them; the one I can break for more information and maybe even set him straight—I needed to return to the only place I found him by himself: the corner of Sage Street and May Place.

He’s been here since I climbed to the top of the opposite building half an hour ago. Right now he’s with one of the big guys who tackled me last night. I wonder if they paired up because of me. I need to think of a Plan B if they don’t ever separate. Hopefully, they do.

I crouch down and watch them as I wait for Big Man to leave. Snow collects around me as an hour passes by. Luckily, my suit is insulated so I don’t freeze to death, but it’s still cold.

Finally, a beat-up sedan pulls to the side of the street below. After a few minutes of talking, Big Man gets in and they drive away, leaving Caulkins by himself. He has his hoodie pulled up and his hands are balled into fists in his pockets. It’s too cold for just a sweatshirt, but I’m willing to bet that’s all he has.

I consider how I’m going to get him alone. If I approach him on the street, he’ll probably run off again. Especially if I’m wrong about him wanting help. There’s also a chance someone will see us and either take a cheap shot at us or call the police. My paranoia worries that there’s a reporter lurking and there will be an article in tomorrow morning’s edition of the Olympia Tribune claiming Fuse is a drug addict. That’s certainly not true and not going to help build the community’s trust in me.

Judging by how much he’s shivering, I bet he’d find any excuse to get inside. Lucky for me, I’m standing at the top of an abandoned building. 

Moving to the back of the roof, I try the door leading down to the building. It’s jammed. I kick it once, twice before it finally gives way.

The sound is louder than I thought it’d be and I race to the edge of the roof again and peer over. Definitely caught Caulkins’s attention, but he appears to be staying put. His quick looks up and down the street tells me he’s spooked. Then again, I would be too.

Back through the rooftop door, I take it slow down the rickety wooden stairs. A few of the steps are missing and some of them are so rotten they probably wouldn’t hold my body weight.

The staircase leads to an apartment on the third floor that obviously hasn’t been lived in since at least the ’50s. Faded mirrors, peeling wallpaper, and chipped paint are all that’s left in what looks like used to be a beautiful place. The second-floor apartment is basically the same, though there’s more furniture left behind. 

The ground-floor storefront is the worst, though. Broken windows that have since been boarded up have let in trails of leaves and other debris. The whole room smells damp and I swear I hear a rustle from somewhere else in the room. Must be a critter in here somewhere.

Through the dirty storefront window, I see Caulkins standing across the street. He continues to look up and down the snowy street nervously.

I look around in the darkness for something to get his attention without showing him who I am. If he knew he was coming to see Fuse, he’d probably run the opposite way. Then again, I could be wrong.

I find a pack of lightbulbs in one of the cupboards. They look to be one of the newest things here. Probably from back in the early ’70s when urban renewal changed this neighborhood for the worse. Clearly, though, the upstairs apartments weren’t part of the remodel back then.

Grasping the end of the bulb in my hand, I let the electricity flow through me and, to my surprise, the bulb illuminates. As the light shines through the window, I see Caulkins take notice. With the black suit, he must not see me, which is perfect. He takes a step forward and squints.

“Come on,” I mutter under my breath. “Cross the street and get in here.”

Finally, with another look in both directions down the street, he comes to my side of the street. I look down to check my footing in case I need to make a quick run for it and when I look up again he’s gone. 

Dammit. He must’ve seen me and run off. Or run to get Hutchins so he and his men can kill me.

Setting the lightbulb down on the dusty counter, the light from the room dissipates the moment the bulb leaves my hands.

“How’d you do that?”

I whip around to follow the voice to the back door. Caulkins is standing there with his fists still balled up inside his pockets. The cold breeze drifts in from the open door behind him.

“I was electrocuted,” I say to hide my surprise.

He nods as he takes me in. “What you doin’ here?”

“Looking for you.”

My eyes can’t quite make out everything in the darkness, but I swear he squints at me. 

“Your friends don’t seem like they’re good people,” I continue.

“You don’ know them.”

“The ringleader is Darryl Hutchins. He’s been arrested for assault, drugs, theft. You’re Marcus Caulkins. Twenty years old, no permanent address, still on probation for those drug charges last year.”

“So, what? You look up my files and think you know me?”

Surprisingly, he doesn’t move. But then, it’s warmer in here than it is outside. He just wants to get out of the cold.

“Why’d you lead me to your friends last night?”

He shuffles his feet. “I don’t know. Nowhere else to go.”

“I went there earlier tonight and the place is empty.”

“As far as you know.”

“So they’re hiding there somewhere?”

“What do you want?” he asks.

“I want you to take me to your buddy Darryl.”

“Yeah, what for?”

Kick his ass until he agrees to come willingly? Call the cops and occupy him long enough for the cops to come? Convince him to turn himself in? Yeah, right. Caulkins is my best shot for that. Better to just keep talking to him.

“Just to have a discussion,” I reply.

“’Bout what?”

I step toward him. “You guys are heading down a bad road. Trust me. I can help. It’ll be tough, especially at first, but you guys don’t have to continue in this cycle.”

He stares at me for a minute before looking down. “He don’ care ’bout that.”

“Well, I could try to convince him, then.” I hold up my palms. “I just want to talk to him.”

Nodding slowly, Caulkins agrees. “Okay. Yeah, I’ll take you there.”

“Lead the way.”

Back out into the cold, he mutters, “Follow me,” before breaking into a run along the same streets he led me down last night.

As we turn down Crimson Avenue, Caulkins stops dead as soon as he sees blue flashing lights. A lot of them. All around the warehouse. There has to be three or four police cars here. Without a word, Caulkins turns and sprints in the opposite direction, faster than he moved before.

I chase after him, zipping around Harold Place to cut him off, and smash into him as he races by, both of us falling to the snow-covered sidewalk. I get to my feet and pull him up by the front of his hoodie, slamming him against the bricks.

“Get it together!” I shout.

“Where the hell am I gon’ go?” he shouts back. “That’s where I sleep, man!”

“I’ll take care of that, just relax.” I loosen my hold on him but don’t let go. If I’m going to get to the root of their operation—Darryl Hutchins—I’ll need Caulkins’ intel. Which means I can’t let him get stopped by the police. Especially since he’s on probation. 

“I need you to work with me.”

He’s still breathing heavily, but he’s no longer trying to escape so I let go of him.

“Let’s go back to that empty building.”

He nods. “Okay, but if I see any cops—”

I put my hand back on his chest and push him against the wall. “You’re going to have to trust me.”

Looking down at my hand before meeting my eyes, he mutters, “Okay.”

We go up to the second-floor apartment once we get back to the building. It’s a little warmer up here. If nothing else, it gets us off the concrete. Judging from Caulkins’ old sneakers, there isn’t much between the floor and his bare feet.

“Now what?” he asks once we make sure the place is still empty. “You just keepin’ me ‘til you can turn me in so you can play hero?”

“No,” I say sternly. “I’m trying to help you. You don’t need to live this life.” He’s scared and I need to stay conscious of that, but he isn’t giving me time to think. Problem is, I’m not really sure what to do yet.

“You don’ know how bad it is, man.” He takes a seat on the edge of a dusty couch. Something I’d probably never sit on, but it doesn’t seem to faze him.

“Sure I do. You’re homeless. You come from the worst part of the city and you’ve been on the streets your whole life. You’ve had a few charges in your past, but nothing too bad. Dealing, though? That’ll do you in.”

He shakes his head. “Man, you keep talkin’ like you know me.”

“Why don’t you tell me what you want, then?”

“I don’ know, man! You the one who came lookin’ for me.”

“Because you’re in a bad place right now and you’re letting that define you,” I say, my voice rising. “Everyone has problems, but we deal with it and move on. Wallowing in it like a pathetic baby isn’t going to make things better. So if you don’t want my help, I’ll go find someone else. But look around, because disgusting places like this is all you’ll ever call home if you keep this up. If you keep following people like Darryl Hutchins around.”

“Better listen to him,” a voice says behind me. 

I spin around and see it’s none other than Darryl Hutchins.

“Or else you do summin’ stupid like callin’ the cops on ya boys.” Hutchins steps in further and brandishes his pistol.

“He didn’t do a damn thing,” I say, forcing Hutchins to look at me. “I’m the one who called the cops last night. Probably why they’re there now. Found something worth investigating.”

Hutchins turns and surveys me, pointing at me with his gun. “And who the hell are you?”

“I’m Fuse. I’m about to change your life.” Jerking my hand up, I send a streak of lightning at his gun, which fires into the ceiling as it flies out of his hand and clatters to the floor in the corner.

Clutching his hand, which is likely twitching from the zap, Hutchins cusses at me as he charges me. He swings his left fist at me but smashes the mirror behind me instead. I send a small jolt into his side, which makes him jump. I smile at my swiftness and chance a look back at Caulkins, but Hutchins tackles me to the floor.

We roll around, each of us pinning the other at one point or another. Eventually, Hutchins pins down my shoulders with his knees, sitting on my hands to keep them at bay.

“Let’s see who you are, Trick-or-Treat.” He reaches for my mask, but something swiftly collides with his face, knocking him off me.

I scramble out from under him and see Caulkins drop what appears to be a broken chair leg to the torn carpet covering the floor. He gives me a nod and I want to tell him to get out of here, but how would I track him down again? I still don’t feel like I’ve gotten through to him yet so I doubt that he’d go to the police himself.

I’m pulled back to reality when Hutchins yanks at Caulkins’s leg from the floor. As soon as Caulkins falls, Hutchins is on top, his legs holding back Caulkins’s arms as he wraps his hands tightly around Caulkins’s throat. His face begins to take on a bluish tint to it when I move into action.

I kick at Hutchins, one, two, three times before he releases one hand to swat me away. At least that’ll give Caulkins some sort of a break. As soon as I back off, though, Hutchins replaces his hand on Caulkins’s throat.

Letting electricity zap between my fingers like I did last night, I hold it close to his face and mutter, “Let him go or I’ll fry that tiny little brain of yours.”

Grumbling, Hutchins releases Caulkins, who immediately gasps for breath, and gets to his feet with his hands held up in the air. 

Looking down at Caulkins, I ask, “You okay?”

Suddenly, I’m on the floor again, swatting away Hutchins’s attempts to punch me. Pressing my palm to his chest, I zap him once quickly with electricity that sends his body convulsing on the floor.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” I mutter as I get to my feet. Offering my hand to Caulkins, I ask, “You okay? Do you need to go to the hospital or anything?”

He coughs once and takes in a ragged breath. “I’m fine.”

I nod. “Good, let’s get the hell out of here.”

• • •

We’re in the hotel room I got for Caulkins—hell, I could probably call him Marcus now. With my recent unemployment, it’s definitely a hit to drop a hundred dollars on a hotel room I’m not even going to stay in, but I couldn’t let Marcus fend for himself tonight. Not with Hutchins pissed at him. Plus, this way Marcus can see that I genuinely want him to get on a better path in life.

He, of course, had to check in himself. The hotel staff probably wouldn’t give me a room key in my Fuse suit and there was no way I was taking off my mask in front of anyone. 

Since the hotel is down in the Lakeside Village—close enough to walk to, far enough that Hutchins probably won’t look for us here—they’re more situated to the lake the city sits on. Now that it’s November, and snowing nonetheless, the vacancy in the hotel was high, so nobody noticed when Marcus led me up to the room.

“You gon’ watch me all night or summin’?” he asks after examining the bruises on his neck in the mirror.

“Yeah, but I’ll wait outside. Give you your privacy.”

He huffs and plops on the end of the bed.

“So what are you going to do?” I ask.

“Whatchu talkin’ ’bout?” His bravado greater now that he almost just got his ass kicked.

“I’m talking about Darryl Hutchins.”

He clucks his tongue once and shakes his head.

After a minute of silence, I ask, “That’s it? Can’t even give me a ‘thank you’ or anything?”

Still nothing.

“Fine. Enjoy your time in prison.” I turn toward the door but his voice stops me.

“I met Darryl at the homeless shelter in Hopman a few years ago. Waiting in line for the crap they try to pass off as food. I seen him around before. Lived on the same street for a while before Ma died. Hung out that night. Caught up, ya know?”

I nod, not wanting to interrupt him.

“Didn’ see him the next day. ’Bout a year later, I run into him. Says things are turnin’ ’round for him. Says he met someone in the mob who want him to start workin’ Ashland.”

Immediately, my mind goes to Michael Bello, a land developer who is tight with the Martelli crime family. Well, was until I came along.

“Darryl needed more guys. Asked if I could help. Gave me a preview of what he was makin’, said this mob guy even had a place for us to stay. I didn’ have a job or nothin’, so I said I’d do it. Had a few run-ins with the cops, but I made it by.”

“You were lucky,” I finally say. “The raid tonight just shows you weren’t as good as you thought.”

“So now what? I’m on the run for the rest of my life?”

“You’ve been working with Darryl for a couple years, right?”

He shrugs. “Yeah.”

“So you know how he ran his operation, right? Who his clients were? Where he got the drugs? Stuff like that?”

He shakes his head. “Look, man, I don’ know what you tryin’ to have me do. I’m no rat. I’m not goin’ to do my boy in like that.”

“Your boy?” I ask. “Tell me, how was your boy there for you tonight? Did you see how quickly he turned on you?”

Marcus mutters, “I shouldna hit him.”

“You did the right thing. But besides tonight, let’s look at that supposed sweet deal he’s been including you in. The place to stay he promised you was the floor, right? And your cut for the drugs, I bet that dwindled. And I’d put money on the fact that he’s going to give your name to anyone who’ll listen to him once he wakes up. Your boy isn’t such a standup guy. He’s a lifelong criminal. But you, you’re better than this.”

He’s quiet for a moment as he stares at the floor. Then he asks, “How can you be so sure?”

“Last night you led me right to the rest of the guys in your crew.”

“I knew they’d kick your ass,” he says.

“You didn’t join in.”

He turns away.

“Anyone who has even a shred of street smarts knows not to run back to your home base if you’re being followed,” I continue. “You wanted me to follow you because you wanted me to bust you. And tonight, you could’ve let Darryl kill me, but you didn’t. You know he’s not a good guy.”

He doesn’t say anything as he stares me down. Probably hating me for figuring him out.

“Just think about what your loyalty to him is going to get you,” I add.

“So, what? You sayin’ I should turn myself in?”

I nod. “Yeah. You’re probably not going to get out of it with nothing, but they’d be more willing to work with you if you’ve got information they want.”

He shakes his head again. “I don’t know, man.” 

Finally, it seems like I’ve gotten through to him, even if he’s not thrilled with the idea. I’ve said all I can for now. He’s got to make the ultimate decision. 

“Think about it.”

• • •

“You been out here all night?” Marcus asks me the next morning. I’m leaning against the wall in a small nook across from the hotel.

“I’ve been moving around for different vantage points, but yeah. I’ve had my eye on you all night. Did you sleep well?”

He grins. “Yeah. Never stayed in a hotel before.”

“You think about what I said? About Darryl Hutchins?”

Taking in a deep breath, he nods. “Yeah. You probably right. Should just go turn myself in.”

“You weren’t the only one involved in this,” I say. “You certainly weren’t the ringleader. Don’t let them paint you as one. Tell them you were working for Hutchins and that you’d be willing to tell them everything they want to hear.”

He looks down at the cracked pavement and then back up at me. “Nervous.”

Since he can’t see my smirk, I nod. “You’ll be fine, though. Eventually this will all be behind you. You just have to be honest with them.”

“Yeah. Guess I better get goin’, then.”

“Good luck.”

He clasps my hand and pats me on the back. “Thanks, man. Darryl, the room, everything.”

Now I’m glad he can’t see my grin. “Just doing my job. Hopefully, we don’t run into each other like this again.”

He nods. “We won’.”

As he walks down the street to the subway stop, I can’t help but feel good about everything that happened. Even if I wasn’t exhausted, I’d rest easy tonight knowing that I made a difference in someone’s life. With so much that’s going wrong in my own life, it’s nice to know that it doesn’t carry over to the work I do as Fuse. I’m needed, even if it is my alter-ego. I guess in that sense, there’s still hope for me yet.
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THE CONSEQUENCES OF WISH FULFILLMENT

BY MICHAEL DAVID ANDERSON


ONE

THE DREAM IS A MEMORY, although its clarity and sense of reality have long since faded and dulled with the passage of time. The torches we carry illuminate the dark tombs. I remember my father taking my hand as we push through a narrow crevice connecting one chamber to another; coughing as the walls and the cobwebs close in on us, the claustrophobia holding me in its ever-tightening grip; and the shift of the earth beneath us as it gives way. One second, we’re squeezing through the tight passage; the next, we’re plunging through an avalanche of rock and dirt. The torch falls from my father’s grasp, its end still alight but sputtering.

Soon, everything settles. I’ve landed in a room full of gold coins and artifacts. The torchlight burns still, but I know it will go out before long. I turn to my dad, feeling for him in the shadows, calling for him. When I find him, he says nothing, does nothing. His eyes stare into the dark, and I realize that’s all he’ll see for the rest of eternity. I hitch a sob, but turn away, determined to find a way out.

My hand lands upon something smooth, rubbing its grimy surface, but I think nothing of it. I need to get out. “I wish I was a superhero,” I say, thinking of the cartoons I’d often watch at home. Superheroes would know how to escape this place. They’d use their powers and zip out of this tomb in a flash!

The air pressure changes as if the air itself has ruptured, and in the following blast of wind, I sense something else in the tomb with me. “As you wish,” an ominous voice says, and the tomb is filled with light.




TWO

I opened my eyes, wincing against the morning sunlight as it filtered through the window blinds, illuminating dancing dust motes. I rolled over, cast the sheet aside, and swung my legs out of bed. My body ached. Yesterday was rough, but no matter how much my body hurt, my heart hurt worse.

A bottle of Stolichnaya and a small glass smeared with my greasy fingerprints rested on the mini-refrigerator I used as a nightstand. I bent down, opened the door, and retrieved a couple of ice cubes from the freezer compartment. Dropping them into the glass, I haphazardly poured until the glass was full, spilling some onto the fridge in the process. I glanced at the glass and decided to drink directly from the bottle instead, draining most of it before setting the bottle down with enough force to crack it. Oops.

I stood, stretching, and wished doing so would make the body aches subside, but they intensified with every movement. A full-length mirror stood in the corner of the room, and I examined myself in it. Super strength was great, and so was advanced healing, but all the same the bruises from yesterday’s battle were prominent. Although my face had been largely spared, an anguished spider-web of black and yellow markings extended from my chin along the left curve of my jaw. I’d be back to normal in a couple of days, but until then I’d certainly feel the bruises, and I’d do so gladly. If an ordinary human had gone through what I had, they would have died.

A knock came at the door.

“Yeah?”

My sister Carrie opened the door, her face obscured by her curly walnut hair. Her mouth was a grim line, and her visible eye fixed on me in a way reminding me of the killer ghost from The Grudge films. Had she been pale and vocalized that horrid, deep-seated croak, I might have feared for my life. “It smells like a dorm room in here.”

“What is it, Carrie?”

“News,” she said. “Now.” She disappeared down the hall.

I sighed. I could only imagine what the reports were saying.

I left the bedroom, walked down the short hall to the living room, and dropped onto the cheap sofa we’d acquired from a second-hand shop. A busted spring thrust against my rear, sending a twinge of pain up into my back. Even my ass, it seemed, was badly bruised. I shifted off the spring and directed my attention to the small television, its screen inundated with dead pixels. The audio in the set didn’t work; we had to watch with closed captioning turned on, and the black bars of text struggled to keep up with the reporter commentary.

The footage was easy to follow. I recognized myself flying—or, more appropriately, being flung—through the air, driven into the side of one of the skyscrapers downtown by a fiery meteor about six feet in diameter. The impact pulverized the structure, causing it to collapse inward as glass and steel rained to the streets below. The headline read MAX FACTOR: HERO OR MASS MURDERER? The sub-heading read, 43 Dead in Battle with Meteos. The footage was replaced by one of the station’s reporters, Brad Wilhoyt.

Carrie stood in the dining room, nibbling nervously on a protein bar. “The court of public opinion is crucifying you, Quinton.”

“Let them,” I said. “After yesterday, sis, I deserve it.”




THREE

I showered, dressed, and stepped out into the world as the persona listed on my driver’s license: Quinton R. Monroe. The backpack slung over my shoulder carried my change of clothes for if I needed to change into my alter ego, the superhero Max Factor. In the comics and cartoons, the superhero often wore his costume under his street clothes, but it was summer, and there wasn’t a chance in hell I was doing that. I sweat profusely as it is, and two layers of clothing would cook me as thoroughly as a Thanksgiving turkey.

Looking back on it, I should have made wiser choices when I made my wishes to the genie in the lamp, like a higher tolerance to heat and cold, but I was a scared kid stuck in a tomb when I discovered the magic lamp; I wasn’t in the best position to make smarter choices.

I walked to work. En route, I saw the devastation from yesterday’s battle. An entire city block was shut down, and debris lay in the street. A company called Obsidian had won the bid with the city last year to undertake any clean-up and restoration projects related to superhuman battles in Carnival City, and they were already on the scene.

Forty-three dead. My heart ached for them, and the guilt weighed heavily on me. I found no comfort in the fact I’d apprehended Meteos. He was being held by the authorities, heavily sedated, until he could be transported to Poseidon, a special prison facility offshore. The facility used dampening technology I hoped would be sufficient to subdue his abilities and prevent him from calling down a meteor and smashing the place to bits. 

I didn’t understand how these supervillains obtained their abilities. Before I became Max Factor, there wasn’t a history of supervillains in the world. Since my emergence, however, an unprecedented twenty-nine of them had been documented, all with vastly unique abilities.

Years ago, in that tomb, the genie told me every wish had unforeseen consequences. I’ve long wondered if the consequences for my wish to become a superhero was the arrival of a seemingly endless stream of supervillains for me to combat.




FOUR

Eccentric Eddie’s stood on the corner of 4th and Main, and the eponymous owner leaned against the counter as he watched over his empty diner, his salt-and-pepper hair slicked back in an imitation of greasers from the fifties. When I walked in, instead of his normally vibrant, toothy grin, he offered me a strained smile. He knew today I wouldn’t be in proper spirits.  “Hey, kiddo,” he said. “How are you holding up?”

Eddie, of course, knows all about my superhero alter ego. How else was I going to explain my absences from work? You can only call out sick so many times before you lose your job. Lucky for me, Eddie is the epitome of an understanding boss, and he’s kept my secret now for over three years. Eddie isn’t your typical shop owner, he even pays me for the hours I miss. He won over five hundred thousand dollars in the lottery a few years ago, quit his office job, and fulfilled a lifelong dream by opening the diner. He supports me, to an extent, because he wants to give back to the community; he figures one way he can do so is by giving me a somewhat steady paycheck.

“I’m not doing so hot, Eddie.”

He leaned against the counter, the display beneath his hairy arms showing a wide assortment of meats, cheeses, bread, and other toppings for our subs. “You didn’t have to come in, Quinton. After that mess downtown, I would’ve understood.”

I shook my head. “No, no, you need all the help you can get. The world doesn’t stop for Max Factor, nor should it for Quinton Monroe.”

Eddie frowned. “You take on too much.”

“I don’t do enough.”

He paused, then sniffed. “You been drinking?”

My watch vibrated. Rotating the outer ring, I checked the text. By no means am I a billionaire playboy superhero, decked out with gadgets galore, however, Max Factor has been gifted with many charitable donations, including technology, to aid him in his crimefighting. One such donation was a case of identical smartwatches donated by Tech mogul Sam Silvestri. He designed them specifically for me, knowing that a single smartwatch would likely be destroyed in one of my many battles. To the average human, they would seem indestructible. He was right, I had already demolished five of them.

The text was from Carrie: URGENT. CHANNEL 5.

“What is it, Quinton?” Eddie asked. 

I pointed to the old tube television mounted above the back bar. “Can you change to Channel 5?”

Eddie snatched the remote off the counter and switched to the station. I didn’t have to ask him to turn up the volume; he did so of his own volition.

Whereas the newsroom normally would have been focused on the anchors at the desk, the camera had been pulled out to give a view of the floor. The anchors, along with other behind the scenes employees, kneeled in front of the desk, their wrists bound with zip ties. An overweight man stood, pontificating, between them and the camera. His hair was long and unruly, overrun with curls, giving him a deranged aura. His attire included a neon green dress shirt, no tie, and black slacks.

“For too long I have stood idly by, watching with increasing dismay as the so-called superhero Max Factor has engaged in battle after battle with a stream of supervillains, causing millions in property damage and egregious loss of life. Max Factor is not a hero. He is a blight upon this fair city and the world!”

He stopped, took a breath. He made soft grunting sounds between his sentences that made him sound almost like a pig laboring for breath. “Max Factor, if you’re watching this—” and he gave a deep, shuddering huff “—which I’m sure by now you surely are, my demands are simple. Resign. Retreat from public life and denounce your so-called heroism. Do that, and no one else will die. Until then, I will pick someone at random in this city every six hours, and I will kill them. Sooner or later, I will find someone you care about, and I will make you feel the pain I feel.”

He held up a photo of a young woman, smiling and vivacious. “My sister, Erin Shore, was killed in your fight with Meteos yesterday. You will pay for what you’ve done, one way or another. You can find me, threaten me, do whatever you like, but you cannot stop me. I do not wish to kill you. I want you to live with the pain you’ve caused me and others like me.”

The man huffed as he stepped next to Brad Wilhoyt, who sobbed and begged for his release. “Bradley, stop your sniveling. It’s unbecoming of you.” Regarding the camera once more, the man continued. “Everyone in Carnival City knows Brad Wilhoyt. He is practically the face of Channel 5 News. It’s a shame they’ll have to find a replacement.”

The man reached down, extending his hand with all four fingers rather than just one. 

“Please don’t do this!” Brad Wilhoyt cried. The others begged, pleaded and sobbed to no avail. The man’s fingers passed through the side of Wilhoyt’s head as if it were no more substantial than air. His flesh didn’t cave in or break apart, but it did not arrest the progress of the man’s hand. The reporter’s mouth grew slack and the entire right side of his face drooped as though he’d suffered a stroke. His eyes grew unfocused; his left eye turned as if lazy, drooped, and stared at the floor even as his right stared past the camera. His body slouched, fell sideways, and tumbled to the floor, leaving the man’s hand, clean as it had been before, in the space where his head had been. Wilhoyt’s co-anchor, Barbara Townsend, let out a blood-curdling scream.

“Silence!” the man commanded, huffing once more. Turning back to the camera, he said, “My name is Travis Shore. If it makes you feel better, you may call me Antimatter.”

Eddie tore his gaze from the television, fixed me with a mortified stare, and said, “Go.”

I nodded and ducked into the back room, where I unzipped my backpack. I wish I could say my alter ego’s uniform was something special, but it wasn’t. It was comprised of cargo pants, a black shirt, and a blindfold from an adult novelty shop with the holes cut out for me to see.

“When are you ever going to get a real outfit?” Eddie asked.

“With what I make here?” I asked. “I can’t afford the dry cleaning, Eddie.”

He shrugged. I pulled off my work shirt and put on my other work shirt. As I started to unbutton my work slacks, he said, “And get a damn breath mint. You may think vodka doesn’t have a smell, kid, but trust me, alcohol does. The last thing you need is for the world to think Max Factor is a lousy drunk after what happened yesterday!”




FIVE

Police had cordoned off the offices for Channel 5. In most popular fiction of this sort, the channel’s headquarters would have certainly been located in one of the many skyscrapers throughout Carnival City, but in actuality, it was a small two-story building removed from the larger conglomerates downtown.

I hovered over the scene, noting the placement of the police cruisers and the barriers to keep civilians at a presumably safe distance. After yesterday’s swath of destruction, I loathed the idea of entering another situation which may lead to an overwhelming loss of life.

The civilians below looked up at me, some of them holding protest signs, others cheering for me. I’d often thought I might look cooler wearing a cape. I always imagined hovering, cape billowing in the breeze, but realistically a cape would only get in the way. A supervillain would certainly grab it, spin me like a bola, and hurl me into a building.

No, capes were certainly not my thing. I was not a count with an insatiable taste for blood living in a Transylvanian castle; I was a superhero. Superheroes didn’t need capes. Hell, they didn’t need fancy costumes as long as they got the job done. As the world’s only real-life superhero, I should know. 

Nearby, a helicopter circled. The officers within eyed me warily. I returned my attention to the building below.

No use delaying the inevitable, I thought. Go in.

I somersaulted and willed myself downward, blasting through the air at speeds exceeding terminal velocity. I flipped and landed on my feet, although I slowed my descent at the last possible moment to avoid leaving an impact crater in the sidewalk in front of the building. When I was still learning how to fly, I’d cost the city thousands in repairs to sidewalks and city streets because I hadn’t learned how to properly harness my abilities. I was much better now, but I still hadn’t figured out how to avoid turning the city into a full-scale battleground when a supervillain was hellbent on smashing through it by using me as a battering ram.

The words 43 dead flashed in my mind’s eye and I cringed.

The building’s offices and halls had been vacated. I assumed most of the employees were evacuated, but I also had to consider many of these individuals might be hostages in the newsroom.

I walked down multiple corridors until I found the entrance to the newsroom. A sign above the door proclaimed ON AIR and was illuminated in stark red neon. I opened the door and stepped inside, passing through a tight corridor lined with equipment and cables, which led out to the strategically placed cameras. Only a single camera operator remained at his station, and the city’s newest villain sauntered back and forth, huffing, his belly jiggling. 

“My sister, Erin, was a wonderful soul. Inquisitive, loving, athletic—whereas I am not,” he chuckled softly. “And she was an absolute joy to be around. I saw her less and less over the past few years as our careers led us down wildly different paths, but we always met during the holidays, without fail. We argued last Christmas, and although we talked about things via social media and over the phone, my biggest regret is that I will never hug my dear sister again. It saddens me the last encounter I had with her, face to face, was an argument that is, in retrospect, superfluous and downright silly.”

He turned, noting my entrance, and his face brightened. “Ah, here's the hero now.” He indicated the cameraman should turn and said, “Go on, go on, show the world that Max Factor has arrived.”

The camera operator revolved around the camera rig, guiding the lens until I was its focus. I ignored it, focusing entirely on my adversary. “You wanted me. Here I am.”

He smiled. “Yes, indeed you are. Allow me to properly introduce myself. I am Travis Shore. You killed my sister Erin yesterday.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I said, “but your quarrel is with me, not these people. Let them go.”

Travis’s smile grew wider. “Oh, I intend to. They are merely a means to an end.” He withdrew a USB flash drive from his pocket and held it up so I could see it. The camera operator had already circled around and backed up in an effort to get us into the frame together. Travis continued. “This flash drive contains classified documents. They explain exactly what happened to me and who you are dealing with. There are detailed descriptions and explanations. I want you to know why you cannot stop me and precisely what I am capable of.”

He tossed it to me, and I caught it without difficulty, then pocketed it.

“The clock starts now,” Travis said, expelling another series of huffs. “You have six hours. Then I’ll kill someone else.”

His feet passed through the floor then, making him appear as if he were melting a la the Wicked Witch of the West. I ran for him, determined to arrest his descent, to pull him up, to force him to surrender. I was fast, and he wasn’t able to exactly elude me by slipping into the floor, but when I reached for his shoulder, my hand passed through him. A pervading numbness spread through my extremities, then passed, leaving me feeling absolutely nothing below the wrist.

He smiled as he descended into the floor. “You can’t beat me. You can’t threaten me. You can’t stop me. Six hours, Max Factor. End your career, or I end another life. Simple as that.”

He disappeared into the floor, and I stared after him, jaw agape, my hand hanging limply at the wrist. Outrage seized me and I punched the floor with my good hand, shattering the tiles and the foundation beneath, and hit my knees. “No!” I howled after him, not caring that everyone in the room was staring at me with stark terror.

SIX

An hour later back at the apartment, the slightest tingling sensation had crept back into my fingers as if thousands of the tiniest needles were piercing my flesh and bone over and over and over again, igniting an inferno in my nerve endings. It was maddening.

One handed, I filled a jug with ice water and plunged my arm nearly to the elbow into it, ground my teeth together, and closed my eyes. I was thankful, feeling of some sort was returning to the limb. I took it as a good sign I would regain motor function in it once more, but the healing process was a tedious one and I did not have time to waste. In five hours, Shore would claim his next victim unless I figured out a way to stop him.

Carrie had plugged the flash drive into her laptop and now sat at the dining room table, perusing its files. She was chewing her nails, I noticed; she only did that when she was especially anxious. With every passing moment, her eyes grew steadily wider.

We sat in silence with my arm soaking in ice water and her eyes glued to the computer screen. The water had warmed enough for the ice to melt before Carrie spoke, and when she did, her sentiment wasn’t a positive one. “You are so effed.”

“Effed?” I asked. “Is that a technical term?”

She picked up a pen from the table and threw it at me. It bounced harmlessly off my right shoulder. “You’re screwed. Royally. I don’t know how you’re supposed to do anything to this guy. Every other supervillain we’ve encountered, there’s always been something you could do. There was always a weakness. This guy, though…You can’t touch him, Quinton. At all.”

I sighed. “Trust me, I know. My arm is still feeling it.”

“You’re lucky your arm’s feeling anything at this point. Dude, if you were anyone else, you’d probably never be able to use it again.”

This was true, but my healing ability took its toll nonetheless. The bruising from yesterday’s battle was worsening at an alarming rate since my encounter with Shore. My body seemed to be focusing more on regaining motor function and feeling in my arm at the expense of allowing my other bangs and bruises to become more prominent. Maybe they would have gotten this bad anyway, but they seemed far worse than usual, especially the bruising on my face. I hadn’t peeled my shirt off, so I had no idea how the bruising around my ribs looked, but gauging by how I felt, it was undoubtedly a collage of pain worthy of an art gallery.

I should have wished to be invincible, I thought, thinking back to the tomb in which I received my superhero abilities, recalling the shadows and how they seemed to conceal the genie’s face even when I had reignited the torch and held it up to illuminate the space. I wouldn’t be dealing with this right now.

But would I? Would invincibility make me more destructive? Would it have been more than forty-three people who died yesterday had I been invincible? No, invincibility would only make me more of a liability, not less.

Besides, all three wishes were used up. Only the first wish had made a lasting effect on my life beyond the tomb. The latter two only lived on in memory, specifically in my nightmares. I shuddered—from the ice or from the memory, I can’t say—and recalled my father’s face after I’d made my second wish. I remember how he’d lurched through the dark, his face terribly slack on one side, eyes vacant, a deep, monotone grueling sound emanating from his throat.

“I wish you’d bring my father back from the dead.” My second wish had been one made of grief, with ill judgment, and the genie had fulfilled it as he saw fit: not by restoring true life to my father, but by rendering him undead. He wasn’t a traditional brain-eating, flesh-craving zombie—like in the movies—but he wasn’t my father either.

My final wish had been to return him to his eternal slumber. I’ve never cried so hard in my life, before or since.

“Are you listening?” Carrie asked, and I turned to find her staring at me with the most incredulous look on her face.

I shook my head. “Sorry, I was elsewhere for a moment.”

“Where were you? Disneyland?”

“No, I was thinking about my last two wishes.”

Her scorn instantly softened into sympathy. “You did what any kid would have done. Hell, what anyone would have done.”

I waved my good hand. “Doesn’t matter.”

She nodded. “You’re right. It doesn’t now. What does matter is this Antimatter guy.”

“We shouldn’t call him that.”

“Well, call him that or not, there’s a reason he gave us the moniker,” Carrie explained, pointing at the computer screen. “Travis Shore is a scientist. He left Carnival City to work in Geneva.”

Realization dawned on me. She didn’t have to tell me. “He works at CERN.”

“Worked,” she corrected, “but yes. He was a particle physicist specializing in research into antimatter. Guess who was caught in a blast from a malfunctioning particle accelerator?”

I closed my eyes. “Shore.”

Carrie jumped up with enough force to knock her chair over backward. “DING-DING-DING! WHAT DO WE HAVE FOR HIM, JOHNNY?!” She rounded the table, approaching me. “This guy is not our typical supervillain, Quinton. He was one of the good guys up until recently, and even after his accident, he was still a rational, productive human being. Your fight with Meteos, the loss of his sister—essentially, your actions are what pushed him over the edge. He tendered his resignation yesterday.”

I couldn’t bring myself to meet her gaze. “You know I didn’t—”

“I know,” she said, resting a hand on my shoulder. “He’s smart enough to realize that too. But this isn’t about intelligence or who either of you were before yesterday. He doesn’t want to kill you. He wants you to quit.”

“I can’t just quit.”

“Can’t you?”

I looked at her, and we stared each other down for a multitude of seconds that came damn close to becoming a minute. “Who would stop the supervillains if I quit?”

“Who’s to say there would be more supervillains?” Carrie asked. “We’ve talked about your wish thousands of times, Quinton. There were no supervillains before you became a superhero. For the most part, you developed your powers and learned how to harness your abilities in a vacuum for years before you announced yourself, and there wasn’t a single supervillain during that time. Hell, no villains showed up until after you announced your presence to the world. Who’s to say once you hang up your mantle it won’t just stop?”

I thought through the ramifications of what she said, and it brought me to one horrible conclusion. “Are you saying this is my fault?”

She shook her head. “No, not directly, but I honestly think you are the catalyst. It’s like magnetism. The potential is out there, and once they start to manifest their powers, you just draw the freaks to you.”

I rubbed my eyes. “I can’t just quit, Carrie. What about the villains we still know about? What about the ones that have escaped?”

“They’re not your problem right now. He is.”

“And what about when they are my problem again? What then?”

Carrie reached up, placed both of her hands on my cheeks, and met my gaze. “Bro, they don’t have to be your problem. They never had to be. You brought this on yourself. You can end it. In his own twisted, grief-stricken way, Shore is offering you an out.”

The water I soaked my arm in was nearly warm now. The feeling of needles had spread further up my arm, but the fiery intensity had dulled to a throbbing ache. I withdrew my arm and looked at my hand, willing my fingers to move, for my fist to curl, for my wrist to bend. My fingers twitched somewhat but otherwise hung limp. Better, but not quite where I needed them to be.

“I need to go.”

Carrie frowned. “Where?”

“To Geneva. I can’t just call up CERN scientists and pick their brain about how to stop Shore. I can’t let them easily trace anything back to us. I need to meet them face to face.”

I started for the window. I was still dressed as Max Factor, and I wasn’t about to just stride right out into the hall outside our apartment for any of our neighbors to see me.

Carrie grabbed my arm, the good one. “Quinton, you have less than five hours. There’s no guarantee you can make it there and back in time, let alone get the answers you seek. There’s no guarantee the answers you seek even exist.”

“I have to try.” I opened the window with my good arm and turned back to her. “See what else you can figure out. I’ll be back as soon as possible.”

Before she could say anything else, I was out the window and rising fast. Carnival City dropped beneath me. Soon I was among the clouds and, at least temporarily, alone with my thoughts.




SEVEN

The flight took longer than I hoped. While I have many capabilities, I am not as fast as a speedster superhero in the comics, and therefore my jaunt out of the country, while expedient, still set me back considerably. The stopwatch app on my smartwatch allowed me to keep track of how much time I had been gone—despite time zone differences.

During the flight, Carrie’s words echoed in my ears, vocalizing the very thoughts I had wrestled with more and more since my introduction to the world as Max Factor. Had my presence served as a catalyst for the creation of supervillains? Was I ultimately responsible for everything that had happened in the interim? Now more than ever, the doubt gnawed at me, persistently chewing through the belief I had erected around myself as armor that I was, in fact, a true hero, that my presence was saving lives, not endangering them.

CERN was a dead end. I spent half an hour on its campus, and most of that time was dealing with security. Throughout my experiences there, I nervously glanced at my stopwatch as the seconds and minutes ticked by; time was precious, and I had very little of it.

I met with Dr. Moreau, one of Shore’s colleagues, to discuss Shore’s condition. He didn’t tell me anything I didn’t already know from the files on the flash drive. When I asked if there was any way to combat Shore’s antimatter abilities and neutralize their effects, Moreau looked crestfallen. “I’m sorry, but we know little about how antimatter works. We simply don’t have the technology to render it inert, if it’s even possible. Maybe with years and years of research, it would be possible, but as it stands now, there’s nothing. I’m sorry, Max Factor, but I do not believe there is a way to neutralize what has happened to Dr. Shore. It’s impossible. I must go.” He turned and retreated into the building, past the security guards.

If I had thought I had anything to gain by pushing the issue and following Moreau inside, I would have, guards or not. They wouldn’t have been able to stop me. However, I was not about to force entry and inadvertently hurt anyone in the process. I sensed Moreau was telling the truth, loathe as I was to admit it.

I checked my watch. It had taken me over two hours to fly to CERN. If I left immediately, I would just barely make it back to Carnival City in time before the next execution. I didn’t know what I would do when I got back. If I couldn’t attack Shore directly, perhaps I could level the playing field another way.

I hadn’t taken the notion of surrendering to his demands seriously. I had every intention of finding a way to stop him, but I was at a loss regarding how such a feat would be accomplished.




EIGHT

I didn’t search for Shore when I returned to Carnival City. Instead, I went home, entering the apartment via the window. I expected Carrie to immediately interrogate me regarding the details of my trip in an effort to ascertain what I had learned. I’d rehearsed what I might say upon returning, knowing she might once again bring up the notion I might simply do as Shore demanded and quit, but only deafening silence greeted me, and disarray; the apartment was the scene of a violent struggle.

The front door had been kicked in; the jamb was in splinters. The television was busted. The table had been overturned, and the laptop lay on the floor, a crack in its LED screen. The flash drive, I noticed, was no longer plugged into the computer; a cursory examination of the room yielded no signs to its current whereabouts.

Hanging from a string suspended from the ceiling was an old voice recorder. A sticky note, which stated in bold, black script Play Me!, had been appended to it. I ripped the recorder free of its string and played the mini-cassette within. Shore’s voice drifted, crackling, from the tiny speakers.

“Ah, hello, Max Factor,” Shore huffed, “or should I call you Quinton?” Huff. Huff. Wheeze. “As I’m sure you have no doubt deduced by now,”—wheeze—“I have tracked you and your darling sister down using a trojan hidden on the flash drive I provided you.” Huff. “The moment the files were accessed,”—wheeze—“the IP trace algorithm used your internet connection and allowed me to track your location. Now don’t worry. I haven’t laid a hand on Carrie,”—wheeze—“nor have I leaked your identity to the world. That, Mr. Monroe, is between you and me.” Huff. “I did, however, hire a couple of nasty men to abduct your sister seeing as how I could not do the deed myself without accidentally killing her.”

I was squeezing the voice recorder hard enough, its casing crunched in my grip. I forced myself to relax so I wouldn’t break it.

“Come to City Hall, and come sober.” He huffed, and I wanted so badly to rip his throat out. “I’ve called a press conference. There, you’ll either watch your sister die, or you’ll publicly announce your retirement.” Wheeze. “The choice is yours.”

As the recording ended, I crushed the recorder, and its mechanical guts rained to the carpet.




NINE

The media and thousands of onlookers were in a frenzy. Police manned the barricades to contain the crowd. A podium with strategically placed microphones was erected before a sea of news cameras. Standing on the landing above the podium, with Carrie on her knees before him, was Shore. Two thugs, decked out in body armor and each brandishing an AR15, flanked them. Across the street, on the rooftops, I noted several police snipers in position. They were there for the thugs; they knew, of course, there would be no neutralizing Shore.

I hovered high above the scene for nearly two minutes before someone noticed my presence, and soon everyone’s attention was on me. The crowd alternately cheered and jeered. Protestors waved signs at me, many of them demanding I retire, others calling me foul obscenities.

I descended, landing behind the podium to face Shore, my back to the crowd.

Shore nodded. “Max Factor.” His voice boomed across the square; he was fitted with a wireless boom mic. I thought of it, and the flash drive, and his clothes, and realized he had control of his abilities. Otherwise, he’d never be able to touch anything solid. Recalling how I’d phased into his shoulder, however, I realized I had also slipped through his clothing. He could make anything he wore comprised of antimatter as well, it seemed.

If there was a way to use this to my advantage, I couldn’t see it.

“Dr. Shore.”

“You came here with a choice to make.” Huff. “What is your decision?”

I looked at Carrie, and our eyes locked. I gave her a brief nod, and she closed her eyes. I turned back to the podium, gripped it, and spoke to the people of Carnival City. “These past few days have been tragic, trying times for the people of this city. I apologize to those whose lives have been irrevocably altered and remember those whose lives have been lost at my expense. I tried to be the hero you deserved, but I failed. No one else will die because of me. Therefore, from this moment on, I will no longer serve as a guardian to this city.”

The media and the crowd rose in a furor.

I turned away from them. I half expected to find Shore grinning, victorious, but he remained somber. He gave me a curt nod and stepped away from Carrie.

“I will uphold my end of the bargain,” Shore called, looking out over the crowd. “I will go with the authorities willingly. Let it be known, however, if Max Factor should end his retirement, no cell can hold me. No prison can contain me. I will come back, and I will make sure he pays for breaking his vow.”

To his right, the thug in the body armor turned. “I’m not going to prison. You said you’d grant us safe passage out of here.”

Shore turned, frowning. “Did I? Mr. Henry, you are a murderer. While I may have said you wouldn’t go to prison, I had no intention of simply letting you go either.”

Shore moved quickly, his hand passing through Mr. Henry’s where it rested on the AR15. He began to scream, but Shore’s other hand passed through his face, and the scream was abruptly silenced. He fell to the ground.

The other thug saw this happen and, knowing he couldn’t stop Shore, turned toward me. Saying nothing, he opened fire. The bullet ricocheted off my chest. Another shot cut across the square, this one from a sniper rifle. The round found its mark, staggering the gunman, but he didn’t go down. The shot drove him back a couple of steps, then he regained his footing. I darted forward before he could open fire again, seized the AR15 from his grasp, and punched him in the chest. He flew back, struck the building, and collapsed, unconscious.

Behind me, Carrie said my name—not Max Factor, but my given name—and immediately I knew something was wrong. I turned and saw she had collapsed on the landing, her chest a scarlet blossom.

“Oh God, no.” I went to her, sliding across the ground and lifting her into my arms. She coughed, and bloody spittle landed on her lips, on my face.

“Go,” Shore said, and when I looked up, his expression was one of remorse. “Let this be your last act as Max Factor.” Huff. “Save her.”

I nodded, and without another moment’s hesitation, I leaped into the air with Carrie in my arms, and I flew faster than I’d ever flown before.




TEN

The following morning, I sat in the hospital, dressed not as Max Factor, but as Quinton Monroe. Eddie had stopped by earlier and left a bouquet of flowers for Carrie. We talked, but most of the conversation passed in a haze for me. When he left, I couldn’t recall most of what we’d talked about.

From my chair, I watched as the news reports announced my true identity to the world. Carrie’s hospitalization allowed the truth to leak much faster than it otherwise would have once doctors and nurses learned who I really was despite confidentiality clauses and agreements. The hospital was besieged by an onslaught of reporters and protestors, but I didn’t care.

I only cared about Carrie.

She was rushed into surgery immediately. When she’d been hit by the ricochet shot, her left lung had collapsed. She’d been under the knife for hours, and I’d been forced to wait, hopeless, as the doctors worked.

She now lay in the hospital bed, unconscious, but her prognosis was good. It would take time, and there would be a long road of recovery ahead, but she’d pull through. If I hadn’t gotten her to the hospital as fast as I had, I would have lost her.

The news transitioned to Dr. Shore. He held true to his word and turned himself into the authorities. I watched silent footage of him entering a prisoner transport. He was unrestrained and his captors kept their distance. He sat, head held high, his fingers interlaced. His gaze bored into the cameras and, through them as if he knew I was watching, daring me to break my vow, promising swift retribution if I did.

Prison wouldn’t hold him. He could walk out whenever he wanted. The only thing keeping him there was his word. How do I know he’ll keep it? I wondered.

Another thought occurred to me then. How does he know I’ll keep mine?

I turned the television off. Shore blinked out and was replaced by my reflection on the dark screen. It was distorted, but it was still me… yet I hardly recognized myself. Who was I if not Max Factor? What would I do now with that part of my life over?

I didn’t know. I looked at Carrie though, and I knew if I’d lost my sister, I would’ve never forgiven myself. I’d been so caught up in what it felt like to be a superhero that I’d never considered what I’d do if I truly lost her. Losing Dad the way I did had devastated me, but Carrie, I knew, would have broken me.

We’d have to leave Carnival City. It was no longer safe for us here. We’d have to disappear and make a new life for ourselves elsewhere. I didn’t know how we’d be able to afford it yet, but we’d figure it out. We had to.

I reached over, took her hand in mine, and squeezed it. I leaned back in my chair, still holding it, and closed my eyes. As I drifted off to sleep, exhausted from the tumultuous past forty-eight hours, I felt her hand squeeze mine in return.


A Word from Michael David Anderson




I, like many other children, grew up with a fascination of superheroes. I watched Batman: The Animated Series regularly. Spider-Man and X-Men were also popular mainstays. I wasn’t exposed to the comics in depth at a young age, but I did accumulate a few here and there over the years. It wasn’t until I was an adult that I began to delve into them.

I don’t normally write stories about superheroes. I tend to deal with the things that go bump in the night. If my stories can get under your skin, yet convey a message, I feel like I’ve done my job as a writer. Patricia Gilliam, a fellow author who wrote for Steve Beaulieu’s last round of superhero anthologies, told me about this opportunity to dive into the world of superheroes, and I saw a chance to play in a totally different playground. The idea I had was rather simple, and it appealed to my sensibilities. Some heroes are born with their abilities; others train for years, or they are afflicted with their abilities through other extraordinary means, like gamma radiation or a radioactive spider bite. How many kids wish they could be a superhero though? What if one’s wish came true?

Enter Quinton Monroe, otherwise known as Max Factor. In my opinion, he has no business being a superhero, but is any of the superheroes we love ready to be a superhero when they first set out? What would you do if you were in his shoes and faced with an unbeatable nemesis and a seemingly impossible choice? No matter which choice he made, whether selfless or selfish, he would lose. The moral quandary is what interested me the most about writing this tale.

I do hope you enjoyed The Consequences of Wish Fulfillment. You can find more information about my work at www.michaeldavidanderson.com and on Amazon. I am the author of the Teddy Dormer novels, Teddy and Wake, as well as their tie-in story Desynchrony. I also have a story called The Cleaner set in the world of Hugh Howey’s Silo Saga available exclusively on Amazon Kindle. By the end of 2017 or early 2018, I will be releasing my third novel, In the House of Wolves. You can follow me on Facebook and in the Facebook group Michael David Anderson Fiction. You can also follow me on Twitter @shadeofmidnight.

I currently reside in Knoxville, TN with my significant other Christine and our two dogs, Bandit and Rory. If you follow me on Twitter, you’ll undoubtedly see my Instagram posts of their antics shared there.
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MOST CUSTOMERS PROBABLY didn't realize Jake Connally hated people. Which was fine with him, because if they knew, it wouldn't be good for business. And business came in two parts. His mother's used bookstore and comic book shop, The Magic Attic, where he worked the late afternoon and evening shift so his mother could go home and watch her afternoon soaps and talk shows she faithfully recorded on the DVR, and Jake's after-hours work as a finder of things. 

The Magic Attic job didn't pay much, and anyway, it was a family business. However, Jake had raked in several million over the last few years as a finder. Mrs. Connally knew nothing about it, and as far as Jake was concerned, it needed to stay that way.

Mrs. Connally made sure The Magic Attic's front door activated a chime, so she and Jake would always know when customers came in. Wednesdays were the busiest days. New comic book issues became available, and all kinds of loyal customers would come marching in to buy the latest adventures that occupied their lives. The chime seemed to go off every few seconds between five and seven p.m. and Jake sometimes thought about how he'd love to have a laser beam aimed at the door, disintegrating every person as they came in. Of course, he'd need a Roomba to clean up the ashes every so often, but it would be worth it. 

"One more find, one more mindhopper mission, and I'm gone from The Magic Attic for good," he whispered under his breath just after the chime went off. Oh well, he thought to himself, at least it's a Friday night and not Wednesday. 

A young teen couple made their way over to the comic books and started talking quietly, pointing out some covers to each other. It seemed safe enough, so Jake decided to do a quick email check on his phone.  Most of the time he'd wait until he got back home to look at this particular email account. Home being his mother's basement, which pretty much sucked.

One message. This would be it, the final finder job, then his life would completely change.

Before he opened it, a shadow crossed over his view. The young couple was standing on the other side of the counter now, with several comics in their hands.

"Dude, we're ready to pay." It was the guy. Jake looked him over and forced a smile. He immediately took a dislike to the kid. Nice hair, nice clothes—he was everything Jake wasn't about ten years ago. "Put your comic books up on the counter, Shelby. I'm buying." The girl, Shelby, was a cute little blonde, the kind who never seemed to realize Jake was a living person. Not that he actually cared, since he tended to hate people. From appearances, the kid who offered to pay had both money and good looks, so why wouldn't she be with him? Times like these, Jake was tempted to use his powers and mindhop into the kid. Would it really be so bad? One time, just to experience what it was like, being young and seeming to have everything go your way, your future assured via daddy's trust fund. 

"So why call this place The Magic Attic when you have to walk down half a flight of stairs to come inside?"

Jake hit the power button on his phone and put it in his back pocket. Knowing there was a job waiting for him would make the last hour of work go quickly—unless he ended up strangling this kid for asking the same question he'd heard a thousand times before. He really did despise people. 

"You'll have to come in between ten a.m. and three p.m. and ask Mrs. Connally. She owns the shop and can answer your questions.” 

Shelby, the pretty blonde, snorted with laughter. "You mean, you don't know? Aren't you her son or something?"

If there was one thing Jake hated more than people, it was being laughed at by them. He really wished he had that laser right now. He reached out to a small cast iron frog sitting next to the cash register, gave it a quick stroke, then began ringing up the comic books.

"The original location burned down in a fire before I was even born. My parents kept the name but moved their store in here. That'll be $21.20."

• • •

Later that evening, after his mother had her nightly gin and tonic—along with a handful of pills that Jake had no idea what she needed them for and didn't really care—he could finally lock himself into the back room of the basement where he kept his computer, along with his sanity. Living in your mom's basement when you’re twenty-eight isn't too cool, he knew. Yet if things worked out with his next find, this could be it. He'd been stashing away money in an offshore account for a few years, and his financial goal was close to being reached.

He signed in to his computer, then his special email account. No one had this address, but he had a very illegal Darknet site set up with a "Contact Me" section that would bounce the message around to various online channels, then finally a scrambled message came into this email address. Though his customers found his services via the Deep Web, he avoided it as often as he could. Hence, the sophisticated setup to have messages sent to a legitimate email server. The process might be a little tedious, but being in the Deep Web could get you locked up if you weren't careful. Jake's finder service was crazy enough without taking even more chances.

Copy the garbled email, put his computer in airplane mode, then open up the software program he'd created for himself in college. It was safe. At least he hadn't been caught. Yet.

Jake leaned back in his chair and pulled a long sip from his can of Coke while the software did its thing. Many of his finder jobs had involved stuff he enjoyed, like getting someone Action Comics #1, the first comic book with Superman, or a first edition copy of Catcher in the Rye, and once an actual Hemingway manuscript. Sometimes it would require a little travel, but his mom had a friend—Agnes—who enjoyed working at The Magic Attic whenever Jake took a few vacation days. Half the time he'd lie to her about where he was and what he did, but that never weighed on his conscience. Finding the item and getting his money was all that really mattered.

His easiest find of all-time might have been the Mickey Mantle rookie card. Within a half hour of receiving the job request, he'd taken a bus downtown, walked into a baseball card shop when there weren't any customers, and mindhopped into the owner before he even saw Jake. With a new set of eyes, he looked down in the case from behind the counter, slid it open, pulled out the Mantle card. He walked over to his own body lying on the floor and slipped the Mickey into his jacket pocket just as the door opened and a father and son walked in. Jake hopped back into his own head, pretending to wake up slowly, acting very woozy. The father and son knelt down next to him, along with the shop owner who seemed a little confused himself. 

After a few seconds, it was time to go, and Jake jumped up quickly and said he better find his wife so she could take him to see his doctor. Without turning around, he made his way to the bus stop and soon was on his way back home. As he took a seat, he patted the outside of his jacket pocket, felt the hard plastic of the baseball card protector, and that was that. 

The delivery of the items themselves was a little time-consuming. He'd usually drive from just outside of Cleveland, Ohio, to a storage facility near Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, using a new combination lock each time. Once a customer wired the finder fee into his offshore account, he'd communicate back with the location of the item and the combination to the lock. Sometimes customers would try to get him to deliver the item closer to their location, but his reputation on the Deep Web was excellent, and he could pretty much call the shots. Of course, none of them knew about his special ability.

The software finally unscrambled the code. Jake always got a little excited about each new job. His regular life at The Magic Attic and evening TV with his mother couldn't have been more boring. Hopefully, this finder job would be a fun one.

He looked at the screen and blinked a few times. Maybe he wasn't seeing it right. He read it again. And one more time. Nothing wrong with the financial end of it. The customer, going by the name Brushstroke, was offering him enough money to reach the goal he’d set when he started his “finder” business. But the item. Could it be found, even with his mindhopper abilities?




I want Johannes Vermeer's painting, The Concert. 

Let me know if you will take the assignment.

Yours affectionately, 

Brushstroke




This was no mere Mickey Mantle rookie baseball card. Jake was familiar with the painting and knew the value was astronomical. He'd been hired for two stolen painting jobs in his five years of working the Deep Web. But nothing on this scale.

Yeah. He'd take the assignment. Both the money and the challenge were totally worth it.

• • •

Jake was struggling to stay awake as he ordered a coffee from the beverage cart rolling down the aisle. He'd stayed up late, reading as much as he could about the painting, and was able to catch an early afternoon flight to Boston. He hated falling asleep on airplanes and risking the chance he'd become one of "those" people who end up with their head on your shoulder, drooling. Yet the flight didn't seem that long, and shortly after, Rodney, his Uber driver, dropped him off in front of the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, the last known location of The Concert.

One of Jake’s personal rules of being a finder was to not bring attention to himself—at least until he’d scoped out the situation and had a solid plan. He paid his $15 admission and tried to blend in with other visitors, keeping an eye out for the curator. Once he saw her on the floor, he'd backtrack to her office, wait there, and mindhop into her after she came in the door, gaining every bit of knowledge she had on the 1990 heist. Even if she couldn't recall the information, his abilities allowed him to pull up everything. Names, dates, places, and other contacts or experts on the subject. This assignment could end up being very tedious, and take longer than most, but the payout Brushstroke offered made it worth every penny. Jake hoped she had a nice, soft couch in her office—or at least some plush carpet. Sometimes when he mindhopped, he'd come back in his body to discover some nasty bruises or pounding headaches.

• • •

Though the mindhop into the curator was successful, and Jake was able to gather a lot of information that may or may not be useful in locating the painting, he found himself beyond disturbed and went back to his hotel room after picking up some takeout food.

He tried distracting himself by watching some television, but just turning on the set reminded him of his mother, and he didn’t want to think about her right now. This wasn’t at all like him. Jake didn’t like or care about people, so why was this mindhop stressing him out so much? After what felt like forever, he drifted off to a sleep marked with lots of tossing and turning, eventually sitting up and knowing he’d get no more rest tonight.

Three people who'd been working at the museum during the time of the robbery all died within the last week. Even stranger, they'd jumped to their deaths. All three. Two from high-rise apartment building rooftops, and one from the fifth-floor balcony of his apartment. The first two jumpers were retired, but the other had still been working at the museum. No surprise that the curator was an emotional mess about it, and it took Jake a little longer than usual to absorb all the information he could regarding the theft. But something else kept nagging at him. It seemed as if the curator had a hole in her memory. At least that's the way Jake interpreted it. There was a gap. A place where there should be memories from earlier in the week was just gone. It wasn't a long period, perhaps just 15 minutes to a half hour. But he’d never experienced something like this before.

It seemed ridiculous that he could even know such a thing. But then again, it seemed ridiculous that he could mindhop.

Jake threw the covers to the side and sat up, checking the time on his phone, then gave a quick stroke to a small plastic frog he'd put on the nightstand. His travel frog. How could it already be a quarter to four in the morning?

Pacing back and forth now, he tried to recall every thought, every sensation, while in the curator's head. He'd never experienced something like this before. It was almost as if...as if...someone else had mindhopped into her. 

Could there be others like him? He'd never heard of anyone else having these abilities. But he'd never told anyone what he could do, so he supposed others, if they could mindhop, might keep it secret also. He really didn't know what to think about this, the idea that he might not be alone when it came to mindhopping.

Jake didn't like to go into the Deep Web when he wasn't home, in his mom's basement, where he had multiple servers and relays—beyond the piggybacking the Tor browser provided—that seemed to be doing a good job of keeping him hidden. He'd heard there were newer ways to access Darknet sites, and maybe he'd have to check them out later. Or maybe sooner, since something weird seemed to be going on. He walked into the bathroom, splashed some water on his face, and started up the cheap little in-room coffee maker. Then he sat back down and signed in to his Darknet site. There was a message, so he ran his translation software, and saw it was from his client, Brushstroke.




Dear Mr. Connally,

Don't be too shocked that I know who you are. I have a way of finding these things out, and there was a specific purpose behind this false assignment. You've been doing great work locating items for people over the last few years, and making a nice little nest egg for yourself. But we both know that with your abilities, you’ve set your sights too low.

Several of my trainees arrived at the locations of the unfortunate victims before you arrived in Boston. My people then possessed these individuals (I know you like to call it something different, referring to yourself as a Mindhopper) and jumped to their deaths. All three passed this phase of the test and were able to successfully exit their victims before being smashed upon the pavement. Unlike you, though, Jake (I feel at this point I know you well enough to call you Jake), they didn't need to see their inert bodies to "hop" back into their own heads. (Your phraseology is rather cute, I must admit, so maybe I'll switch to it, and stop using terms like "possessed." Sounds a little too Blatty, doesn't it? Negative connotations could lead the masses to believe we're fighting on the wrong side, which isn't at all true. Don't believe it? I'll explain more in my next message, tomorrow night, after you've put in your evening shift at The Magic Attic. Such a quaint little store. And your mother is so helpful with the customers.

By the way, the Vermeer painting has been hanging in my private study for many years, so no need to continue your search, as if I really needed to tell you that. Talk to you again soon.

Yours affectionately,

Brushstroke




What in the world? At this early hour, Jake didn't fully trust that he interpreted the email the way he did. Coffee. He pushed away from the hotel desk and poured himself a cup, not bothering to add the dry creamer powder that came with the little kit next to the coffee machine. It felt like his mind was going in a hundred different directions. And his heart. His heart was beating so hard it felt like it might burst out of his chest at any moment. Realizing he needed to calm down, Jake sat on the bed and started sipping the hot coffee while gazing at his travel frog. The coffee was bitter, yet he continued until he was finished. Next, he'd take a shower. That might help, he realized. Then he'd read the email again. After, he'd grab a quick breakfast and get an Uber ride back to the airport. No use sticking around here any longer.

• • •

"My, you're home early from your little trip," Mrs. Connally said when Jake walked into The Magic Attic. "Did you let Agnes know you're back and working the evening shift?"

What do you think I am, a complete idiot? He wanted to say it but held his tongue. He'd come to understand her manipulative tricks long ago. Tears would flow, then she'd insist on a hug. The less he had to see her and talk to her, the better. If Brushstroke was trying to threaten him via his mother, he was in for a surprise. "Yes, mother, she knows I'm working tonight."

Mrs. Connally slipped on a light jacket and placed her half-empty bottle of Diet Dr. Pepper and a can of Reduced Fat Pringles into her eco-safe shopping bag. His mother drove him over the edge at times, and he looked forward to the day he would leave her forever.

If that email could be believed, it seemed like Brushstroke was some kind of modern-day Charles Manson, telling his disciples who to kill and when. Jake shivered as goosebumps raced up and down his spine. Mrs. Connally yelled goodbye, but Jake barely nodded his head.

Seconds later the chime sounded and Mrs. Connally was standing in the doorway again. "I forgot to tell you, Jake, but some woman came in the day you left. Said she didn't have time to stay and look around but wondered if I had any books on some painter named Johannes Vermeer. We had one, can you believe the luck? The book has some beautiful color plates and all. If she stops in, it's underneath the counter, directly under the register. By the way, I'm going to stop in Levenson's deli on the way home and get some sliced olive loaf, fresh bread, a big juicy tomato, and a Vidalia onion. Sound good?" She waited for an answer, but all Jake could do was give her a little nod. His life was spiraling out of control and all his mother could think about was an olive loaf sandwich?

"Anyway, that's tonight's dinner. Maybe if I'm awake when you get home, you can tell me a little about your short trip."

After she left, Jake raced to the employee bathroom and vomited.

• • •

When Jake got back from The Magic Attic he found his mother asleep in front of the television with some reality show blaring away. In the kitchen, he saw she'd left the olive loaf sitting out on the counter, all warm and greasy now, and his stomach got queasy again. He quickly looked away, grabbed a cold can of Coke out of the fridge, and headed down the basement stairs. The only real thing on his mind was seeing if Brushstroke left him another email.

• • •




Dearest Jake,

First, I wish I could set your mind at ease and tell you that the people connected to the museum who fell to their deaths were connected to the thefts. But my trainees do what I tell them to do, and accessing memories wasn't in the cards, so we'll never know. Yet they did this, from my perspective, as much for you as for their own progression. 

You're raw at what you do, but there is so much more I can teach you. Please don't think that I showed up at The Magic Attic as a way to threaten you into service. Instead, consider how much further advanced I am than you.

I can teach you how to do things you've never dared dream of. You'll feel so powerful, so limitless.

But time is growing short. I'm committed to finding and teaching those like us. Our world is quickly heading in the wrong direction, and if those of us who have the power don't do anything to stop it, some morning we may not wake up, because there won't be a world to wake up to. You get it, don't you? You must understand what I'm saying. We have the opportunity of a lifetime to install a better government not only in America, but all over the world. Yet time is running out. The world is full of madmen, baiting each other with nuclear weapons, just waiting for one small misstep. Then...BOOM! Nuclear fallout, nuclear winter, nuclear death on such a massive scale that cockroaches will be lucky to survive.

If the thought of this doesn't get your attention, I don't know what else will. So please, join me. I'll train you like I've been training others. Together we will be strong. We can possess, or as you like to say, mindhop, into world leaders and change everything we don't like. We're going to be the superheroes that the world needs.

Yours affectionately,

Brushstroke




Brushstroke was a woman. Jake thought the visitor to The Magic Attic was perhaps one of Brushstroke’s trainees, but her email confirmed it. Still, considering everything he'd just read, he felt slightly better. Brushstroke mistakenly thought Jake cared about people. But he had no emotional feelings about the victims who were forced to jump. Even the memories he'd gained from the curator, as sad and frightened as they were, had no effect on him. Earlier he'd told himself over and over after his mother left The Magic Attic that if Brushstroke did something to her, he wouldn't let it intimidate him. He was his own man. Always had been, from as far back as he could remember. A memory flitted across his mind about some shrink telling his mother that he appeared to be emotionally stunted. Probably true, he understood, but it didn't concern him in the least. 

So what if he didn't care for people? He tried not to act mean to anyone. He just wanted to be left alone with his things, which he did happen to like. Such as his music, his phone, his computers, his books. Even his comic books. Sometimes he felt like he'd probably outgrown them, but he liked them better than people. He also collected frogs. Frog statues, frog carvings, frog sculptures, frog paintings. And book after book about frogs. He really loved frogs, though he didn't care much for Kermit. Toads were cool with him, too. Ever since he was a boy, Jake wished that Mr. Toad from The Wind in the Willows really existed. The world would be a better place with Mr. Toad in it. Nothing in the last couple decades caused him to change his mind on that thought.

Frogs, and to a lesser extent, toads, were the very reason Jake referred to himself as a mindhopper. Though the idea of comparing himself with his green buddies didn't seem logical, or at all rational, Jake considered it his very own way of hopping.

But to continue feeding his need of things, he needed money. After discovering his gift of mindhopping while he was in college, his first thought was to figure out a way to make money from his ability. That's when he started developing and coding the software program he used for his emails. When he graduated summa cum laude with his degree in computer science, his mother couldn't have been any prouder. He moved back home and into her basement, working part-time at The Magic Attic. "When are you going to get some fancy computer job?" She asked him that same question practically every day for the first year. Finally, she gave up, and there wasn't much they ever talked about now. Jake didn't want to tell her about his gift, about his plans to make millions. She tended to be a blabbermouth, and though he figured no one would believe such a wild story, you never knew what might happen. Besides, it wasn't like he felt an attachment towards her, so telling his mother wouldn't be worth the effort.

Before sending a response back to Mrs. World Domination herself, Jake decided he needed another Coke, and wondered if his mother had any Pringles left in that can.

• • •

Brushstroke,

You jumped in her mind, didn't you? The curator. Before I got there? Is that how you picked out your victims? And how do you know I call it mindhopping? Are you psychic or something? By the way, I don't want to be a superhero. I'm not interested in your dumb ideas. You wasted my time and money, letting me go to Boston, knowing it was a wild goose chase. Please just leave me alone to live my life.

Seriously,

Mindhopper




Maybe Jake didn't fancy himself a superhero, but if Brushstroke was going to continue playing games, using that silly name, he'd be just as juvenile. If the nut wanted to take over world governments, he didn't care, as long as she didn't bother him and his collections.

"Superheroes that the world needs," Jake whispered in his basement. That made him chuckle a bit. Why save people when he didn't even like them?

There was a little "ping" noise, and Jake was surprised Brushstroke has responded back so quickly. With a few clicks of his mouse, Jake's software was decrypting the message. While waiting, he walked over to his nightstand and gave a quick stroke to his plastic frog. He liked this one so much more than his travel frog. This one he never wanted to lose, so he always left it on his nightstand. It was solid plastic, weighing several pounds. It had been a gift from his father, from a business trip to research some old books to buy for The Magic Attic. Jake was probably about six or seven at the time. He couldn't remember the exact details anymore. But it turned out to be the last trip his father came back from. The next time dad left home was the last they saw of him. Not a letter, not a phone call, not an email, not a text. Authorities were alerted. But no one could find him. He just vanished from existence. 

Sometimes Jake would sit back on his bed and think about the day his dad gave him the frog, staring at it as it sat so serenely on his nightstand. It was getting old but was still as beautiful as the day his dad gave it to him. The shrink who called him emotionally stunted told Mrs. Connally that it was Mr. Connally's fault that little Jake seemed so distant. But Jake knew it wasn't his dad's fault. As a matter of fact, he could have cared less that his dad never returned. It wasn't that he hated his father, or even loved him. He just didn't care. Objects, such as his frog, always had a much bigger appeal to Jake. 

Thinking about the past wasn't something Jake did often, and it surprised him when he found himself doing it. The idea of making more money and moving out, along with spending time enjoying his collections, gave him much more pleasure.

The translation software finished. Jake went upstairs and got another can of Coke before reading Brushstroke's message, noticing that his mother had turned off her television and was most likely snoring away upstairs in her bed. He felt deeply disappointed that the finder job for the painting ended up being a bust. The money would have been so perfect. He had plenty of money and could leave home now, but when he'd started his finder business, he wrote down some goals, including financial goals, and intended on keeping them. As his mother always said about him since he was a small boy, he was a stickler for particulars. 

• • •




Dear Mindhopper,

I'll tell you how I know you call yourself a mindhopper: you talk out loud when no one is around. Once you got on my radar, I planted bugs in your bedroom and The Magic Attic.

So are you screaming, "Invasion of privacy!" right now? Listen, I need you, and others like you, if we're going to save the world. People like you can't sit back and do nothing. But keep in mind that if you aren't with me, you're against me, and you don't want to have me for an enemy.

What makes you think I "mindhopped" the museum curator? This has me curious. 

I like you, Jake. You'd be a valuable member of my team. Please reconsider.

By the way, what is it with you and frogs?

Yours affectionately,

Brushstroke




On rare occasions, Jake showed real emotion. And after reading the email for the second time, anger came boiling up from the pit of his stomach, and he felt like he was ready to explode. She'd not only violated The Magic Attic but his bedroom, too. He had to do something, so he spent the next three hours carefully searching his room, until he'd found and crushed two bugs, hoping they were the only ones, then sent a final message before going to bed.




Brushstroke, 

You're sick. When I said to leave me alone, I meant it. There is no way I'd ever work for or with you.

You think you're all powerful and need to train me, but you seem surprised that I could tell you'd been in the curator's head. Let that be a warning. My abilities stretch much further than you ever dreamed.

Mindhopper




Jake felt justified in embellishing his gift. Anything to keep that nutjob far away. Now he just hoped it would work.

• • •

Over the next couple days, things remained quiet. No cryptic messages from Brushstroke, no finder jobs, and his mother pretty much left him alone. The way he liked it.

As he walked down the half flight of stairs to The Magic Attic for his evening shift, he could see, through the glass door, a man set a gun on the counter and his mother step back, clutching her chest. Jake stopped descending, totally surprised by this and not sure what to do. He watched as the man slumped to the floor. This is all so weird, he thought, but then his mother walked over to the counter and started picking up the pistol, and it dawned on Jake that the man must be a mindhopper. There was no time to finish going down the stairs and through the door, Jake realized, and though he was reluctant to do it, he, too, mindhopped into his mother.

Over the years, Jake had mindhopped into so many different kinds of people that nothing phased him anymore, but this was completely different, as he battled the stranger for motor controls of his mother's body. He could see out of her eyes, but the vision was fuzzy, almost as if he'd had too much to drink. Or maybe dropped acid. Not like he ever dropped acid, but he imagined this might be what it was like.

Mrs. Connally stumbled around behind the counter, knocking over stacks of books and a couple flower pots she had sitting around to bring a little beauty into the store and her life. The gun, still clutched in her right hand, swayed over her head most of the time, and if any witnesses had seen her, they'd think she'd already dropped her bottle of tequila and was looking for her long-lost husband to shoot. Then her left hand swept across the counter and Jake's frog went flying across the store. Enough was enough!

Fury unlike he'd ever experienced filled Jake's thoughts, and he felt himself squeeze the stranger out of his mother's body. Just like that, it was over. Now in control, Jake placed the gun under the counter and looked down at the man who so recklessly sent the frog flying. He looked to be in his forties, brown hair, slightly overweight, wearing a black shirt, jeans, and a cheap looking light navy jacket. Definitely, no one he'd ever seen before. After a couple seconds of no movement, Jake started wondering if he'd killed him. He might not like people, and he was definitely a thief, but he wasn't a murderer. 

Movement caught his eye and he turned his mother's head toward the front door. Apparently, the stranger jumped into Jake's body. But how? Jake always had to mindhop back to himself before he could jump into someone else. Plus, he had to be looking at his body to get back in. Were multiple mindhops part of Brushstroke's training? Could they zip out and into someone else at the last second? And perhaps, just perhaps, they didn't even have to see a body to mindhop into it. If that was the case, Brushstroke and her agents were far more dangerous than Jake initially thought.

Of all the strange things Jake had seen over the years, watching himself start climbing the stairs topped the list. In seconds his body would be out of sight, so he had to mindhop back in now. Still furious at this guy, Jake squeezed him out immediately. Glad to have control of his own body once more, and especially happy to exit from his mother before her dreams and desires started flooding his mind, Jake hurried into The Magic Attic, expecting that the guy either went back into his own body or maybe into his mother again. The guy on the floor still wasn't moving. And when Mrs. Connally started screaming and telling Jake to call the police or an ambulance or something, it became apparent that the guy mindhopped into someone else entirely, and by now was long gone.

"Jake, I can't even,” she said, pausing for a moment and looking more odd than usual, “I can’t even tell you what happened, Jake, it was all so crazy." Jake heard sirens approaching. "I'm just glad no customers were in the store because that wouldn't be good for business." She walked over and picked up one of her flower pots, more soil spilling out as she lifted it. "Looks like I'm gonna be here for a while with you, Jake. My soaps will just have to wait."

• • •

The presence of police and a medical emergency crew brought plenty of onlookers, but they couldn't see very well into The Magic Attic from the sidewalk, as they tried to peer down the stairs and around all the commotion. Mrs. Connally decided they'd close the shop as soon as the man was whisked away to a hospital and the police finished taking statements.

As they walked home, Jake's mother insisted that they stop in Levenson's deli.

"He's got his egg salad on sale this week, Jake. I love it on toasted rye bread. We'll pick up a pound, and maybe for a treat will get some regular potato chips, instead of Reduced Fat Pringles. After what we've been through, we deserve to live a little."

Mrs. Connally couldn't stop talking about seeing the gun, blacking out, and coming to with the store such a mess. But Jake, like usual, wasn't a good audience for his mother. He didn't care to listen to her prattle on and on. His thoughts, though on the same subject, veered from a different perspective: Who was the gun intended for? Initially, he thought Brushstroke meant to get at him by having his mother commit suicide. But the more he thought about it, the less sense that made. When he realized the plan was for Jake to be shot by his own mother, he nearly choked on his egg salad sandwich.

"I'm so shook up, Jake, that I can't even watch my soaps and talk shows tonight," Mrs. Connally said. 

Was she looking for sympathy from Jake? He was never sure how to reply when she made statements like that. 

After several more seconds of silence, she stood up, sighed, and started putting the food away. "I'll just get up early, is what I'll do. Can't afford to fall too far behind in my programs. Good night, Jake. Sweet dreams, son."

As Jake sat at the kitchen table and watched her slowly walk down the hallway to the stairs, all he could think about was how glad he was that she'd left so he could finally get to his computer. He was pretty sure Brushstroke sent him an email by now.

• • •




Jake,

It's obvious to me that you don't believe in our cause. You ask to be left alone, but I can't do that. You know about us, somehow you have the ability to force other possessors out of bodies (I'm done calling it mindhopping, since you chose the wrong side!), and therefore you're too dangerous. Can't you see it? You're a threat to our very existence. You could have been part of what we're trying to accomplish, part of our team to tame the world, mold it and shape it into what it should be. 

But no, you think you're better than me and my disciples. Well, Mr. Connally, you're now facing the worst enemy you could dream up. Maybe we missed our opportunity to be rid of you earlier today, but we'll get you when you least expect it. And next time it's going to hurt…it will be much more painful than a bullet to the face. 




His cell phone started buzzing. "Who in the world would be calling at this time of night? Jake mumbled to himself, and looked away from his computer, picking up his Samsung. Brushstroke could wait. He didn't recognize the number, but then again, his list of contacts was short.

"Hello?"

"Mr. Connally, this is Officer Hardy from the precinct that handled the perp early today. The one who came in your shop with a gun."

"What can I do for you, officer?"

"We just wanted to warn you that the previously comatose perp is gone. The hospital isn't entirely sure what happened, but apparently, he just woke up and walked out the door. We just wanted you and your mother to be aware, and to be on the lookout."

Son of a gun mindhopped back in when no one was looking. And why would they suspect it? The police have no real way to track these guys, chase them down...prove that they're jumping around from body to body.

"Thank you so much, Officer Hardy. We'll do our best to keep an eye out for him and to be extra careful."

What more could Jake do to keep Brushstroke and her people away? She probably wouldn't send the same guy, but someone he'd never seen before. Which would make him paranoid of everyone. He felt a little anger boiling around in the pit of his stomach. Closing his eyes and setting his phone back down, he took a deep breath. He reached out to a little ceramic green frog close to his mouse, but that didn't cut it, so he went over to his bed. This situation called for his frog on the nightstand, and he carefully picked it up, cupping it gently in his palms for several minutes. But he needed to get back to the email. He had plans to make.




It's ironic, is it not? You behaved like a superhero, swooping in to save the day. I'm surprised you weren't wearing spandex with "Mindhopper" stitched across the chest, a bright cape billowing out behind you. 

And all that power, all your abilities, were destined to be working for me. 

You screwed it all up. 

By the way, your mother is fair game now.

We're coming after you, and there's no escape. As I said, this time it's gonna hurt.

And then I'll burn your frog collection.

With hate and vengeance, 

Brushstroke




Jake clicked the reply button, then changed his mind and closed out of the Deep Web email server. Instead, he got comfortable on his bed, setting his favorite frog on his chest. "What would you do?" Jake asked the green toy. "Probably nothing, since you're not alive."

Brushstroke had the numbers on him. He had no idea how many trainees were in her pocket. Three at a minimum, based on the Boston murders, and possibly dozens. All he wanted was to be left alone. He didn't want to be a hero and try to stop her from taking over the world. But now she made it impossible for him to just sit back and do nothing. Now it seemed as if he truly did need to become a superhero.

And he had an ability she wasn't familiar with. He could actually squeeze Brushstroke's people out of bodies. That had to count for something.

He ran upstairs, grabbed a Coke out of the fridge, then went back to his desk.

"I can do more than she thinks," Jake whispered. "I can train myself to do whatever I want. I'm not afraid of her or her people."

Jake needed to leave. Tonight. He could access his money from anywhere, and it would be hard for Brushstroke to trace. 

What if they took his mother, or killed her? More than likely, he figured they'd use her to lure him in. And he was okay with that. It could help him locate their lair, or hideout, whatever she called it. Maybe being a superhero is easier when you're emotionally stunted, he thought. Still, he'd wake his mother before leaving, tell her goodbye, and warn her she might be in danger. She'd be sleepy, disoriented, and too stubborn to leave. Her DVR was programmed for her shows, and it hit Jake that her shows were much like his frogs. Which reminded him to pack his five favorites. Thank goodness he'd placed the frog from The Magic Attic in his pocket after he found it on the floor below some travel books. Travel books. It had to be a sign. Superheroes were given signs all the time, Jake realized. 

He packed his small suitcase with a few changes of clothes and some toiletries, along with a bookbag for his laptop and five frogs. To stay off Brushstroke's radar, he'd get an Uber to downtown, then eventually make his way to the bus station and decide his destination on the fly. He still didn't know all the tricks Brushstroke and her cronies could pull.

That left him one more task before he put his laptop away. A final missive to his mortal enemy.




Dear Brushstroke,

You’ve pushed me beyond my limits. And now you have no one to blame but yourself for what comes next. You thought you could appeal to my inner nerd because I collect comic books, telling me I’d be like a superhero if I joined forces with you. But you’re wrong. You can’t have a hero without a villain.

I’ve been mindhopping for years, stealing for my customers. No one would confuse me for a good guy. But like a lab accident, or poisonous space rays, or witnessing the murder of one’s parents, you’re the catalyst launching me from thief to something more.

And if I were you, Brushstroke, I’d be plenty worried. My abilities go far beyond anything you can imagine, which you’ll find out soon enough. Because I’m coming for you.

Issue one is over, Brushstroke. Your villainy has been established. Stay tuned for Issue Two, when the hero strikes back.

Most Sincerely,

Mindhopper




Pleased with himself, Jake allowed a rare smile to creep across his face, then packed up his laptop, took one final look at the frogs he’d have to leave behind, and set off to become the greatest superhero the world would probably never know.


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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“JANICE, CALL IN THE FIRST APPLICANT.”

“Yes, Mr. Robinson.” He ignored her sarcasm.

Steve Robinson released the button on his speakerphone and straightened his tie while attempting to position himself comfortably in the high back leather chair. The large desk contained only the bare essentials; phone, computer, a stack of papers and a single pen. All items lined up parallel to the edge of the desk. He lifted the applications and shuffled them until they were aligned at perfect ninety-degree angles. He examined the resume on top of the stack.

The company logo bounced around on his computer’s screensaver. Secret Identities Incorporated started as an app for his phone, an attempt to crowdsource breakouts in superhuman activity. Now they occupied their first office, perhaps not in the most glorious part of town, but at least the operation had progressed from the basement of his house. Janice, his sister-in-law, against his better judgment, stood in as his secretary while he attempted to grow his business. 

His pocket buzzed. He slid the phone out enough to catch a glimpse of a giant yellow “V” flashing on the screen. Somewhere close, someone registered a supervillain sighting. Not a burglar or a carjacker, somebody with superhuman abilities defying the laws of physics, was in the midst of a crime. Bank heists were normal in this area of the city, this being the third since they’d set up shop.

He couldn’t afford the safest neighborhood.

He shoved the phone back into his pocket as the door opened. Today marked the beginning of what he hoped would be a lifelong business venture. He handled the coding of the software. Janice, when she put down her gossip magazines, managed the office. The logical next step: hire customer service and sales reps. 

His jaw dropped as the figure struggled to fit through the doorway. The mammoth turned sideways as he ducked, giving his impressively wide shoulders extra room to maneuver. The man dwarfed Steve’s impressive six-foot-four and two-hundred and fifty pounds. Rarely did the developer feel insecure next to another man, now he took stock of his insignificance.

“Hi,” Steve squeezed out.

“Hello, Mr. Robinson,” the applicant said with a smile. Steve reached across the desk, expecting a professional handshake. Steve’s hand disappeared as the giant clasped it with both of his enormous mitts in an eager embrace. No, Steve never felt so small in his life.

“Do I know you from somewhere?”

“No,” the applicant replied quickly.

“You sure? I’m convinced I’ve seen you somewhere before, perhaps television?”

“Nope. Not at all. Just a boring average Earthman.”

Steve motioned to the chair. The man parted his perfect blond hair down one side. His dark blue suit appeared to be several sizes too small. The buttons on his shirt strained to hold back the man’s righteous pecs. Steve couldn’t imagine many tailors worked with such a statuesque man. He wondered if the man dressed that way on purpose, to accentuate the uncanny amount of muscle lying beneath the thin, taut fabric.

“Thank you for coming in Mister...”

“Mister Supreme, but you can call me Samuel.”

“Samuel Supreme?” The man could bench press a Buick, how did his parents foresee the need to name him Sam Supreme? Did Janice include the resume as a joke, revenge for marrying her brother and stealing him away? If it wasn’t for Steve’s husband, she’d still be unemployed and living in her parents’ basement.

“Secret Identities Incorporated started as a way to alert the public to the presence of superhumans.” Steve began the same rehearsed speech he gave to all the applicants. “It utilizes a crowdsourced principal that lets people notify the world when they stumble upon superheroes. The more people who report, the more urgent the signal. We’re currently in the process of expanding our operations and need to hire a customer service representative.”

The behemoth of a man sat on the edge of his chair, unable to sit comfortably due to the chair’s arms squeezing his uncanny girth. His chiseled chin rested below the most sincere and heartwarming smile. Steve took a moment to ponder how well this man must do at ladies’ night. His symmetrical dimples provided a dash of innocence, while his glasses gave him a bit of sophistication. Steve leaned over his desk, squinting to inspect the man’s face.

“Do your glasses have lenses?”

Sam’s face turned several shades of red. He fidgeted. “I’m very excited for the opportunity to join the Secret Identities team.”

Steve snapped back to reality. He needed an employee for customer relations. “Ah, right, thank you for coming in. I see here...” He scanned the resume again and stopped on his last place of employment. “You worked as a barista at Coffee, Coffee, Coffee?”

“It was a great job, Mr. Robinson. I had the bestest time talking to the customers and learning about their Earth traditions. I enjoyed making their day extra super.”

“May I ask why you were let go?”

His bottom lip extended, his pout almost comical. He averted his eyes for a moment, looking like a child caught with his hand in the cookie jar. Sam finally took a deep breath, his massive shoulders relaxing, giving the hard-working buttons of his dress shirt a short break. “They said I asked for too much time off.”

“Is it true?”

“At the time I was trying to balance my professional life and my work life.”

“Professional and work, you mean professional and personal?” Something about the man seemed ever so slightly off. 

“Yes! You are correct, Mr. Robinson. Yes, that’s right.” 

Steve scribbled some notes on the page. He leaned back in his chair, captured by the perpetual grin plastered on Sam’s face. “Where do you see yourself in five years?”

“Good question, Mr. Robinson.” Steve required more coffee to deal with Sam’s enthusiasm. The applicant established the pleasant nature necessary for angry customers. “I’m hoping to be part of a team, you know, a group, people who can work together to change the world for the better.”

Steve was about to follow up when a loud bang sounded off in the distance. Steve’s pocket vibrated again. He pulled out his phone, the “V” turning red as the building shook. 

“Looks like a villain has been sighted in town. I wonder if we should head to the neutral zone?” Villains might be frequently trying to take over the planet, but thankfully they demonstrated a code of conduct. During the “Super Peace Summit,” villains agreed to leave areas off-limits to their machinations. In the sketchier neighborhoods, schools and senior centers were considered safe havens. At least villains respected a proper education and taking care of their elders.

Sam jumped to his feet. Chest puffed out, he froze, as if waiting for somebody to take his photo. He held his glasses in his hand as he struck a dashing pose, staring off into nothingness. With a flip of his hair, Steve believed the man could be a shampoo model or on the cover of a romance novel. Even his voice rang with confidence. “I’m sure one of the heroes will come to save the day.”

Steve spun his chair to peer out the window. He hoped to catch a glimpse of a supervillain in action. 

His love of comic books surged as superheroes’ evil counterparts started to appear. He created the program for his phone to keep track of emerging superhumans, wanting to witness their fantastic powers. Now, the app alerted the public to the presence of heroes and villains, a recipe guaranteeing an epic fight. Heroes always derailed the dastardly deeds of villains and then deposited them in the “superhuman” supermax prison in the harbor.

“It’s Hothead,” Steve exclaimed. The villain, known for a scalding temper, exaggerated by a fire-covered lower half of his body. The powered man zoomed past the building, fire erupting from his hands to the street below. Steve noticed Sam’s expression change from glee to fear, something almost comedic on the big man’s face. Seconds past as Steve watched Hothead, when he turned back to Sam, the gigantic man was nowhere to be found. 

“They’re villains, I get being scared, but running away, really?” The cascading muscles, classic overcompensation. He hoped he didn’t find Samuel cowering in the stairwell.

Steve believed the temperature in the room increased, either from the supervillain, or perhaps the broken air-conditioner, he wasn’t sure. A quick inspection of his phone gave all the relevant information bystanders may need. Pyro. Flight. Hothead’s origin, a tragic fire at a chemical plant granting him powers. With a swipe of Steve’s finger, several images of the man appeared, both in his superhero outfit and in his street clothes. 

“He really should work on his disguise. He’s not even trying.”

Outside his window, Hothead spewed fire like a human flamethrower. The screams of gangsters and hoodlums erupted from the street. Steve strained against the glass to behold his target. A hero. A classic match, two superpowers combating above the city streets. An unsaid rule required heroes to wear bright vibrant colors, while villains basked in their deep tones and black. Lots of black.

Mister Supreme.

“Wait,” Steve did a double take, eyeing the empty seat across from his desk. Superheroes were common, but that common? He tried to visualize Sam, tightly bound in form-fitting spandex and a miniature blue cape. “It can’t be him, Sam had glasses.” He thought about the possibility.

“Nah,” he said, half laughing at the thought, that one of his potential hires might be a superhero. He jotted down some notes about the Samuel, mostly reminding him the interview ended early due to his cowardice from a b-rate supervillain. He scribbled a “maybe” next to the man’s name. 

Fire bounced off Mister Supreme’s chest. The flames washed over the hero’s body, barely shifting his iconic blond hair. Mister Supreme didn’t have much in the way of flashy powers like some of the heroes. He didn’t wield built-in missile launchers, or the ability to rain down lightning on his foes. Mister Supreme flew close to Hothead and with a single punch, the villain flew in an arc and landed three streets away. 

Steve left the window as the victor raced after a flailing Hothead. He got himself situated in his chair again. He eyed his cell phone, an image of Mister Supreme and the words “victory” flashing on the screen. If the brutish man wore spectacles, Samuel could have an identical twin. “Couldn’t be,” he muttered.

Steve shoved the device into his pocket, thinking if the hero was indeed Samuel, he needed to work a bit harder on his secret identity. He pressed the button on his desk phone. “Janice, could you send in the next applicant.”

She pouted. “Steve, a super battle is taking place outside right now.”

“Mister Supreme just clobbered Hothead. Like, right outside my window.”

“I told you leaving your basement was a bad idea.”

He ignored her jab. He happily traded spider webs and mildew for jewelry store robberies. He opened the manila folder with the applications and stared at another resume, beautifully decorated, name emphasized with looping calligraphic letters. He expected a woman sweeter than Sam. The door opened and he raised his head.

“Felicia Fierce?”

“Got something to say about it?”

He sat back in his chair, partially for comfort, partially to put more distance between him and the overly aggressive woman. His sister’s recommendation came to mind, a gun mounted under his desk would be a warm comfort sitting across from this applicant.

She plopped down in the chair, draping one of her legs over the wooden arm. The magenta maxi dress complete with black pearls revealed an elegance her personality lacked. Fluorescent purple hair and matching fingernail polish, now that seemed fairly appropriate.

“Want to stare a little harder? Take all of this in big boy.”

Somewhere on her body, she hid a tattoo of a man being decapitated, he knew it. Perhaps scribbled across her abdomen the words, “Rage. Murder. Kill.” The slit up the side of her dress gave way to a black garter. He couldn’t be sure, but she might be hiding a hunting knife on her thigh, a very threatening hunting knife.

“Ms. Fierce,” he tried to hide his nerves, “what makes you think you’re a good fit for a customer service manager position at Secret Identities Incorporated?”

She dropped her leg and leaned in, closing the distance between them. The dark makeup around her eyes made them more frightening than the knife. He suspected she got laid off from her last job for attempting to kill her boss. Her eyebrows, sculpted to perfection, closed in on one another as she licked her lips, preparing to go for the kill.

“I’ve been told I have a way with people.”

“What way might that be?” Why did he ask that? Certainly, she would reach across the desk and drag him screaming to the floor. His fingers dug into the arms of the chair, as he considered stooping under the desk for safety.

“It’s obvious, I’m a ray of fricken’ sunshine.”

“Why do you want to work at Secret Identities Incorporated?” He secretly wished she would remember the body left bound in the trunk of her car and leave the interview. Perhaps leave in the pursuit of terrifying a gaggle of Girl Scouts until they surrendered their Thin Mints.

He yelped as his cell phone vibrated. He maintained eye contact with the ferocious Felicia Fierce. Several dings sounded. The villain proximity alert. “Again?” he mumbled. He couldn’t imagine why so many villains were active today.

Steve wanted to place his cheek against the window behind him to see which villain appeared only minutes after a Mister Supreme sighting. He locked eyes with the woman, uncertain if turning his back on her would be a wise decision. She pulled out her phone and swore loudly. 

“I have to go, but I can start on Monday. I better hear from you.”

“We haven’t finished the interview,” he said, but it sound more like a question.

She slapped her hands down on his desk, getting as close as the piece of furniture allowed her. “I’m the daughter of Carnies. I competed in the Olympics as the world’s youngest gymnast. And the thing you have to know about me...”

She paused. Her eyes devoured him as they worked up and down his body. She waited until he asked, “What should I know?”

Her whisper terrified him more than the knife in her garter. “I always get what I want.”

Steve wrote, “Crazy, call cops,” on her application. Frightening in person, but in a sales position, if she could intimidate people on the phone as well as she had him, she might have a career with him. He added a “maybe” next to her name. Before he could ask another question, something bright flew at his face, landing on his head.

“Don’t kill me! You can have the job!”

He heard the door open and slam shut. He pulled at the fabric, a dress, her dress, the one she had just been wearing. He reached over to his phone and pressed the intercom button to the front desk.

“Janice, did a naked woman backflip out of my office?”

“Not naked, she had on heels.”

A world-class weightlifter and a venomous vixen. A primal scream outside grabbed Steve’s attention. Is the lease breakable if the building got destroyed? With the powered battles happening so close, he understood why the neighborhood appeared empty. He couldn’t remember if he bought death ray insurance. He should.

“Speaking of roofs.” Across the street, a man wearing a black trench coat carried a massive gun, strolling along the top of an apartment building. Killsy, a world-renowned mercenary who hunted down his victims in exchange for money. The man raised his gun, firing into the air, wanting all attention focused on him. Steve imagined mad cackling, there must be cackling, it’s what evil people do.

Steve dropped down to the floor, his eyes high enough to peer over the ledge of the window. Out of nowhere, a woman swung onto the roof, rolling to a crouching position. She gripped a whip hanging from her waist. With lightning-fast movement, the whip snapped, knocking the gun from Killsy’s hand. 

“Are you serious?” Purple hair. Sensational purple hair. The trademark of Feral, the acrobatic femme fatale. The female hero’s magenta body suit reminded him of Felicia, her dress still sitting on his desk. Two? Two heroes in one day? Were they even trying to blend in at this point? “They should be a bit more concerned about their secret ident...” 

It made sense. “Damn.” 

As she flipped through the air, her high heeled boot knocked the spit from her foe’s mouth. Steve believed he uncovered the reason why heroes flocked to his office building. Feral ducked under a sword swipe. She punched him in the throat and grabbed his neck and leg, raising the villain over her head. She screamed, a guttural cry, the Feral trademark.

Steve cringed as she slammed the man downward. Fitting her name, she jumped, on the way down, driving her elbow into the man’s torso. She sprung to her feet, a victory dance taking place like she made a winning touchdown. As she thrust her hips and bounced her backside, Steve admitted she might not be the most family-friendly superhero running through the streets.

“At least she has an outlet for all that rage,” he said climbing back to his feet. The woman tied up Killsy, but not before she pulled out her cell phone and took a selfie with the man. She posed with an unconscious Killsy on the ground, pursing her lips and exaggerating her deep cleavage. As the sirens sounded, she tucked away her phone and leaped off the roof in a perfect dive. 

His cell dinged multiple times. He reconsidered going back to the oh so safe garage. A black V? That meant a citywide villain event. As the symbol blinked on his screen, he contemplated the confusing user interface. He set his phone on the desk as the building rumbled. Unlike before, the tremors continued.

Outside, on the street below, a horde of mutant insects clawed their way from sewer grates. The swarm grew steadily until the avenue vanished underneath their durable exoskeletons. King Mite, scourge of the insect kingdom, rode atop his infamous ten-foot-tall praying mantis. He raised his scepter into the air, pointing forward, urging his minions to wreak havoc on the city. 

Mister Supreme soared past the window, clobbering two wasps before a dragonfly collided with him from behind. The bug grabbed his tiny blue cape and dragged him off as he tried valiantly to reach the perpetrator.

“Mister Supreme?” Steve couldn’t believe it. The battle, barely underway and already one of the most impressive heroes neutralized. He hoped Supreme wrestled his way to freedom. The other heroes needed his brute strength.

On the apartment building across the street, Feral returned, swinging open the stairwell door. “Okay, taking the stairs to a fight, not nearly as dramatic as I hoped for.” Steve tried to hide his glee as she cartwheeled and somersaulted through the pincers of two man-sized Rhino Beetles. He gasped as she switched directions, jumping underneath one beetle and snapping her whip at the other.

With a snap of her wrist, the whip wrapped around the legs of a beetle. She pulled a knife from a holster on her leg. “I knew it!”  She struck the insect in the head, piercing its exoskeleton. 

An angry man-sized housefly landed behind her. With perfect form, she flipped backward, landing on its head. She straddled the winged beast while the beetle bounced back and forth, attempting to throw her. 

“She’s doomed,” he whispered.

Steve darted to his door. His waiting room could only hold ten people at best, but at least twenty people packed themselves into the space. The room looked like a guild of professional wrestlers were idly waiting. He had a vague idea who some might be, the fiery hair, or the body covered in tattoos. Did a wing just appear near the water cooler? The world appreciated their constant do-gooding, but somebody needed to show these titans how to fit in with mere mortals.

“Oh no,” Steve said with a sense of faked urgency. “King Mite is running loose downtown with his insect army.” Every eye focused on him. Did that woman have three eyes? No hero could resist the urge to demonstrate their superness. The energy transitioned from calm to agitated. Those at the door ducked out quickly, making no attempt to be coy about their vanishing.

The rest awkwardly shuffled backward. He needed to teach them how to politely duck out of a situation to don their superhero personas. “I hope somebody nearby can save the day.”

“I think I forgot my business cards at home,” a man jumped to his feet and scurried toward the door. The applicant barely shut the door behind him as he tore away at his dress shirt, throwing buttons across the hallway.

“Oh sorry, I already have a job,” said a woman with a mousy grin. She turned and ran. The rest of the applicants stood up and hustled to the door. Did he catch a glimpse of a crossbow and an energy staff in the crowd? All the muscle straining to fit through the doorway caused a slight chuckle. At least the city would be safe now. 

He strolled into his office with a newfound purpose. Their contact information sat on his desk, home addresses and cell phones. What if superheroes worked for him on a superhero detection app? It wasn’t enough to spot them while “heroing,” he would be able to help them adapt to the non-super world. He smiled at the thought, ordinary Steve Robinson with the potential to be a hero for heroes. 

“Ahem.”

Steve spun about to a young kid in his office. “Perhaps there is a real applicant?”

The kid sat down in a chair as Steve walked behind his desk. The developer ignored the dozens of flying heroes assaulting the bug army. The kid’s hoodie, the zipper down enough to reveal his tie and dress shirt. The kid swiped a button on his phone while Steve took a seat. With each swipe or jab at the electronic device, the kid’s eyes rolled back, obviously annoyed at whatever taking place on his phone.

“Hi, I’m Nate Nicholson,” the teen reached across the desk to shake his hand. “I’ve been looking for an opportunity to work with a tech startup.”

“How old...”

Nate held up his finger. With his right hand, he swiped through his phone, clicking on the screen. After a few seconds of furious clicking, he returned to smiling.

“I’m sixteen. I have a work permit.”

“So, how did you...”

The finger again. Furious clicking. Exasperated sigh. “Your software is impressive. I deconstructed your code. There are definitely some areas you could improve upon. Did you consider adding a scrolling Rolodex of superheroes? What about geolocating them using military satellites?”

“This is a customer service opportunity, not for a coder.”

“Hold on.”

More clicking.

“What are you—”

Steve jumped as a giant ladybug landed on the office window. One of nature’s most adorable insects had an ax to grind, and at two hundred pounds, the bug had the opportunity. Perhaps in an effort to change its good girl image, the ladybug started to thump against the glass, causing it to crack.

“We should run,” Steve said as he started for the door. Perhaps because he lived in a world where reality only existed on the screen, Nate didn’t budge from his seat. Steve wondered if he should grab the child and run.

More. Furious. Clicking. 

Steve stopped reaching for Nathan as a drone hovered near the insect. A nearly invisible line of red light shot from the hovering robot, piercing the lady bug’s thick hide. With a quick swipe, its head fell off, leaving the giant body clinging to the window.

“Did you...”

“Build a small robot army to combat King Mite?”

“Yeah, that.”

“Do I get the job?”

Steve straightened his jacket and pulled at his tie until the fabric firmly hugged his neck. He gave a slight nod to Nathan. Steve smiled as he admired the disengaged teen. Peeking over the kid’s shoulder Nathan liked a selfie of Feral stepping on Killsy’s neck on Instagram.

Steve pressed the button on the intercom. “Janice, can you call Sam Supreme and Felicia Fierce and let them know they’re hired?”

“Can’t pay me, but you’re hiring more customer service reps?”

“I’m changing the game for Secret Identities Incorporated.”

“Does this mean I finally get paid,” asked the irate sister-in-law. His husband swore if he tried to fire Janice again, he’d be sleeping on the couch. Will would be baffled to hear Steve say he was keeping Janice on as the office manager.

He watched as the bug army fell to the ground belly side up. Eyebeams. Super strength. Freeze rays. Magical portals. With so many do-gooders out in the city, King Mite didn’t stand a chance. He marveled at the grandeur of their powers.

“I’m feeling generous, Janice,” he yelled into the lobby, “dinner is on me.”

A groan. “So, no paycheck.”

As another drone flew by the window, projecting lasers here and there, Steve held his hand out to the kid. “Welcome to Secret Identities Incorporated.”
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“NO ONE CAN PRONOUNCE MY REAL NAME,” Huegransguax said. “Hueg works for most people.”

He towered over his new boss, a woman wearing hiking boots, jeans, and a padded flannel shirt. Her hair was a repulsive shade of honey-blonde—a color humans enjoyed. They liked lots of strange things and none of them were fire giant children like Huegransguax.

“You can look me in the eyes, big guy,” she said, edging closer.

Her scent did things to his young body, despite how her hair reminded him of the poison that killed his father in the Hall of the Burning King.

She was human.

He was lonely and far from home. He wanted to cry and curse like a dragon slayer.

“My sincerest apologies, boss’s daughter,” he said. “I’ve never flirted before.”

“Or kissed a girl!” shouted one of the lumberjacks having lunch on a fallen tree trunk.

“You assholes shut up,” she said, then smiled upward at Hueg. “My name is Amy Holcomb.”

“You’re not the boss’s daughter?” Hueg asked.

“Yeah, I am, but that’s rude. Where’d they grow you at?”

Hueg flinched.

She waited for him to say something, then grew cold when he just looked at her. “Well, Hueg. You’ve shown you’re strong enough for the job. No surprise there. Fortunately, we don’t require maturity or social tact, so you can continue to work for us. The dry season is over but I still need you to review these training brochures regarding fire safety. You can read, can’t you?”

“I think so,” Hueg said.

“Didn’t you go to school?”

“I had private tutors and sworn bodyguards. The script of my people is more elaborate,” he said.

Amy, the boss’s daughter, stared at him for several seconds. “You say the strangest things. It’s like you’re an overgrown child. Are you afraid of fire?”

He smiled. “Fire is afraid of me.”

Amy shook her head. “Are all the men in this godforsaken land crazy?”

“You make us crazy!” one of the tough looking men yelled to rounds of laughter.

“I’ll make you out of a job, Smith,” she said, then stalked toward the site trailer.

Hueg’s co-workers waited until she’d stayed inside a minute, then sauntered over to him.

“That was beautiful, Hueg. Way to shut her down. Make her squirm. She doesn’t go for any of us ‘mere mortals,’” Smith said. “You got to be six feet four and two hundred and forty pounds of raw man to even catch her eye.”

“Is that big?” Hueg asked. He was still adjusting to the measuring systems of this world.

Smith and his friends laughed. “Not as big as you, my man. Where are you from, anyway? What’s your story?”

“I was raised in Ansguax, a world not far from this one. My father was assassinated and my family was slaughtered in the Hall of the Burning King. His champion brought me here to hide and plot revenge on the traitors who did it.”

Smith and the others stared at him, then burst into laughter.

“Nice, Hueg. You must be one of them gamers. Keep that nonsense to yourself. We’ll take you to Mort’s again tonight for beers. You keep your pretty mouth shut and let the girls come to us.”

Hueg shrugged. He’d been making his own way in this world for over a year and learned quickly how these people disdained the truth. Holding fire in his hands caused some to run and others to call him a monster. Regenerating broken bones sent doctors into a frenzy of questions.

In his world, such powers were merely the attributes allowing his kind to survive to adulthood.

Smiling at their jokes and making crude sounds seemed to amuse some of them. Most of the lumberjacks were generous and shared their work, even offering him a place on the ax team. Human technology was simple. He could have improved their chainsaws, vehicles, and computers, but didn’t enjoy puzzle work. Long ago, before it all happened, he’d been a fan of such things. Now he desired the peace and quiet of exercise.

“Shimmy up there, Hueg. Trim back those branches so they don’t tangle when it falls. Some nice wood up there,” Smith said.

Hueg nodded and climbed the tree, forgetting the safety belt. Smith and the others traded money. One man shook his head and cursed. Hueg had forgotten these lumberjacks were gamblers.

He looked across the valley and saw a large vehicle moving up the winding road.

“No lallygagging up there, man. Get to work!” Smith yelled, good humor in his voice.

Hueg watched the prison truck slip behind trees. It might come this way, or it might not. Normally he wouldn’t care. This rolling iron box, however, was huge. Without naming the fear he felt, he searched the valley for other signs of danger. There was only the truck he could no longer see, obscured behind tall trees.

He went to work on the branches, finishing them quickly and climbing down without a word to his human friends.

Where are you Tegerst? Why are you not by my side as you were by my father in his times of need?

• • •

Snow fell in lazy patterns as Hueg climbed onto the back of the flatbed truck with the others. A security guard driving a Jeep, young even by human standards, pulled into the logging camp and eyed them with a mixture of timidity and resentment.

“He will protect the camp?” Hueg asked. The boy looked like Hueg felt inside—alone and far from home.

A moment passed while the men stared at him, then they burst out laughing and went back to their conversations.

Hueg watched the human boy, small and soft and uncertain as a fawn in the woods. He wondered how such a creature could survive, then remembered few of the humans were being hunted by assassins and traitors. Some of his brothers and sisters, even younger than he, had been forced to flee into the forests of Ansguax.

Falling snow brought two daydreams into his mind. One was of Yani, Hana, and Tii running and laughing as they escaped. The other was grim, but he always pretended they made it to Tegerst’s stronghold.

They had been children and loved treats, and all the treats had been poisoned. Hueg knew they couldn’t have escaped the plot. Reality was too painful to endure, so he focused on the stink of the truck’s exhaust fumes and how the snow stung his cheeks.

The road twisted into town, passing a clear cut from a rival logging company. Hueg and the other lumberjacks stared in silence as they passed the wasteland—stumps of trees stuck out of the mud.

The moment of silence ended when the truck drove onto a narrow blacktop highway. “Gives me the creeps,” Smith said.

Hueg thought about the armored prison truck he’d seen earlier in the day and tried not to look nervous. The men around him were not bound to him, but they were friends. Or something close to friends.

None of them deserved to die because of him.

He thought of Amy, the boss’s daughter, then pulled off his stocking cap to feel the evening chill. New snowflakes melted on his face. The wind of the speeding truck caused Smith and the others to curse the driver, who apparently had a date in town with a woman named Maggie.

“Button up, Hueg,” Smith said. “You’ll catch chill, and I can’t have you calling in sick tomorrow.”

“I won’t,” Hueg said.

Smith frowned. “Catch a chill or call in sick?”

“I don’t get sick unless you plan to poison me,” Hueg said.

The crew shifted awkwardly and stared at each other for a few seconds, then laughed and created loud versions of his story that became wilder and more ridiculous as they neared town. They had him flying, shooting lasers from his eyes, and clawing people with knuckle blades.

It was almost dark when the truck cruised down Main Street.

Hueg saw many of the more serious guards of the town, police they were called, stringing crime scene tape around the bank. Some of the men and women wore windbreakers with the letters FBI across their backs and on their baseball caps.

“Ain’t seen a bank robbery before,” one of the men said.

“I have.” Smith stood at the edge of the flatbed, balancing easily as the truck continued to move. “This isn’t a heist. This is what comes after.”

Hueg wanted to join him but remained seated. He didn’t want to be seen by the FBI. He didn’t know why, but he thought they would blame him for the bank robbery.

The last things he saw of the crime scene were the missing front doors and shattered glass.

The bar welcomed them. A few of his comrades talked about the bank robbery with patrons who were several beers into their night. Others played darts, fed the jukebox, or chatted with friends...usually female friends who wore a lot of makeup and short skirts.

“I am telling you the freak dragged the safe out and loaded it onto a truck,” a man said.

Smith snorted.  “No way. That bank and everything in it is an antique, but the safe had to weigh five tons.”

“Go back and look at the sidewalk if you don’t believe me. Cut a groove straight into the street where he dragged it.” 

Hueg listened to the argument and drank whiskey like it was water. Several men from town watched in fascination as he handed shot glasses back to the bartender in a regular cadence.

“You better slow down, man. Ain’t no real hospital around here to deal with alcohol poisoning,” one of the townsmen said.

Hueg turned his head at the word poison. “What did you say?”

Smith grabbed his shoulder. Unable to move Hueg, he pulled himself between Hueg and the men. “They’re just talking. Never seen you drink before.”

“Is this dragon piss? Mead from the forests of Ylulugon? If not, I’ll be fine,” Hueg said, staring over Smith at the men. 

They laughed awkwardly. Silence spread across the room until only the jukebox played. The song ended and everyone stared at the division of lumberjacks and townsmen.

Hueg stood, bumping Smith aside. “Is it dragon piss?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, you brush ape, but you need to relax,” the man said. His friend, who was even bigger than Hueg, if a bit soft, moved forward.

The bartender slapped a pair of shot glasses on the bar. “Whiskey is free for Hueg until someone can outdrink him. You two want to beef, do it my way.”

“Roger will take that bet,” the leader of the townsmen said. “But he pays for our drinks if he loses.”

The bartender shrugged.

Hueg turned to the bar and started tossing whiskey down his throat in a rhythm that had Roger scrambling to catch up.

It wasn’t long before the big human pushed away from the bar, roaring a curse. “This is some kind of trick. You trying to scam me?”

“The alcohol of this world tastes like water,” Hueg said. “A baby could drink it.”

Smith grabbed him and pulled. Two other lumberjacks helped. “Come on, Hueg. Let’s get gone. Long day tomorrow.”

“What do you know of poison?” Hueg asked the townsman.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, you crazy freak,” the man said as he shook his head side to side to express all the sarcasm and disdain in the world.

Hueg pushed him.

The man flew backward through the ranks of his friends. Lumberjacks and townsmen clashed like rival clans of Northmen in a shield wall. Hueg fought to control his anger and mostly succeeded. Tegerst had warned him many times not to fight angry. He was lifting Roger, big as he was, over his head when the loudmouth that started the fight stabbed Hueg in the thigh with a broken beer bottle. Blood spurted onto the floor. The bartender fired a shotgun at the ceiling and took the Lord’s name in vain as he shouted the room down.

Hueg dropped the very large, very drunk man on the floor. He ignored his wound and faced the bartender. “I don’t like it when you curse like that. You should not blaspheme.”

The bartender swallowed, then pumped another round into the shotgun as he faced the stunned patrons. “Drink or leave. Fight’s over.”

“Come on, Hueg. You’re stabbed,” Smith said as he pulled at his arm.

Hueg covered the wound on his leg with one hand. Hoping his friends wouldn’t see how deep it went—nearly down to the bone, he limped toward the door.

“Amy is going to kill me,” Smith said. “Ben, get the truck we got to take Hueg to the emergency room.”

“It’s not so bad,” Hueg said.

“He stabbed a bottle into your leg!” Smith said, not sounding like himself. He was the Bull of the logging camp, toughest man in the area until now.

“It only looked like he did. Doesn’t feel deep. Take me to my room and I’ll wrap it up. Call in sick tomorrow. Tell Amy I’m hung-over,” Hueg said.

Smith and the others laughed but it sounded like a deranged bunch of choirboys.

Hueg closed the door to his hotel room and sat alone in the dark. He wanted to cry like a child because he was a child. Smith and the others talked to him through the door for a while. Hueg thought Smith told someone to sit outside and watch his door but didn’t care.

He went to the bathroom and took a shower. The scar on his thigh would be gone by morning. Regeneration was a young giant’s gift. Few would survive to adulthood without it.

• • •

Amy Holcomb left the engine running and the headlights off as she stared at the hotel where most of her crew stayed. She couldn’t very well go door to door hammering her fist on the cheap plywood, yelling for Hueg to show himself. He’d been absent for three days, far too long for a simple hangover.

Smith and the others wouldn’t talk about it but didn’t seem worried. She had gone to the bar yesterday and knew all about the fight. “I’m this close to calling the police and telling them to kick your door down,” she said to the inside of her truck cab.

Most of the hotel looked vacant. Tenants were on their way home from the bar or already asleep.

She reached to twist the key in the ignition, start the car, and leave. Hueg was not her problem. Maybe she wanted him to be, but he wasn’t.

The light to his room came on. The door opened. She couldn’t see inside from where she had parked and doubted he could see her without stepping onto the sidewalk and looking around.

“Let’s go, Amy,” she muttered. Slipping out of the car, she squatted down and hurried toward her quarry. The young man had a girlfriend or a wife. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be so uninterested in her.

That’s what she told herself.

Heat emanated from his room as though he had just taken the hottest, longest shower in history. There was no steam. She couldn’t smell soap or shampoo.

Moving between cars parked outside each room, she crept close enough to see in his open door.

She stopped. The bartender had described the fight in detail. The man wanted to be a newspaper journalist. He was good with description and the story he told was compelling if a bit unbelievable.

Amy braced herself to see blood and discarded bandages all over the hotel room.

She peeked in and saw his face, illuminated by blue light from the television. But there was also a strange, contrasting light as though the cheap room had a blazing hearth in one corner. He smiled at some joke made in the epic fantasy he was watching at full volume. She’d never seen him smile. Her heart skipped a beat.

The oversized, childlike stranger wasn’t exactly handsome—fascinating was more accurate.

She edged sideways to see more of the room. Clean and orderly, it looked like he wasn’t planning to stay long. Flat-as-a-board bed covers still had hospital tight corners.

He had a wife or a girlfriend—had to—there was no way a man could keep a room this tidy on his own. It was like he slept on the floor and took baths out in the icy river to avoid making a mess.

Angry now, she boldly stepped into the threshold. “Just tell me you’re married so I can stop losing my mind. I mean don’t you find me attractive?”

The words died in her throat as he turned to look at her, fire swimming in the palm of his hand like a pet. He was naked to the waist, his skin a swirl of black and silver tattoos deeper than the skin they were drawn on. The strange scrollwork markings on his skin retreated from his neckline in time with his pulse from a small, rune-carved medallion.

• • •

Hueg looked up and saw Amy’s eyes go wide. He slammed his hands together to put out the fire he had started with napkins and a lighter, then toyed with for hours as he watched television.

She spun out of view.

He jumped up and ran to the door to watch her running into the night. She slipped on the ice, slid past her company pickup truck, and fought back to her feet.

He started after her and realized his mistake immediately. She had been startled by something she didn’t understand. Now she was terrified by his pursuit. He wished Tegerst were here. His father’s bodyguard and weapons master would know how to fix the situation.

Amy scrambled back to the truck and tried to yank the door open.

He closed the distance.

She turned and ran into the woods.

Wearing only blue jeans and the medallion his mother had given him, Hueg sprinted after Amy, but her size allowed her to duck under branches and down side trails that restricted his movement. He was faster than she, but the terrain protected her.

She screamed when he caught her by the river. Snow fell harder, but he could feel battle heat inside of him.

“Wait! I don’t want to hurt you,” he said.

“Why are you chasing me?” she shouted.

“Why are you running?”

She backed closer to the water, hands forward defensively. “You were on fire but not really on fire... I don’t know why I ran. I’m just scared, okay!”

He took a step back. “I’m sorry. I’ll leave in the morning. Please don’t talk to anyone about me after I’m gone.”

“What?” she asked, stepping forward.

“People are looking for me. It’d be better if you didn’t get involved,” he said.

“You’re not leaving,” she said. “You signed a contract for six weeks.”

Hueg stepped closer and took her by her shoulders. She tensed but didn’t pull away. Looking up at him wide-eyed, she seemed small. Hueg was little more than half his mature size, yet loomed over her and weighed twice as much. He lifted his medallion with one hand and pressed it to her lips.

“That’s kind of weird...oh my,” she said. Her chest rose and fell as her breathing changed. She gazed at the images the medallion revealed to her.

He led her along the river that now resembled his home world. Meant as a gift, the medallion helped to hide him in this world while still being able to see his home.

Holding hands, they looked across an ice-covered lake. Men walked across the frozen landscape with fire in their hands. From time to time they thrust a hand downward and melted a hole. Others followed and fished from the carefully carved ice wells.

The dragon called Utimir soared over the mountains looming on the horizon.

“Those aren’t men,” she said. “They’re giants.”

Hueg said nothing for several long moments. “I shouldn’t have shown you this.”

She faced him. “Why did you?”

“I am alone in a strange land. No one is my friend. I didn’t want you to think I didn’t like you,” he said.

“But you’re not a giant like those... um... giants,” she said.

“How old do you think I am?”

“I don’t know?”

His heart ached as he looked at images of his home as it had been before he left. “Either four or fourteen in human years. It doesn’t translate well.”

“Oh my God. I was—you look like a grown man. Let’s just get that straight. Don’t judge me,” she said.

“Human women seem stranger the more I talk to them,” he said.

She laughed but it didn’t sound right. “You better take a few more days off, then come back to work.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” he asked.

She touched his thigh. “Mort told me you got stabbed through the leg. You did, didn’t you?”

He didn’t answer.

“But now you run like a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound gazelle,” she said.

“It wasn’t as bad as it looked,” he said.

“The rumors about the bank robbery are true, aren’t they? Anyone you know?” she asked.

“No giant would dishonor himself with theft,” he said.

“Really?”

“Not theft of human money. There is nothing in this world my people need,” he said.

“How can you know that?”

“Because if there was something we wanted, we would have already taken it.”

Color drained from her face.

“I need to find the prison truck.”

“What prison truck? And why would you need a prison truck?” she asked.



“I believe someone has captured one of my people and is making him or her do things.”

She raised an eyebrow. “How would someone make a giant do something they didn’t want to do?”

“There are ways.”

• • •

Hueg drank gallons of whiskey in pursuit of his goal. Each bar crowd had different stories. Some were about the abandoned military base no one could ever find. Others were about bank robberies. One mentioned a haunted forest where it sounded like the moon was screaming at the trees.

He listened. He explored. He avoided getting in fights.

One night, a year after he revealed his secrets to Amy, he followed a quiet man from a bar to his military surplus Jeep and watched him drive out of town. This far north there were few cabins he didn’t know about. The man was headed into pure wilderness during the blizzard season. Gentle snowfall could become a whiteout without warning. 

Hueg kept his distance in the pickup truck Smith and Amy had taught him to drive. He watched the stranger head up false roads and come back. A year of searching had taught Hueg a lot about the area. He knew which roads ended in rock falls or just ended for lack of taxpayer interest.

He followed for several miles, then parked. He ran after his quarry. Jogging wasn’t his favorite thing despite the value his father and Tegerst put on the skill. A fast army almost always won wars, they said.

He was careful to look behind him often. It wouldn’t do for Amy or Smith to see what was about to happen. Tegerst had taught him to watch in all directions to avoid ambush. A fire prince must always be ready.

The trees of this world were small, almost delicate, but there were a lot of them here. Enemies could hide. There could be an army encircling him.

He considered stopping because it was important to evaluate options. Every time he heard of a bank robbery or wild stories of a giant criminal, his heart burned not only with the need for justice but with loneliness and homesickness. If he didn’t find the captured fire giant, he would go crazy.

What was the purpose of living in this world if he could never go home and wasn’t willing to help another of his kind escape a cruel master?

The attack came with surprising force. He had seen the firearms of this world and watched countless action movies. The mercenaries attacked with military precision.

First came a pair of Humvees, one from ahead and one from behind. Others followed, but there were men standing in the modified turrets of these two vehicles.

He thought about taking cover in the trees, took a step in that direction, but realized his mistake. His enemy had chosen the terrain. Far more dangerous traps awaited in the darkness to each side of the road.

He ran at the vehicle blocking the way.

The mercenary soldier behind the turret aimed, using all his strength and weight to turn the weapon. The barrel made “whumpf” sound. A net shot forward, missing Hueg as he dove sideways and rolled to his feet.

He went around his attacker, throwing the entire line of vehicles into confusion. Without weapons, his only hope of getting past them was to evade the attacks altogether.

Dozens of men fired weapons that sounded muted and weak, not like silenced guns from the movies, but like there was something wrong with them.

Several rounds struck him on his arms, legs, and torso without drawing blood.

He jumped onto the last vehicle coming down the road, stuffed the gunner down into his turret without killing him, and jumped off the back of the moving Humvee. Tumbling and rolling several times, he limped onward shaking off the injury as best he could.

A pair of large helicopters swooped over the trees.

One hovered over the road, spinning rotor blades blocking his forward progress. The other prevented his retreat.

Slowly, and with less coordination than the initial ambush, the Humvees surrounded him on the narrow road. Squads of soldiers burst from the trees to reinforce their ranks.

The commander of the ambush gave a hand signal. Both Humvee gunners fired nets.

Hueg relaxed and allowed them to hit from two directions which reduced the amount of wrap around force of each. Carefully, calmly, and rather slowly, he shrugged out of the nets.

“Level 2 less lethal!” the leader yelled.

Guns fired and rubber slugs that felt like bullets but were not pelted him. 

Hueg sprinted toward the leader, grabbed him by the neck, and threw him down. His enemies surrendered to chaos and swarmed him. He grabbed their guns when they came too near. Unfamiliar with these particular weapons, he cast them aside. Kicking, punching, and pushing, he scattered them.

In time, they would overwhelm him but he would never surrender.

“Use Krast! Use Krast!” the lead soldier screamed.

Hueg froze. “Krast?” What was his father’s stablehand doing in this world?

The fire giant that emerged from the oversized prison truck stood fourteen feet tall. Black, silver, and copper coloring twisted across skin and through his hair.

The oversized—even for a giant—stablehand froze when he saw Hueg. “Help me, Huegransguax.” Each word caused him to twitch with pain. He lumbered forward wearing a collar with the spikes facing into his neck. Electricity popped from the device when he resisted his orders.

Hueg looked at the mercenary leader. “He’s not a fire giant you motherless human. He doesn’t regenerate, he only suffers.”

“They know what he is and what he is not,” a familiar voice said from the shadows of the forest.

Hueg ducked Krast’s fist, then sidestepped to avoid being grabbed.

“I have to, my prince. I’m sorry,” Krast said as he lunged again.

Hueg jumped back and looked for the owner of the voice. A sick feeling filled his gut and he wanted to run away.

Tegerst moved into the light. “You have come far in this world, Huegransguax. Now your odyssey is at an end.”

“I don’t believe you could hurt me. You took an oath,” Hueg said.

Tegerst, skin nothing but swirls of dark silver, glared at him with eyes of smoldering flames. He towered over Hueg, shoulders broad and muscular, scars marking his hands, forearms, and torso from hundreds of sword and axe fights.

Krast grabbed Hueg by one arm and lifted him up.

Hueg counter grabbed the arm, lifted his feet high, and wrapped them around the stablehand’s neck like he had seen human ground fighters do. He squeezed until Krast threw him down.

“Look at Krast,” Tegerst said. “What do you think I would do to you. Krast is one of my illegitimate children. You are heir to the king who enslaved me and my people for a hundred years.”

Krast screamed as the device on his neck charred his skin. Whoever controlled him was somewhere out of sight, yelling commands and swearing in the human language.

Hueg retreated. He couldn’t win without hurting the innocent stablehand.

Humans with guns and vehicles blocked his retreat. More of the soldiers for hire appeared at the edge of the forest.

Hueg looked at Tegerst.

“You cannot defeat me. If you try, Krast will pay for your rebellion. Kneel and swear fealty to me and my human allies.”

Rage burned through Hueg’s heart. His father’s bodyguard was calling him a rebel as though he were the traitor. Krast had been tortured and forced to dishonor himself with evil deeds.

Tegerst murdered Hueg’s family.

“Now I see your father’s legendary temper!” Tegerst shouted.

Hueg could not create fire from nothing, but he could use it once it existed. Screaming in the human language, he promised to rip Tegerst’s head off.

Human guns fired as he sprinted past Krast.

Hueg pulled the tiny sparks from the weapons closer and closer as he charged.

It wasn’t enough but he had no choice.

All the fire in the battle came to him, obeyed him, refused Tegerst’s attempt to do the same thing.

Hueg fueled the fire, sang to it in his mind, promised it secrets, and tempted it to grow large by feeding on oxygen in the cold air.

Not enough to slay his father’s traitorous bodyguard, the battle lord who had been his father’s friend and taught Hueg to fight. He only pulled enough fire from the battle to cover his fist.

Tegerst opened his eyes wide as realization took him. He stepped backward to retreat but was too slow. “No, Huegransguax, let me explain.”

Hueg jumped into the air and slammed his burning fist into Tegerst’s head.

Tegerst staggered backward. “I kept the youngest of your siblings alive!”

Hueg scrambled onto his enemy as they both fell and struck him again. “They can never survive this world without my help! What have you done?”

One, two, three times Hueg punched the traitor. He smashed aside the old warrior’s defenses, then opened his fist. With his fingers and his thumb extended, he thrust the fire into Tegerst’s chest.

The former bodyguard to Hueg’s family cursed, then looked Hueg in the eyes. “You will never find them.”

Hueg stood and backed away from what he had done.

The mercenaries circled him with their weapons.

Blood leaking from his wounds. Not all of the bullets had missed.

“Do you know where my family is?” he asked them.

No one answered.

“Then you better run.”

A short time later, he stood alone on the road. Krast lay dead, head blown off when the control device self-destructed.

He walked back to the body of Tegerst and kicked dirt into his lifeless face. “This world isn’t as big as you think it is. I will find my father’s other children and take them home. The afterlife is unkind to traitors. You probably didn’t believe you would ever die.”
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BLOOD FLOWED, a sea of it, from each broken door, making crimson rivers emptying into the gutters. Cara watched it drain into the sewer but held her tongue; it was not the time to protest. She was dressed in darkness, a flitting shadow in the night. Father Olon knew what this attack symbolized, what it would mean to her and yet he showed not an ounce of mercy, not even to a girl he called his own. She could smell his men not far away.They kept their shoes shined and polished by the hands of the street children, many of whom probably died in his raid of the ghetto. Cara drew her hood up, her eyes hard and unblinking as the blood was chased out the doors of the small houses by the cries of orphans. They too would become night children. The watchmen came around, just as she knew they would.Behind them, a group of lowlifes dragging carts to collect the dead. The city was nothing but a warzone. The dead-eyed police were no better than the gangsters, and they paled in comparison to the Father of the Altars of Night. Their feuds over territory often erupted to claim only the innocents, instead of any who really deserved to wear a wooden suit. 

Cara slunk around a corner and waited for the men to do their duties, the screaming of terrified children driving sharp nails of regret into her heart. She hadn’t come fast enough.She could have tried.She should have warned Father Olon about waging war in a place so impoverished. The citizens didn’t care who their master was so long as they were fed. A voice spoke to her, one of a dead woman, one that would never forgive Cara for becoming the enemy.  

Traitor! You let him hunt the same doorways in which I was slain!

“What else could I do? Starve to death, or maybe become one of those women who sell the most precious thing about themselves beneath a red light? So what if I’ve stolen?So what if I’ve fought the authorities? So what if I’ve killed? I did it to stay alive. You were gone. Or would you rather I died that night too?” Her reply was low and harsh, a futile attempt at silencing her long-lost mother.

She felt the rain falling only after her cloak had already been soaked through. Cara made her way back to her apartment—one paid for in blood and broken bones. She unlocked the door and shed her clothes. It was only days before her twentieth birthday, a decade since she was one of those wailing orphans. She stood in only her underwear looking out over the city.It was dark and appeared calm but she knew just across town, a bloodbath was being cleaned up and a message had already been sent to the men in the dark blue uniforms—those with unblinking eyes.

Every single night child was to blame. Hunt them all down like dogs until they’re left with still hearts and maggots in their eyes. 

Her gaze turned eastward to the obsidian building towering above the rest, the Altars of Night, Father Olon’s domain. Cara could feel the pull of his presence just looking at the great black tower. She knew at that moment he enjoyed the luxury of finalizing his plans for his annual masquerade ball, completely uncaring of who lived or died in the poor side of the metropolis. The hate she felt burning in her heart was one that had been nurtured to grow by her master’s monstrous behavior and by coming to the realization that the man who took her in was also the man who took everything from her. Cara no longer cared that it was by his hand she still lived, a reality she struggled with for years. His time had come. His death warrant had been sealed in her mind the moment he sent his dogs to hunt such sacred ground, a place of ghosts to her. It was the graveyard in which she should have been buried long ago.

Cara sat in her bed, surrounded by the gloom of dawn’s grey light.Sleep had evaded her once more and her mouth was dry. She was an assassin by trade, death her only true companion for most of her life. She rubbed her eyes and attempted to keep her internal resume at bay, yet it came, hard and fast, pointing its finger and calling her a hypocrite, reminding her she was a murderer. Cara cared nothing for that internal voice of fear which grew in its intensity by the day, it wouldn’t stay her hand anymore, not after the desecration she witnessed. A second voice had emerged, one from her childhood, it came with a vengeance to drown out her self-doubt.

You know the answer, what must be done…

Her mother was an innocent woman in life, but in death, she became a thing so hungry for vengeance it nearly split Cara’s skull with its demands.

“The night children need a mother, not a father.” She whispered to herself, feeling her matronly tormentor receding, eager to witness Cara’s true brutality.

• • •

Father Olon sat in an elaborate throne constructed of steel in the shape of swarming demons. He ruled the metropolis with a bloody fist, rarely did anyone challenge him or his children.Those who did often found themselves bleeding out in some dark alley. He lived an existence of dark luxuries with an army of trained killers at his command. His mind went to his daughter Cara, her growing distaste for the way he handled business carried on the wind as it was whispered from trembling lips to anxious ear amongst the young ones. 

“Father, your guest has arrived,” a servant said.

“I’ll be along in a moment,” Father Olon answered.

Cara made his blood boil. She was no better than he, her adoptive father. He stood before an enormous mirror to adjust the black stole and robes he wore. The Father of Darkness had witnessed her ferocity, a heartless killer she was. He sneered at his reflection, remembering her christening day.

The blood of a shadow sister drenched her as she recited her vows to remain faithful to Olon, to obey his every command. In her gaze, he saw nothing, no remorse, no pity. She was everything he could ask for in a child. Her loyalty needed no contract, or so he thought…

“Why has your heart grown so suddenly, daughter?” he puzzled to himself.

His guest was seated in a great library, filled with tomes of the supernatural, books of spells and endless pages of incantations. There he kept his one true weapon, the Tome of Life.Any soul who signed it in their blood would be bound to Father Olon forever.

“I was told I have a job, Father?” The girl turned her scarred face up to Olon. The fingerprint of the house fire would never leave her.She might have been considered beautiful if it weren’t for the scar tissue consuming half of her body.

“You do, one that will prove yourself to be a loyal daughter.”

“What task do you have for me?” Bailan asked.

“The shadow sister, I want her dead.”

Bailan hesitated but tried to keep herself composed. “Cara?”

“Does the job seem out of your expertise?” he asked expectantly.

“No, Father,” she answered, bringing a gloved hand up to brush her hair from her eyes.

The shadow sister was acclaimed to be Father Olon’s greatest mercenary, her hands had spilled the blood of countless men before she had seen fifteen years. Her reputation more than preceded her. She was soulless, many claimed—absolutely remorseless. Bailan wondered as to what sacred law her superior had broken to be marked for death, but then she recalled the fate of Gertrude which marked Cara’s ascension in rank.

“My word is absolute law.Any who wish to be among my flock aren’t allowed disobedience,” he said, partially answering the questions running through the novice’s mind.

“I can feel her turning against me with every sidelong glance,” he continued as he poured himself a glass of scotch. “She covets my throne.”

“I will handle it,” Bailan said, her voice was steady yet her insides trembled.

“That’s a good girl.” Father Olon smiled.

• • •

Cara expected someone to come for her.After she refused to be the death bringer in the ghetto, it was inevitable. She assumed her very position as his right-hand child after slaughtering her own superior. The old man wasn’t above sending a night child to silence her. She wasn’t sure where the dreams of dethroning Olon truly came from, only that her mother’s voice wouldn’t be silent since he laid out his plans for her former home and its residents. She grew tired of his overbearing ways and one morning awoke to the thoughts of her sitting on the Throne of Spirits and ruling an empire greater than his could ever become.

Cara didn’t see herself as a good guy in the scheme of things. She didn’t plan on spreading Father Olon’s wealth amongst the needy, or building shelters for the homeless. She wanted to rule the Altars of Night in her own way, to reclaim herself before she became nothing more than a blood slick blade in his hand. 

She slipped into the night, a sister to the growing darkness, a hunter looking for blood. Cara wore her weapon belt affixed with blades and donned a black cloak. On her waist, she hung her pistols, but would only use them once her presence was detected. The masquerade would soon be underway and she sought one last dance with her master before driving a shaft of cold steel through his heart.

The citizens of the metropolis knew better than to be on the streets after sundown, the time of the night children. The men donning the midnight blue suits and silver badges patrolled in cars with darkened windows.They brought fear to the hearts of the ordinary folk just as much as the did Father Olon and his children. They cowered in their homes, fearing the twisted priest of the Altars of Night would send his flock to ravage them and that the police were just as hungry for blood. The ghettos became nothing more than slave camps, the masters changing with each war for territory. Hope had become nothing more than a dream to the people, a fantasy so unattainable that it died only in infancy. What little joy they experienced was always darkened by the shadow of Olon’s enormous tower and the daily loss they experienced. Cara didn’t plan on becoming their masked vigilante or to avenge every soul living within the metropolis, only her own. 

The Altars of Night was crowded, its great doors flung open and buzzing with the excited chatter of the wealthiest of the metropolis. Father Olon liked to rub elbows with the elite of the city and once a year threw a masquerade ball in their honor. The food and drink was something the average citizen would never experience as long as they lived. Such decadence the father bestowed upon those who kept him residing in the dark tower with their shady business dealings and bribery. He pretended to be a man of faith, a transporter of fine art, the head of a grand exportation business.All of those titles he flaunted when in reality he was a thief, a liar, and a murderer. The few who knew the truth never had the nerve or firepower to reveal it.Even the chief of police stayed his hand each time it came to pointing a finger at Father Olon, perpetuating the secret war for the streets. Cara had witnessed the Father in action and knew why no one dared to step out of the dark and call him out.He had power.Power that went beyond the natural world, a link to old gods of blood and death. Her hand trembled as she approached the party, her instincts went on full alert. It would be her last night as the daughter of shadows—whether that meant her ascension or her demise was yet to be seen.

• • •

Father Olon casually stood beside a bar in the grand reception hall located just inside the black tower. He smiled, watching Bailan as she made her way through the crowd. She would become his new huntress, as stealthy as a cat and as deadly as a striking viper. He ran his hands down his elaborate robes of fine black silkand took a step in her direction. She wore a dress of blood red velvet, and a face mask of the same color concealed her marred beauty. Her dark hair was knotted in a bun at the back of her head with a few stray tendrils framing her face. He presented his hand and she took it. She wore black velvet gloves, a nice touch that appeared as only a feminine accessory yet he knew she did it to cover the telltale scars spider webbing over her pale skin. She was burned badly as a child—pulled from a tangle of smoldering corpses when she was only seven years old. The burns were so severe the doctors never thought she’d regain the use of her hands.That night was all foggy memories.Only the stench of charred flesh and a shadow wrenching her to safety were all that remained of that tragic night. After her tutelage in the dark tower, Father Olon employed the use of dark magic and her dexterity came back three fold.But there was a price for such gifts.

Bailan was dainty yet strong and moved in absolute silence, she was a killing machine. Father Olon pulled her into his arms as music began to play. The entire ballroom of patrons began to dance, a sea of whispers and masked faces. It would have felt magical for an average attendant but she was there out of duty.

“Is she here?” she whispered to him.

“Undoubtedly,” he answered.

“I’ll make my rounds, Father,” she said. 

He nodded and slowly released her to her work. Father Olon dressed as a priest, though most whispered rumors behind his back how unholy he was. His great tower was crafted in the image of age-old sanctuaries, yet with a wickedness instilled in each stone and malevolence in the mortar holding it together. He studied the darkness of many religions, mythologies, and cultures, incorporating them all into his own faith, one of greed and death. His true power came from the Tome of Life, hidden in his library there in the Altars of Night. 

• • •

The book was bound in the flesh of an oracle and inked in the blood of any seeking the fortunes it had the power to grant, yet the cost was becoming a servant to the master of the book, Father Olon. The Tome of Life kept most of the city at his feet. The book had its rules.Those who enter into the contract must do so willingly, and from the day of signing, they would be bound to whoever possessed the ancient book until death took them. Cara wanted to claim it for her own but that meant killing the man who spared her life.

Life? I would call it servitude or more like becoming a destruction machine.

Cara stuck to the shadows of the building and crept around the side of theAltars of Night to a heavy wooden door. She picked the lock and made her way down a dusty staircase to the crypts. Those catacombs would lead her to the heart of the tower. Her heart memorized all its hidden passages over the years of roaming its halls as a child, learning her way in her new existence. Sister Gertrude, her former teacher, taught her the ways of the blade and taking lives. Cara grew superior to the other girls her age and when it was her time to replace Gertrude, the old woman knelt solemnly before her in supplication, awaiting the killing blow in those same musty walkways. She was placed amongst the skeletons there, paying tribute to the sacrifices she made for Father Olon, but not before her lifeless corpse was drained of its blood, a bath to mark her replacement as superior to all. Cara’s memories of Gertrude brought back the realization that she too would kneel before her predecessor one day. Bailan came to her mind. In that moment, like some glimpse into the future, Cara realized the reason why Father Olon seemed so calm amidst the torrent of rumors. He had already given the order. A soft hiss, a blade being unsheathed, caught her ear and Cara rolled to her left. A clanking rang out in the black corridor of the catacombs of the Altars of Night, a spent dagger hitting the cobbled floor. 

“My blood won’t erase those scars,” Cara said.

“You’ve been marked, Cara. Your time has come.”

“Not my time.His.”

Bailan stepped into the side corridor to find Cara standing firm, the sister of shadows refused to flee.

“Your anger springs from the same well as mine,” Cara said.

“Who do you think you are? Some kind of hero? After all you’ve done, you’re insane.”

“I’m not looking to be anyone’s savior but my own.”

“Savior?” Bailan scoffed.

In a flick of her wrist, she sent a second dagger sailing toward Cara. The sister of shadows spun and the blade glanced off the wall behind her. She responded by drawing her pistol. Cara wasn’t concerned with making a sound anymore, it was clear Father Olon knew she’d be at the Masquerade ball. 

Bailan froze as she lifted another dagger. Cara stepped forward to backhand the apprentice assassin, knocking the mask from her face, and placed the cold barrel of her gun against Bailan’s scarred forehead.

“You defend the same man who left you a disfigured orphan. How sane are you?”

The frigid tip of Bailan’s blade came to rest below Cara’s chin. She could feel it trembling.

“Let me finish my business here,” Cara demanded.

“I can’t,” Bailan answered. “My name was signed in blood.”

Cara couldn’t believe it. “He swore he’d never force the children, that they served him of their free will.”

“Not the new generation,” Bailan said. “It was how my arm healed so rapidly.”

“You’re more enslaved than I, forever.You know that, right?”

“Until I die,” Bailian said softly.

“Let me finish here.”

“I can’t.If you fail he’ll suspect me. He’ll make me pay by the book—with my soul.”

By the book—the way of saying eternal damnation on Earth and pain unending. Cara nodded as far as the blade at her throat allowed. 

“Then you’ll have to try your best to kill me.”

Bailan’s eyes went emotionless.She was banishing any love she ever felt for Cara, the woman who taught her to do just that before taking a life. The way the girl’s eyes watered made Cara wonder if she too had a voice she couldn’t silence.

“He took your mother as he did mine,” Cara said.

She watched the tears roll down the scars on Bailan’s cheek.

“He’s going to know.”

“If he dies tonight it won’t matter anymore,” Cara said. “If I possess the Tome, I will have the power of erasing the debt you hold.”

Bailan’s hand withdrew.She sheathed her blade. “Go!”

Cara ran through the catacombs.The voice in her own mind began to call for vengeance once more. She wondered how many night children were haunted by what their lives should have been. The sound of ballroom music played softly in the distance, calling her onward to her destiny. She readied herself to kill anyone who might stand in her way, even if it meant her fellow night children.Especially if what Bailan said was true and they too had signed their names in the book of life. The catacombs emptied out into a dark hallway.It climbed upward toward the main walkways of the tower in a semicircular fashion. Cara knew where she would find her master’s tomes and he would be drawn there by her intrusion.She decided to make her stand there. It would make it more of a one on one battle to lure him to protect his treasured book, the key to his power over half of the city, and spare her the act of killing her adopted siblings unless the master called for them. 

She could feel it in the air, he was aware of her plans. The voices of the ball attendees, their laughter, the enchanting music, would drown out the sounds of him destroying one of his own, a night child. Cara rushed through the library door to find him seated before a great hearth. He sipped a glass of fine liquor, his demeanor calm yet his eyes spoke otherwise.

“Sister of shadows.”

“Olon.”

“So the rumors are true?”

Cara didn’t answer; she knew she didn’t have to.

“You wish to destroy your father?”

“You destroyed my blood father.”

“Since when do you care so much?” he asked.“After ten years of being my child, you have suddenly grown a heart?”

“I’ve always had one.”

“He would have only given you a life of suffering.”

“As if you’ve given me something more?” she asked.

His coal black robes made him appear like a storm cloud as he glided toward her.

“You are one of only a handful of souls who know where my true power lies.” He raised a hand to a bookshelf with polished brass doors. “Your name was never inscribed in it because of your fierce loyalty to me. What happened to that?”

 “You stirred up the ghosts in me, voices you should have never made me remember.”

“I see, this is about the incident in your former neighborhood.”

“Much more than that!” Cara answered, drawing the gun from her hip.

“There is a line. Once you cross it, you can never return!” His voice boomed.

“You crossed that line already,” she answered and tightened her grip on the gun, her finger ready to pull the trigger. 

Father Olon held great power, yet he was not immortal. He held up his hands. Cara could see his mind calculating the risks of trying to disarm the sister of shadows—a killing machine he created and nurtured into a merciless force. Cara felt all her anger rising up through her gut, it pained her heart before running like a bolt of electricity down her arm and into her finger. She was ready to end him.

“Stop!” a voice hailed her.

Figures rushed in.The night children had found her and were being led by Bailan herself.

“You can’t kill the master,”a small voice spoke. The young ones gathered around their false father and the fear in his face faded into a grin.

“She is a traitor. You know the fate of traitors here in the Altars of Night,” he said.

“You’re right, father,” Bailan answered, drawing a knife from a hidden sheath in her velvet dress. Her eyes roved over Cara who trembled with rage yet refuse to lower her pistol.

Bailan spun quickly and sent the blade straight into the forehead of Father Olon. Disbelief followed by pain filled his face before the blood flowing over it and filled his staring eyes. He fell to the floor, sprawled out on an antique rug, death carrying his wickedness to some other world. The other children fell on him, their fists and daggers punctuating the end to their pain and forced slavery.

“In the darkness of the catacombs, I thought about my life, as short as it has been, and decided what I really longed for most…a mother,” Bailan said.

The night children rose to embrace Cara, the mother of shadows and new ruler of the Altars of Night. Cara kissed their foreheads before making her way to the bookcase. She opened the Tome of Life and watched its pages glow with unearthly fire before speaking the names of any of her children who were bound by the book, releasing them. 

“You may all stay here with me, of your own free will,” Cara said.

“What will we do now?” Bailan asked.

“We have a whole city at our command. I say we make it our own,” Cara said, smiling.

The voices in her mind fell silent and her heart felt a spark of happiness she’d never known. Her empire awaited…


A Word About Michelle Garza + Melissa Jason




Thanks for reading Altars of Night. We are a twin sister writing team from Arizona. We’ve been dubbed The Sisters of Slaughter for our work in the horror genre but we also love writing science fiction and dark fantasy. Our debut novel, Mayan Blue, was nominated for a Bram Stoker award in 2016.










[image: Image]







FIXING SNIPER GIRL

BY JON FRATER


FIXING SNIPER GIRL

BY JON FRATER




The young man stared at the older, taller, wider man—the man with the gloriously resplendent costume who made him feel utterly small—and gulped. 

“Kyle Richards.”

Kyle sat up straight. “Yes, sir!”

“Don’t sir me, son, Arch-Angel is fine. Everyone calls me that, you may as well too.”

“Sorry, Arch-Angel. I’m a little nervous.”

Arch-Angel lived up to his name, even here in a plush office in the Angels’ HQ building. The window behind the well-known superhero showed the midsection of the Chrysler Building. That impressed Kyle. Midtown real estate was pricey and had a well-known billionaire not decided to fund The Angels, chances are they’d be operating somewhere much less expensive. Kyle wondered what other expensive tastes the team had that he didn’t know about.

“You’re a military man, aren’t you?”

Kyle blinked. “Five years with the NSA, three with the State Department as a foreign attaché. I did poorly as a grunt, so they moved me into intelligence. The rest is on my resume.”

“It’s a good resume, son. Is there any language you can’t speak?”

Kyle inhaled, counted to five and let it out before continuing, He dared not screw this up. “Short answer, no. Long answer, if I can face the person I’m dealing with, in video, on paper, face to face, then I can communicate with him. Or her. Computer languages are the real challenge. Talking to a machine is a different order of complexity but I’m getting there. I make my living coding trading algorithms for the big banks. It’s fascinating work.”

“It’s good money, too, I’d guess. So, why come to us?”

Kyle counted to five and laid it out. “Frankly, sir, I’m rich. Not one percent rich but set for life with a house, car, and no mortgage rich. Whenever I talk to one of my clients, I wonder how much money they need to have to make themselves feel safe or adequate or happy. The numbers are staggering. I’m looking to give back to the city.”

Arch-Angel leaned back in his chair and laughed. “That’s admirable, but it’s nonsense. Why are you really here?”

Damn. All right, time to come clean with his backstory. “I worked with the Samson Squad for ten months. They had one guy I managed to connect with—a dude a little younger than me, called himself Dimension Rider. Went around closing rips in the space-time continuum. And since we had a beginning magic–user on staff, holes had a way of showing up at the worst time. Well, after a while, those two came to blows, there were unfortunate consequences—a hospitalization—and I decided I’d had enough.” He shrugged. “The Angels sounds like a more professional group.” 

“That sounds unfortunate. How long did you stay in the hospital?”

Sigh. “Two days. You can’t even see the scars anymore. I heal quickly.”

“Thank heaven for that. At any rate, a position here doesn’t pay much. The danger is real. SCRAM is constantly on my back for going over-budget…but…we’ve been working on federal cases as well as local ones. The government’s checks clear, and I think the feds would respect us more if we had a man who could track down leads the way you can. And having a perfect translator on the team, in a city that speaks a hundred languages, I’d call that an asset.” Pause. “Interested?”

“Yes, sir!”

Arch-Angel looked him over. His mask covered his eyes but the visual sensors flickered. Finally, they stood and shook hands. “Welcome aboard.” 

• • •

Two weeks into the new gig, Kyle wondered if he'd made a major mistake. The team members seemed off. He understood that he lived on a different part of the superhero spectrum from his teammates. He couldn’t link his brain to computers like Braintrust, wasn’t super strong like Strongarm, couldn’t fly like Arch-Angel, or melt minds like Psy-Block, when she wasn’t melting down on her own. Epileptic seizures were a hazard for her; if she pushed herself too hard…boom. The team dealt with it but they couldn’t seem to deal with him.

It was the whispering. They were polite enough to stop whenever he came into the room. A few Angels even tried to be solicitous. The chatty pleas from Braintrust to help her kids with their French homework, the time when his new boss came into the cafeteria at break-time and asked Kyle to handle calls from bank officers a few times a month.

It was stressful. It brought back memories of dealing with the financial guys on the Street. At least back on Wall Street, he’d been raking in cash in exchange for his soul. 

Strongarm’s arrival on the team, shortly after his own, burned the point home for Kyle. Thaddeus “Ted” Armstrong was seven feet one inch tall, a veritable wall of righteous dude who’d worked in Harlem, the South Bronx, and any part of Brooklyn where hipsters hadn’t taken over completely. He sounded like anyone else over the phone, a rich, dark baritone. When he arrived in person he’d gotten stares. Arch-Angel blinked and quickly recovered, and the others followed his example, nodding and smiling and patting Ted on the back.

A week later, Ted walked into the break room and stared at the brand new team emblem on the wall: URBAN ANGELS.

 Arch-Angel beamed as he did a short ta-da move. “New logo. Cool, huh?”

Strongarm folded his arms and stared for what seemed to be a year. “Hmm.”

“What?”

“I joined the Angels. Who are these Urban Angels?”

Kyle watched from the rear, near the soda machine. For the first, time he’d noticed that the machine was new, too. A new flavor had been added: orange. 

The boss forged ahead. “Us. Two new team members, new name, new logo. I leaned on the marketing jerks until they relented. It looks awesome, doesn’t it?”

Ted sighed, sat, and insisted that his boss sit as well. It looked to Kyle like a meeting of kindergarten teachers, big bodies hunched over tiny furniture. “No, man. It’s not awesome. It’s inappropriate as hell.”

“Inapp…wait, how?”

Ted reached over, gave Arch-Angel a brotherly hug with one arm. “Look, I love y’all like my brothers and sisters, but for five years this group was The Angels. Right? Your language dude arrives and it’s still the Angels. I show up and two weeks later you change the name to the Urban Angels. Why do that?” 

“But inclusivity is a big deal. People care about that. We’re trying to help spread that message.”

Ted nodded and carried on. “I’m down. But we don’t discriminate in who we chase and catch. Bad guys are bad guys. And they don’t all live in the slums…we work the suburbs, too.”

Arch-Angel seemed genuinely confused. “All right, I get it. But—”

“And yeah, there’s crime in the inner city. Blaster Man and Shock Therapy take care of that beat.”

“But, I think—”

“In no way am I going to lead a strapping flight of the most pale-faced people I know and trust into that neighborhood to step on those brothers’ toes.”

The boss frowned. “Come on, man, we—”

Ted stood, stretched, and rested his hands on his hips. “Dude, I grew up in Rutland, Vermont. If there’s a whiter town in this country, I’d like to know where it is. We’re the Angels. That’s that. Or I go. Yes?”

Archangel shook with repressed…something—anger, embarrassment. Kyle didn’t need superpowers to see the boss was pissed off. He wondered if anyone had actually told him ‘no’ before. “Yeah, we’ll figure out something else.”

“Thank you, my man.”

Strongarm eventually acquiesced to The New Angels which kept the truth of two new team members but kept the original image of New York City crime fighters intact. 

A bigger problem was what to call Kyle. Perfect translation skills didn’t lend itself to a catchy name. Braintrust suggested “Polyglot” and it went downhill from there. They finally agreed on “Crypto, the Man of a Thousand Voices,” which Kyle bitterly tolerated. He got them to shorten it to Crypto before the final press release went out, but while at home the whole team called him One-Kay. It wasn’t a bad nickname, despite the vaguely gangsta vibe it held for him. Kyle Richards couldn’t pass for a rapper if he tried.

Fieldwork was worse. Kyle found constant reminders of his technical failures in the world of super-powered combat. A thousand phones uploaded a million photos from crime scenes: Crypto hiding behind a tree. Crypto being blown two hundred feet into the air by an explosion. Crypto ducking behind a minivan while his buddies faced down all manner of super-villains. Crypto being kicked in the shin by a nine-year-old little girl.  

It got old.

Honestly, he could have forgiven his teammates, but he couldn’t forgive himself. He was the freak here, not them. He didn’t belong. And he heard the whispers constantly:

 “What’s he doing here?” 

“Gah, can’t we leave him home this time?” 

“Can’t we just re-assign him to another team?”

After two years, Kyle had had enough. Being brilliant and out of the line of fire was neither satisfying nor helpful. He needed to not be humiliated on a daily basis. He wanted out. He made a few inquiries, got a call back from a previous co-worker at SCRAM, and got an offer from the military.

Then, he left.

• • •

Two years later, Kyle Richards worked in a dark room, deep in the E-Ring of the Pentagon. He rented a sick apartment in Langley and didn’t mind the commute. His bank account was beyond flush. He had access to the entire spectrum of federal policy wonks and an open line to the intelligence types at the NSA and SCRAM. The SCRAM line never rang. The NSA never left him alone. In the few short hours between assignments, he did what he could to funnel work to the New Angels. He wanted to contribute somehow. 

When the SCRAM line did ring one Thursday morning, he took notice. “I have a Thaddeus Armstrong wants to see you. Are you available?”

“I am. What’s he want?”

“He has a Class B order with him. I’m sending him through.”

“Got it.” Kyle spent some time wondering how Ted had gotten onto SCRAM’s A-list without Arch-Angel knowing about it…or whether Arch-Angel had sent him, then locked up his files and cleared his desk. He collapsed back behind his desk just as the door swung open.  

	Strongarm ducked down to avoid hitting his head of the door frame—or taking out a piece of the wall. He kept his face neutral as he looked for a place to sit and settled for standing as he took in the meager government issue surroundings. “So, you look busy.”

Kyle leaned back in the chair, looking up at his friend. “Busy, yeah. Can’t really talk about it…security and all that. But the pay is pretty good and I got medical and dental, so…” He shrugged. “Why’d you wait so long to visit, man?”

“Why didn’t you? Your passcodes to the building still work, you know.”

“Now you tell me.”

“Truth is, boss man didn’t have the heart to lock you out. He figured you’d come back one day.” Strongarm frowned, unslung his backpack, and laid a folder on the desk. “It’s official. We need some help with a case. To be honest, we’re stumped on how to work this one. Can you take a look?”

“Which case?” Kyle glanced down at the search window he’d opened. Lots of crises, as usual, but one stuck out. “I see the Vice President is in town to chair that new anti-terrorism initiative. He bought two of the Joint Chiefs with him. And they appear to be staying at a hotel that’s just two blocks from the one Angels’ HQ.” He looked up. “Arch-Angel send you?”

“He did. He thought it would be better if I made the pitch. But it’s not that.”

“Bossman passed up a SCRAM paycheck? That doesn’t sound like him.”

“Oh, we’re on their security detail. Arch-Angel and I are working the rooftops while the ladies mind the office. It’s just not what I came to talk to you about. For real, man. Take a look.”

Kyle stared at the file. The SCRAM logo sat like a wax seal of old, an official communication from a great house. SCRAM’s global war with SCYTHE was legendary, even though the New Angels were never actually involved, and only tangentially funded by SCRAM. Still…

He pulled the folder close. Black and white glossy photos spilled over the desk as he shuffled through the material. One, in particular, grabbed his attention—a young East Asian woman frowning into the camera. The frame didn’t include anything lower than her shoulders, but Kyle didn’t need his powers to tell that she’d been heavily restrained when it was taken. It was the way her jaw was set, how her shoulders and biceps bunched up, like a turtle trying to retreat into its shell. “Who is she?”

“We don’t know, but she’s killed six foreign dignitaries in the past two months and assisted at least three other assassinations over the past year. She talks in code. One of the psych guys thought she might be really autistic. Braintrust wasn’t so sure.”

“I wouldn’t try to diagnose a spectrum disorder from a few stills, even if I had a medical degree. It’d be better if I could see and hear her. You got videos?”

“Nope. You want more, you have to come back to Manhattan. We’d pay you.”

“I’m sure.”

Strongarm settled into the one empty chair in the office. “I know, you’re not into money. Admirable AF, man. Arch-Angel can’t always get his head around that issue. Having enough is not his style.”

“I think that’s the most critical thing I’ve heard you say about him in two years.” He paused to think about the ramifications of Strongarm’s presence. “You’ve already got her in custody, don’t you?”

“Yep.”

“Then why do you need me?”

“Because none of us can understand what the hell she’s saying and the Secretary was specific: if we can’t figure this out, they’ll transfer her to SCRAM and let them deal with it. They might find something, but they’ll rip her apart in the process. And then any hope of tracing her back to square one goes out the door. If there was ever a case you needed to be involved in, this is it.” Strongarm offered his hand. “Back on the team? For a few days?”

“All right. Let’s go.”

• • •

A helicopter picked them up at LaGuardia and deposited them at the New Angels’ HQ. Arch-Angel met them on the roof. They’d kept the New Angels banner and logo, Kyle noticed. The rooms were newly painted, too, and nicer furniture replaced the pieces he remembered. Way better computers and electronics, too. “I take it times have been good. If you can afford a helicopter ride from LaGuardia, I mean,” Kyle said.

“Your willingness to help out means a great deal to us, Crypto. And who doesn’t like a chopper ride? Come on, we’ll set you up in the library.”

“Wait, you have a library? When did that happen?”

“When Braintrust spent six months getting her MLS. This way.”

	Braintrust was happy to show him the archived footage. “It’s not the best quality video,” she explained as she set up the feed. “The cameraman was evidently part of the assault team that took the assassin down. The camera shakes, the picture stutters, and words crowd together. You’ll see.”

They watched the scene intently. The team of soldiers that bracketed a building worked in near silence as they scoped out her reported position on the roof, then finally neutralized her, applied zip-ties to her hands and feet, and bundled their quarry into an armored vehicle. Once subdued, the subject moaned in obvious pain but didn’t say anything audible. That changed when another film clip came up: a team of white-coated technicians muscling her onto what looked like an operating table with tie-downs. She thrashed and screamed, bellowing apparently random noises until one finally brought a mask to her face and she passed out.

“I have no idea what any of that could possibly mean,” Braintrust sighed.

“That’s because you don’t speak Chinese,” Kyle said, grinning at her confused expression. “How’s Kelsey’s French?”

She softened at that, snorting and hanging her head. “She aced the city-wide and came in the top two percent in the nationals, thank you,” she said. “I insisted that she send you a ‘thank you’ note…did she ever do that?”

“She did. Sent me an Amazon gift card, too. Good kid.” He coughed as he looked at his transcription. “Anyway, this woman has a very strange accent. She’s not code-switching between Chinese and any other language. I didn’t hear any loan words, either. It’s definitely not Mandarin, and people tend to lose their non-primary languages when they’re under duress, so I think we can rule out mainland China as her home. There are similarities to native Yue dialects, which you rarely hear outside of middle-aged Hong Kong residents in walled New Territory towns or outlying islands populated by Tanka peoples. I’d start looking for clues there. SCRAM must have records for Hong Kong residents, right?”

“I’d be amazed if they didn’t. What’s she actually saying?”

“‘My mother is night. Lao’…that’s a name…‘is dead. He’s underground. The holocaust told me to cry. It’s raining on Lao under the ground.’”

“Who is Lao?”

“Excellent question. What’s that beautiful mind of yours tell you?”

“It tells me you still don’t know how to make a pass at a woman. But you’re getting better.” 

“Thanks. I guess.”

She sighed. “I’m sorry, that came out more insulting that I meant it to be. Truth is, I don’t know how to proceed. It’s a new feeling. I’m handling it with less than my usual aplomb.”

“I’m sure. It was a real question by the way. Care to answer it?”

She folded her arms, settled into herself. “It makes me wonder why anyone would choose to hire someone like this. She’s clearly adept at killing, but she doesn’t act like a savant. Do you think the speech pattern was an attempt to silence her? If so, then why not just cut out her tongue?”

“I don’t think that’s what happened here.”

“No?”

He shook his head as she brought up data sheets on the computer. “No, disfiguration is a form of torture and control. Someone who wants to be understood will find a way to make it happen. There’s also sign language or even Morse code. I think there’s more going on here.” He leaned back in his chair, re-playing the footage over and over again. “The words are out of order. But they’re all there. Who did she kill?”

“Highly placed individuals,” she said. “One deputy prime minister, three top-level generals, and five corporate titans.”

“Do they have names?”

“I expect they did. But SCRAM won’t release the information.”

“If you can work on SCRAM opening up to us, I’ll concentrate on getting her to talk. Between us, we can figure out who, or what felt motivated to kill those particular power brokers. Sound good?”

Her muscles tightened. “It does not.”

“Why, what’s wrong?”

Braintrust looked around, nodded her head, red tresses obscuring her eyes. “Arch-Angel doesn’t want to involve SCRAM. He’s pissed off that we never had the resources to break away and go independent after you left. Frankly, he’s not thrilled that we brought you in.”

“Could have fooled me. Anyway, forget about him. This is a big deal.”

“It is a very big deal. That’s why we need to keep it in-house.” She leaned back and frowned. “But I do have friends at the University of Hong Kong. Also at MI-6. I’ll make some calls.” 

“Close enough. I think I should meet her.”

She relaxed into an easy smile. “That, I can do. This way.”

• • •

They kept her in the Tank. A soundproof glass enclosure that looked like a cross between a shipping container and an aquarium. She sat buckled into a chair with heavy four-point harness. She looked up as Kyle and Braintrust entered and immediately started yelling in the same language she’d used on camera.

Braintrust winced. “What is it, what’s she saying?”

‘Tie me up, tie me down,’” he translated. “‘The bugs in your eyes will kill us all.’”

“Lovely image there,” Braintrust murmured. “Good luck, Crypto. I’ll let you know what I find out.” She shook her head, patted him on the back and left them alone.

Kyle wanted to whirl on her, tell her to never call him Crypto again, that he wasn’t a part of the team when they worked together every day and now that he was basically a civilian contractor, he definitely did not want to hear it. The moment passed and he stood alone with the patient. No, prisoner…she’s a prisoner.

The prisoner’s eyes followed Braintrust from the room, then settled on Kyle. They swept from top to bottom, left to right, back again. She checked him out, analyzed his posture and body language the same way he was trying to do to her. As he approached the enclosure, he noticed that she was a lot younger than he’d originally thought. Twelve, maybe thirteen. Fourteen at most. She had a slim, precise build, with wiry arm muscles and a slender neck. Not a bodybuilder, then. Strength from hardship, though. Not a rich man’s daughter. 

“My name is Kyle,” he said. “What’s yours?”

Her voice, reedy but loud, came from the grille below the glass. “Send the clown to Mars and kick the rabbit high!”

He pulled the lone chair in the room close, staying about five feet from the glass. “Yeah. That’s a little long. How about I just call you Rabbit?”

“Killjoy! Whiplash!”

He shrugged. “Well, I have to call you something. Rabbit is a character from the only John Updike novel I managed to finish.”

“Come! Set the night on fire!”

“So you’re a Doors fan? Is that what you’re doing? Quoting words back to me?”

“That’s not my name.”

“Now we’re quoting the Ting-Tings. Great. What is your name, then?”

She sagged a bit in her harness. “Every girl becomes my mother in the end,” she sighed.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Something stirred in Kyle’s brain, something that despite his flippancy, she really was trying to talk to him. But quoting song lyrics was just…not what he’d been prepared for.

Still, it was a start.

That evening, Kyle gathered his notes and met with the rest of the New Angels. Arch-Angel smiled at him. Strongarm slapped him on the back and told him, “Good job.” Braintrust handed him a cup of coffee the way he liked it: half and half, no sugar. Even Psy-Block became solicitous, winking at him. Psy-Block never winked at anyone.

“Progress, Crypto? Tell us what happened. Who is she, where is she—?”

Kyle held up his hands. “We’re not there yet.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, son,” his old boss chided. “We’ve been watching the feed through the security system. You’re doing something. You understand her, at least.”

Kyle scratched out a doodle on his notepad. “I understand the words she’s saying. And I get the idea that she understands what I’m saying. The issue is how to break through the nonsense. If it is nonsense, which I’m doubting more and more.”

Psy-Block leaned forward. “She sounds a lot like an autistic boy I grew up with. Kid would say the phrase ‘That’s a happy man,’ when he saw any man put a hat on his head. Years later we figured out what it meant, that he was recalling a moment in his life when he heard the phrase and saw that action. The two events were completely unrelated, but in his head, they were connected.” 

Kyle took a sip of coffee and nodded. “She’s not autistic. She’s aphasic. There’s a real difference.”

Braintrust folded her arms. “How?”

Kyle sighed. “Spectrum disorders—including autism—are expressions of atypical neurological processing. Their focus on their environment is incredibly selective, so they process stimuli very differently from a neurotypical brain. Aphasia isn’t a cognitive dysfunction, it’s a re-wiring of the brain’s communication centers. She’s in there and she’s cognitive as hell. But she can’t hear or talk to us the way we hear and speak to each other. It’s like having a wall between us that randomizes pixels and words. All the bits are there, but she experiences them in a way that we’d experience as random bits of data. To her, the bits make sense.”

Strongarm nodded. “Uh-huh. How do we fix it?”

“We don’t. Not today. Not soon. Not all at once. But if you let me spend some more time with her, I think I can get through the wall.”

Strongarm settled into his chair. “We only have three days, man.”

“I’ve made some progress already. She can repeat back bits she’s heard before. That tells me something else. I don’t think her aphasia is natural. I think it was induced by her handlers. Some very specific type of brain damage. It keeps her functional but it prevents her from telling us anything. I’ll bet you her handlers can get through to her just fine. They’d have to in order to give her information about her targets. Clearly, some organization is supporting her. We want to find out how, we need to work with her.”

Arch-Angel narrowed his eyes. “We? You mean you.”

“Well, yes. I have to work with her.”

Arch-Angel stretched and rose. “I’m shipping her out in three days. You have that long to find out who she works for and where they are. If you can’t, then the psych folks at SCRAM get their shot. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Strongarm and I will be dealing with the Vice President’s security detail. I’m trusting you to get this done on your own, right?”

“Right.”

“Excellent. Good luck, Crypto.”

• • •

SCRAM didn’t permit torture in their guidelines on interrogation. But like in every bureaucratic organization dedicated to national security, corners were sometimes cut and rules sometimes ignored. But Arch-Angel was clear: the prisoner had to be treated properly. That meant two meals and two bathroom breaks a day. Kyle had no idea when she was supposed to sleep, because every time he visited her, the white fluorescent bulbs in the ceiling beamed down their harsh light. If there was a light switch in the Tank, he couldn’t find it.

	Her eyes snapped open as he dropped a catalog of books and another stack of audio discs down on the floor in front of her cage. She eyed him suspiciously, her gaze narrow, the gears in her head working to figure out what he was up to.

“Listen, Rabbit,” he said, “We don’t have a lot of time. We have a few days to get to the point where you can answer some questions for me. But if not, my boss is going to drop kick you right out the door and then the real pain will begin. I won’t be able to stop it. And believe it or not, I want what’s best for you.”

Rabbit blinked twice, then shifted her head to focus on the pile he made on the floor.

“You want to read? I can’t let you hold the book but I can read to you. Would you like that?” 

A questioning look this time. Something between “Why are you here?” and “What are you talking about?” Gestures and body language could be powerful things, he knew, but it wasn’t enough.

“Or,” Kyle continued, “we can go to this pile: music. I’m a fan of 80s tunes. I shouldn’t be, but…” He sat down and sorted through the pile, pulled out three discs. He showed them to her in turn. “The Doors, the Police, and the Ting-Tings. That last one isn’t 80s but you’ve heard it before. You’ve heard all these before haven’t you?”

He leaned forward and now Rabbit shrank in her harness. “You can repeat back what you’ve heard, can’t you? You willing to work with me?”

She trembled in her cage,  finally sagging as if the air had been pumped out of a plastic dummy. “Work with me,” she said. She nodded, raised her head. “Kyle, work with me.”

He grinned. “I will.”

• • •

Psy-Block and Braintrust watched the recorded feeds with him. He set up a closed-captioning system to translate what they were saying to each other. Kyle went through one disc after another. She reacted to some of the tunes better than others and a few seemed to actually pain her.  Kyle ended the session and returned to the control room, beaming.

“What was the breakthrough?” Braintrust asked.

“This one. ‘Hello,’ by Lionel Richie. She really seemed to like that. Sang along and everything.”

Psy-Block tapped on her console and brought up a lyric sheet. “It’s a sweet song,” she said. “At least on paper.”

Kyle glanced at the screen, replaying the moments he’d just lived through. Rabbit seemed genuinely happy, in another world as she sang to the music. Kyle didn’t care for the selection but he knew the backstory. “The girl he’s pining after is blind. Makes you wonder how many men heard this song in the ’80s and figured it was okay to stalk disabled chicks for the next thirty years.”

“Eww.”

“Yeah, problem is I’m not sure where to take this. Less than two days is all I have to get through to her.”

Braintrust snorted. “Hey, this is better than I could have done. Kudos, dude.”

“It’s not enough,” Kyle insisted. “We can share bits and pieces but we can’t talk to each other. It’s frustrating as hell.”

“I might be able to help with that,” Psy-Block said.

Kyle and Braintrust shared a look. He said, “I appreciate the offer, but the last guy you ‘helped’ had his finger on a dead man switch when he stroked out. The explosion totaled a high-rise’s garage. Remember that?”

“That was before you left. I’ve learned a lot about myself and how to control my talent since then. Brainy can tell you—”

“Tell him what? How you made a bank robber think that he was a hungry giant and his crew were ham sandwiches?” she asked. “That’s creative as hell, but it’s not fine-tuned control. What are you suggesting?”

Psy-Block leaned forward, hands clasped together, deep in thought. “I can bridge your mind with Rabbit’s. It’ll be like the two of you are in the same room, able to converse. It’ll be dangerous…there will be defenses in there, trust me, but it should work.”

“If it doesn’t?”

“Then you’re no worse off than you are now and you take some aspirin for the headache.”

“What if his nose starts bleeding?” Braintrust asked.

“Then take acetaminophen instead.”

Kyle pinched the bridge of his nose. “This isn’t boosting my confidence.”

Psy-Block settled back to her normal emotionless demeanor. “Fine, play her some more music. Dance around in there for the rest of the night. You might get lucky and hit the jackpot. But remember…messing with their minds is what I do. Your choice.”

Kyle’s eyes moved to the clock. Nearly midnight. They were running out of time. “Okay. What do we do?”

“The Tank is shielded. We need to get her out if this is to have any chance of working.”

“I’m liking this idea less and less,” Braintrust admitted. 

“No choice,” Kyle said. “All right. We get her out. Stick her in a closet or something. What then?”

“Then, I do my thing. It’d be like holding your brain by its ankles while dangling it in front of her. She has to want to connect to you. If I force it, I could cause you both real brain damage. And I won’t be doing myself any favors if I seize up while you two are in there.”

Braintrust blinked. “Does she have to be conscious?”

“Nope. In fact, it’s easier if she’s asleep.”

“Then, I have an idea…”

• • •

They waited until the deep hours of the morning, when Arch-Angel and Strongarm were out dealing with the Vice-President’s hotel detail. The VPOTUS was surrounded by Secret Service and a few agents of SCRAM but having a pair of well-known superheroes on hand was deemed sufficiently attentive to detail by the deep state, so they went. And yes. Paycheck. It meant a narrow window of opportunity for Kyle, Braintrust, and Psy-Block to obtain access to the Tank without their boss knowing about it…or interrupting them if he did discover the plan.

Opening the Tank was easy, as was administering a short dose of Fentanyl to knock her out. She’d see nothing, hear nothing, sense nothing for the duration of their experiment. They locked her into a wheelchair equipped with a harness like the one in the heavier enclosure, then moved her to a small office. Kyle sat down next to Rabbit while Braintrust looked on, and Psy-Block went to work.

In a flash, Kyle found himself in a new place, a mountaintop somewhere. Ice encrusted the rocks and he could feel the winter wind blowing against his skin. He marveled at the tactile and receptive senses of the illusion. A young thin girl stood a few feet away, her back turned to him. “Rabbit?”

She turned as he called out her name. “Hello, Kyle.”

“I’m in your head, can’t I have your real name?”

“I think it’s best we remain co-workers.”

“Co-workers? We’re opponents.”

“As you say. No need to open up the doors between us too wide, is there?” She waved her arms around to indicate their surroundings. “How do you like the inside of my mind?”

“I thought it would be more crowded, to be honest.”

“I’ve never been on a mountaintop. I’ve always wanted to see one. This is a photo of Everest I saw one time. I come here to think.”

“It’s a little chilly for me, to be honest,” he said. “You couldn’t have imagined somewhere warmer?”

“I know too many warm places. I can’t remember most of them. The Social Welfare Agency is very thorough in their conditioning standards. We lose most of our memories in the first two rounds. Memories distract us from our work.”

“Work? You’re a hired killer.”

“It’s a job. I do a task and I get paid. Or do you want me to believe that you work for the military out of the goodness of your heart?”

“Touché. Do you remember anything about the people you work with?”

“Everything. I’ll show you.” The scenery changed and they stood inside a dormitory. Racks of beds stretched along both walls, and each rack had a young girl resting in it. They popped into a sea of conversation and chattering voices, who quieted as the seconds ticked by. All the girls stared at him from their perches. Kyle had never felt as uncomfortable as he did with their many eyes on him.

“Where is it?” he asked.

Rabbit frowned. “Where is what?”

“The operating room. The gadgets. The researchers. The place where they made you aphasic.”

She looked confused for a moment, they burst out laughing. She repeated his statements to the rest of the barracks and within moments every girl was snorting, chuckling, belly-laughing or at worst, grinning with obvious glee. “Come on, Kyle. I’ll show you where it happened.”

She led him out the door and they descended staircases to the ground.  Outside, the sun shone on a flat white beach. Kyle could smell the salt and the rotting seaweed and feel the sharp heat wafting off the sand. Sharp rocks littered the expanse, building a moonscape of tiny mountains. Gulls called to each other above while a fishing boat trawled slowly across the horizon.

“Underwater,” she said. “There’re tiny caves that only appear at low tide. Under those rocks. See?”

“Yes.”

“Two men. They dragged me into one of those caves when I was younger. One hit me on the head with a rock while the other one rammed himself into me. I can remember their faces but not their names. I woke up in hospital, in so much pain. I withdrew. Didn’t talk. Didn’t eat. Didn’t even recognize my parents. Two people came to visit. A man and a woman. They said there was a government program to help me get over my trauma. And they brought me here.”

Kyle looked over his shoulder and did the math. So many girls… “Good lord. Didn’t you—?”

“I don’t remember it,” she said and led him back to the compound.

“Rabbit…what happened to you was wrong…horribly, brutally wrong…but what you’re doing now is wrong, too.”

“No, it’s not,” she said. “I never kill women or children. Only men with great power. It’s fair. We are all very good at it.”

“The people who brought you here and trained you are using you. You don’t matter to them, you’re just a means to an end.”

“What are you, then?” she demanded.  “Little boy with big dreams, but you still feel weak and small. So what do you do? Find someone else weak and small and then save them to make yourself feel big and strong. Your Arch-Angel, your Strongarm…do you think if they could find someone who does what you do, you would even be part of their team? No. They need you today. Because to them, I’m a case—a paycheck. Don’t tell me I need your help when you can’t help anyone.”

 “I have to stop them.” He paused, wondering how to get through to her. “At least to try and find out who they are, where they operate from, how they decide...”

Her eyes opened wide. “Yes? Can you say it?”

“How they decide who to recruit.”

“You already know that much, just from looking at us. Yes?”

“I think so. The Social Welfare Agency recruits the damaged girls who no one will likely miss. Don’t they?”

She snorted. “The damaged girls. The sickly. The mutilated. The malformed. The crazy. The weak. The abused. They give us new bodies, sometimes. Stronger, faster, better in every measurable way. But without our memories…who are we? I ask myself that sometimes.” 

They appeared back in the mountains. Rabbit was thinking. She looked to the horizon, lost in thought. She flinched when he reached out and nudged her shoulder. She glared at him, then softened. “I’ll tell you what I know. It’s not much. Each girl has a handler. Some have better relationships than others. Some girls have more augmentations than others.”

“You’re all cyborgs?”

“It helps with data transfer. You noticed we have a language barrier. The implants are placed very near the speech center in the brain. Sometimes it shifts…”

“And you became aphasic,” he said. “God, I really have no clue what I’m talking about, do I?”

She smiled at him, her eyes big and black. “You’re honest. And you’re sort of sweet. I wish we’d met somewhere else. I might have called you a friend.”

“We still can be friends,” he said. “You’ve been hurt enough. But I can’t help you if you won’t help me.”

She giggled and reached out toward him. Kyle flinched as her arms circled his neck. “I appreciate your concern. I do. But I have work to do, and you’re in my way, now…”

She tightened her grip, and he flinched again. Then she reached into him, pulled him out of his skin and jumped into the empty space he left behind.

• • •

Kyle opened his eyes, whipped his head around, and found that he was in a rolling harness chair. He looked down at himself, saw some woman’s chest, arms, and legs. He screamed. A high-pitched voice came out of his mouth. Rabbit’s voice. Rabbit’s mouth. He struggled with the straps, tried to wiggle out of the restraints and realized that he wasn’t anywhere near as smart as he’d thought he was. She’d played him. Worse. She’d gotten him to play himself. He shouted in her voice, her vocabulary.

Braintrust looked up, startled. Psy-Block stared into space, a thin line of saliva trickling down the corner of her mouth. Kyle screamed through Rabbit’s mouth as he watched his body sigh and step away from the cot, taking Braintrust by the elbow and leading her out of the room. Kyle quieted, wondered if Rabbit had had auditory implants, and strained to listen.

“What happened?“ Braintrust asked. “Joy? Partial joy?”

Kyle fought the urge to struggle as he watched his body talk to his former co-worker. “No joy. I really do suck at this heroism thing.” He jerked his thumb at Psy-Block, still in her chair, head now drooping. “Rabbit got away from us. Psy-Block is still in there, handling her. Give her a few minutes. She’ll be back.”

“All right. What are you—?”

Braintrust turned to see Kyle Richards’ fist heading for her face. She dodged out of the way but tripped as she tried to dodge the sweep he followed up with then collapsed as his forearm found her throat.

By the time she recovered, “Crypto” was gone. Kyle started talking Rabbit’s head off. The horror doubled as he realized that he had no way to talk to her; Chinese was her only language, even if she hadn’t been aphasic as hell. Braintrust staggered and crawled to the holding room.  Psy-Block was insensate, her chin touching her chest and her muscles slack and floppy. Kyle stopped as she entered the room, sitting in Rabbit’s harness, speaking softly but urgently, motioning toward the other woman with her head. Pleading with Braintrust to do…something.

Come on, Brainy, you can do this, you’re hooked into every computer in the building. There must be a translator app in their somewhere, right? Right?

“What the hell…?” Braintrust coughed, massaged her throat, and stepped behind Rabbit’s harness chair. “Back to the Tank with you, my dear, whatever you’re saying. Believe it or not, it’s for your own safety.”

Kyle rested Rabbit’s head, closed her eyes, and thought furiously. There had to be a way of reaching out to Braintrust. If only he had access to the building’s computers! He could…

Implant. She has an implant! 

Kyle closed Rabbit’s eyes, relaxed and looked for a switch. He eventually found a toggle, flipped it on and found himself staring at a HUD of sorts. Success! He experimented with menus, hurriedly swapping through various selections, drilling down to hastily read commands and then discard them for other menus. Luckily, he could read Mandarin. 

What the hell kind of hardware did she bring into this place? That kind that was programmed to look for neural links and kill them at the source, that’s what. Kyle couldn’t figure out all the details so quickly but the code told him things that others might not catch. The neural links were routed through Braintrust…he could see the IP that she had to log on to for her standard operations. That was her thing: monitoring the New Angels’ data network. She was the team’s Guy in the Chair, picking up feeds from one server and deploying the team where they needed to be on any given op. But this thing…this was something new.

Finally, he found an open port in the main computer, turned the flow up to its max level, and connected Rabbit’s implant to the network. Then he pinged the hell out of Brainy’s connection. The sudden discharge snapped Braintrusts’s head back and she let go of the wheelchair, stumbling, finally righting herself with a furious look on her face. She drew back and punched Rabbit in the face. “You try that again, and I’ll—” Then her eyes widened and her jaw dropped. “Kyle?”

Kyle forced Rabbit’s head to nod. He waved her hands up and down, pleading with her. Finally, Braintrust accepted the connection and they could finally talk to each other.

“Ow,” Kyle said. “You’re not supposed to hit the prisoner!”

“I know, I’m sorry. I thought you were…well, you know what I thought. What happened? Why’d you punch me in the throat?”

“That wasn’t me. Rabbit used her implant to grab me and stuff me into her body. She must have used Psy-Block’s bridge as a conduit. God knows how. Anyway, I’m using your neural link as a way to reprogram Rabbit’s implant. The translator program is working, right?”

“Either that or I just learned a crazy dialect of Chinese.”

“Close enough. If you’re hearing me talk in English, it’s working.”

Red lights came on while sirens blared somewhere on the floor. All at once, Braintrust’s neural links popped open and for ten seconds she felt engulfed by the silence of dead air. It felt like being swaddled in cotton heavy enough to kill any sense of hearing she had. Then she realized she was hearing with her ears. Not the collective sensors of the security system. She switched channels, or tried to. She was cut off. Her world had gone dark, and her hands tightened on the chair’s handles as she fought down the urge to panic.

“I’m dark,” she said.

“You’re…what?”

“I’m dark! I’m locked out of my own system. I can’t hear the network anymore!”

“Dammit. Okay, wheel me to the control room.” 

“I’ll let you out of the chair.”

“No! We don’t know what Rabbit is doing or when she’ll swap back. Last thing you need is another chop to the throat. Wheel me, let’s go.”

“Fine.” Braintrust gathered herself behind the chair, and with a last check to make sure Psy-Block was breathing, wheeled Kyle to the control room. It wasn’t NORAD high-tech but it served the purpose. She grabbed a keyboard from one unit, placed it beneath Rabbit’s fingers and stood to the side. “You good?”

“I got this. Let me just…” He scanned reams of material, gleaning what he needed from the lines of code that he ran Rabbit’s eyes over. Finally, he grunted. “That’s what she did. Let’s put a stop to that junk.”

“Dude! Talk to me.”

“Arch-Angel didn’t lock me out of your system when I quit. Well, Rabbit knew that and used my own codes to gain access to everything. It’ll take hours to figure out every place she’s been.”

“No, it won’t. Here, shove over.” She grabbed the keyboard and entered commands of her own. “Ha! Back in. The world is bright and shiny again.”

“Congratulations,” he snarked. “Get in there and tell me everything I’ve accessed in the past half hour.”

It took only a few seconds. Braintrust gave it her full concentration, closing her eyes, breathing deeply and slowly. “Looks like your body had a plan. You reset the old password to a new one, then opened the door and walked right out. At the moment you’re still in there, using a mobile IP. That means Rabbit has a hand computer but it’s not one of ours. The handshakes are different.”

“SCYTHE technology,” Kyle growled.

“It’s a good bet they gave Rabbit some very specific instructions on what to do when she left.”

“You have to lock me out of the system. Now.”

“No, if I do that, we can’t track her anymore.”

“If you don’t, God knows what she’ll do with it. The Vice President is in town! Remember that?”

“Dammit.”

“Yes.”

Braintrust clicked her tongue. “Okay. I’m killing your access in three, two, one—”

“Don’t do it!” They both turned to see Psy-Block stagger in from the other room, visibly shaken and green to the gills. “She’s playing you two. If you lock out Kyle’s access, it’ll trip a new set of implants she has that are designed to bootstrap our computers into SCRAM servers. Then she’ll be inside the biggest spy organization in the world. Trust me. I got a good, long look inside her head. It’s a scary place.”

“She showed me mountains.”

“She likes you. A lot. All I saw was a conversation between Rabbit and her handlers. They’re not after the politicians. They want the computers.”

“Then why is Kyle’s body using a SCYTHE hand computer to send signals to  other computers within a three block radius?” Braintrust demanded.

For a moment they all froze, unsure of what to do. 

 “Crypto. You were inside her head. What’s she up to? What do we do?”

Kyle looked at the situation once more. He saw two possibilities if he screwed up: SCRAM would lose every datum in their vast server farms to the World Wide Web, compromising thousands of undercover agents worldwide; or an assassination of epic proportions about to consume the Vice President of the United States and his intelligence staff. 

“Crypto?”

Kyle thought back to the memories Rabbit shared with him. Deep down she really was a scared little girl. She would feel the pressure, even with all her assassin training. She had a plan. Executing it was her only goal. But she had rules. No women or children. Only men of power. 

“Crypto!”

“Men of power,” he murmured.

“What?”

“Hold on. Let me look through this…” He relaxed into a search routine, looking for data in Rabbit’s HUD. There was a ton of it to sort through and he only had the most rudimentary notion of how her interface had been organized. Say what you wanted about the utility of programming languages: East Asians coded differently from Americans. Finally, he found what looked like a good prospect, popped the file open, and saw a very detailed dossier.

“Oh my god,” he groaned.

“What?”

“It’s Arch-Angel. They’re going after Arch-Angel.”

• • •

Braintrust pulled open an equipment locker as Psy-Block unhooked Rabbit’s body from the wheelchair. Kyle took a deep breath and stood, amazed at how light Rabbit was. She stood shorter than the other women as well. It took a moment to remember that Rabbit was only a teen, and a young one at that. Still, walking around in a woman’s body felt very strange.

“I just want to say once more that this is a really crap idea,” Braintrust growled. “You’re the one who pointed out Rabbit could swap bodies back at any time.”

“That was before I figured out what she was doing,” Kyle said. “It’s easy. Psy-Block is going to keep this body honest. So if Rabbit does swap back, she’ll be ready to pull her plug. You’re going to vector us to the hit team.”

“Teams. Plural. I’m counting four signatures. Can you take them all out?”

“With this new body I can.” He flexed artificial muscles, ran air through oxygen extractors, and did a few deep knee bends more quickly than he’d thought possible. 

“I still think we need to tell Arch-Angel what’s going on.”

“If we do that, the hit team will smell the tip-off and we’ll lose our chance to ground them in action.”

“Fine. Here’s a standard gear loadout for any of us when we do fieldwork.” Braintrust eyed Psy-Block. “I’m giving you the stun gun. Keep him out of trouble.”

“Meh. It’ll be fine.”

“Not if you seize up again.”

“Puh-lease! Ancient history.”

Kyle fitted his com and tested the connection. All secure. “Let’s save your boss.”

• • •

As Kyle and Psy-Block moved through the streets of Manhattan in the dead of night, Braintrust called out locations of the mobile IPs she found. The first was almost too easy: a tween girl drinking a cup of hot chocolate in a diner on Thirty-Eighth and Fifth Ave. A strange sight in middle America, perhaps, but not so much in the Big Apple. Rabbit’s HUD identified the girl immediately; when Rabbit and Kyle approached her booth, she even looked up quizzically and asked: “What’s wrong?” Psy-Block zapped her with a hypnotic command that she turn herself in to the first police officer she saw, which she did.

“That was easy,” Kyle breathed. 

“Three more. Brainy? Who’s next?”

“Two blocks up and one block over. I’ll vector you in.”

The next captures passed in a blur. Kyle had to suppress the urge to giggle as he launched himself up stairs three at a time, climbed up fire escapes in only a few minutes, and bounded down city streets without getting winded. The second capture was a girl who had wedged herself into an alley between two pre-war walkups. There was no mistaking the violin case she carried for an instrument. The girl acted instantly, popping the case apart and was able to pull the automatic weapon’s action back before Psy-Block fried her. The girl crumpled where she stood.

The third capture was more difficult. She was sequestered in a hotel room immediately opposite the hotel the Vice President was meeting in. Psy-Block covered herself and Kyle, ensuring that none of the building staff obstructed them on their way upstairs. The good news was that they located the girl’s room easily enough. The bad news was that the third girl was augmented as well as Rabbit. After forcing the lock, Kyle found himself pulled into the room and pummeled repeatedly, thrown into a wall, and collapsed. The next sound he heard was the electric Zzap! Of Psy-Block’s stunner immobilizing the assassin.

Psy-Block tapped her com. “Three down, one to go.” She paused, then tapped the com again. “Should I tell her you’re down?” she asked.

“I’m good. Maybe you guys should have taught me to actually fight when I was still on the team.”

“Believe me, we tried.”

Braintrust’s voice spoke in their ears. “The last one is across the street. Looks like the fifth floor. Third room from the left. And…wait, there’s one more now. Same room. But that’s that. Take those last two out and we’re free and clear.”

“I’d bet Rabbit is one of them,” Kyle said. “So she’ll be stuck in my body. That should be an easy clobber, even for me. Get ready with your zap-gun for whichever augmented girl is backing her up.”

“Got it.”

Down the elevator. Across the street. The same misdirection gimmick as before, even though Kyle could see droplets of sweat breaking out across Psy-Block’s brow. They stood outside the door for a moment, psyching themselves up. There were so many ways this could go wrong. Finally, Kyle kicked the door open and they burst through. Kyle pivoted, trying to check his danger space as a burst of light flashed across the room.

Psy-Block crumpled, gagging and gargling as a seizure overtook her.

Kyle forced himself to concentrate on the action. Kyle’s body…his body…stood across the room, a zap-gun of his own held in one hand, his expression one of confidence. Three feet away, Arch-Angel stood askew as if limping., holding himself up by the wall.

Kyle made a snap decision: rush his own body. He launched Rabbit’s augmented frame at himself, felt the power of her cyborg muscles and limbs as her feet left the floor…

…and dropped the zap-gun as his feet left the floor. Kyle’s disorientation worsened as he felt the wind knocked out of him and took the brunt of the blow to the back of his head and back. He struggled to stand, coughing and sputtering as he connected the dots. 

Back in her own body. Damnit!

Rabbit, now herself, snatched the zap-gun off the hotel room floor and pointed the weapon at him. Kyle fought to get his breathing back in order before trying to speak. Why is she hesitating? Why doesn’t she shoot?

Then he remembered. Two signatures. And only two people in the room besides himself and Psy-Block. He looked down and saw the SCYTHE gadget in Arch-Angel’s hand.

“So. How much money have you actually taken from them, boss?” he asked.

“It’s more complicated than you could possibly understand, Crypto.”

 “Is it? At best you’re a mercenary.”

“I’m not going to spend an hour explaining the big picture to you. I just needed you to stay out of my way for a few days.” He turned and spoke to Rabbit. “Aluminum belfry malted tomorrow.” She frowned, but adjusted the power on the gun to full and pointed it at Kyle.

Kyle noticed her hand shaking. Not much but it meant something was going on. Something he might be able to push to his advantage. “Hello, Rabbit. Is it me you’re looking for?”

She gave him a look of distilled unhappiness, but her hand shook more noticeably now. He recited the lyrics one line at a time, her concentration waning with each verse. 

“Oh for god’s sake!” Arch-Angel yelled and swept Rabbit’s upper body with one of his wings. He followed up with a hook to her jaw and Rabbit lay on the floor, unmoving.

	He picked up the zap-gun. “I’m sorry, son. But I can’t have you—”

	“Dude!” a new voice cried out from behind. All Kyle saw was a blue and yellow outfit reach out, twirl Arch-Angel around and deck him in a powerful blow to the jaw.

	Strongarm folded his arms. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”

Kyle coughed, then dry heaved. No more getting kicked in the stomach, especially when he was the one who threw the kick. Forget it. It was too unsettling. “You’re saving my ass is what’s going on.”

“Yeah, when Braintrust broke in on my com and demanded I get my ass over here. What happened?”

“It’s a long story and I’m not quite sure of the details. But both of these need to be picked up by SCRAM. Braintrust can direct you to a few others as well. In the meantime, I think you can take up the job of being in charge of the New Angels. Me, I’m going back to the Pentagon. At least that’s one job I’m almost good at.” He made his way to Psy-Block who had gotten past the seizure and was now blinking herself awake. “You good?” he asked.

She coughed. “No more guns,” she said.

He nodded.  “No more guns. Come on, dear. Let’s get you home.”

She stood groggily. “You know, you did pretty well out there,” she admitted. “It was almost fun.”

“It was, almost. I can live without it. Hello, desk work.” 

“You’ll come visit, right?”

“Will you keep smiling at me if I do?”

She chuckled; it came out as a cough and wheeze. “Totally. You’re actually kind of fun when you’re hitting people.”

“Nice. HQ is five blocks that way. And if you take my arm, I think we can both make it.”


A Word from Jon Frater
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“Screaming commuters ran in every direction, dressed in business suits, briefcases clutched desperately over their heads like shields. They ducked into convenience marts and hid in the concrete alcove of a bank entrance. As far as they were concerned, the sky was falling. Another monster was on the rampage. It was the end of the world—again! 

“And yet, it was just another day at the office for outlaw superhero and internet celebrity, Spitball!”

Luke (Spitball) adjusted his night-black cowl—the eye holes were slightly askew—and lowered his amber-colored goggles back into place. He stood on the second-story stone overhang of the bank, which you would think would be a hard-to-get-to locale, but he was about to be joined by two other people.

A platinum blonde in a black Miracle Mesh bodysuit swung up onto the landing with an old man in her arms. Her hair had grown longer since the Kansas incident, sweeping in from behind her and cloaking her face as she landed. Rather than the traditional superhero mask, she had adopted the practice of airbrushing an irregular black stripe across her eyes. Her costume now covered her entire body in shadowy black, collar to boots. Only her head and fingers were exposed, the latter to allow her to cast the webs that were her namesake. 

Silk Spider made sure the man she’d rescued was steady on top of the overhang before letting go of him; his walker, after all, had been left on the street below. He lowered himself to the roof and sat on his butt, both hands beneath him and smiling up with gaps in his teeth at the superheroine who had just pulled him from peril.

Once he was safe, Spider’s hands were free to slap Spitball on the back of the head. 

“Ow!” 

“Stop your damn narrating and get your ass down there!”

“I’m working on it,” Spitball cried. “Last time I faced a ten-foot tall monstrosity, there wasn’t much for super-speedy to do.”

“And what’s with that outfit?” Spider demanded. 

Spitball gestured to himself like a QVC model and spun around in a quick, demonstrative pirouette. He was wearing his original black and yellow Miracle Mesh outfit, the costume that emulated the true Phenomenal Five. Before the near-zombie-apocalypse that devastated the small town of Sunset, Kansas, the Five’s uniforms had been black with hero-specific piping: red for Silk Spider, purple for Stormfront, etcetera. Post-Kansas, he and the remaining heroes—the Phen Four?—had been wearing solid black. He supposed it could be taken as a gesture of mourning; Stormfront, Flamer, Dollman, and Gargoyle had all died there, after all. But the all-black look had grown too Navy SEAL for Luke, too anti-hero for his tastes. 

“I’m bringing sexy back, baby!” he exclaimed. “We need to put the color back into our tights. The public needs to know there are still heroes out here. We’re not ninjas, for God’s sake. We’re capes! In these dark times, where the government sets loose zombies and nukes its own Midwestern towns, people need to rely on the old symbols. Straight black is depressing—”

She slugged him again, this time square in the chest. It nearly knocked the wind from him and robbed him of his next line of superheroic inspiration.

“I can’t understand a word you’re saying,” she said. “You’re talking too fast again. All I caught was you calling me ‘baby,’ for which I’ll punish you later. Right now…” She seized him by the wrist and the scruff of his spandex-like neck in order to point him down toward the pandemonium on the streets below. “Get. Your ass. In gear!”

Rather than leaving him some option to disobey, Spider simply flung said ass right off the overhang. 

For a panicky instant, Spitball thought he would crash hard into the middle of the street, break half of the bones in his body, and then be run over by a bus. But his superheroic den mother wasn’t quite that cruel. Near-invisible strands of silk webbing went taught at his wrist, neck, and back, swinging him downward like a discarded marionette. He instead bounced feet-first off the side of a white van and then gently landed in the street. 

“That’s what I call teamwork!” he shouted back at her, flashing a thumbs-up.

Spider watched from above with a satisfied smirk. 

Ah, she loves me, he thought. I’m like the annoying little brother she never had. 

Then: On second thought, no, she doesn’t. I better stay away from headquarters for the next few days.

Brakes screeched behind him. In a blink, Spitball had pulled a Duke Boys’ slide across the hood of the van and was standing on the other side of it, bracing himself against the fender in case of impact. 

A yellow-checkered cab jerked to a stop. Its open passenger window was even with where Spitball now stood. Had he still been standing where he’d landed, that taxi would be parked on top of him. 

The driver stared with gaping mouth down the block, then snapped his head toward the speedster. 

“Yes,” Spitball assured him. “It’s a giant slime monster. I suggest you go another way.” 

A gravelly voice buzzed in his ear: “Did I hear someone mention team work? Because I could use some.” 

It was Miracle Worker. 

“On my way, W,” Spitball replied.

Two blocks and as many seconds down the street was the slime monster in question. It was more than ten feet tall now. (Had it been so big before?) A glistening black giant born from a tar pit—that’s what it looked like to him. And that’s what it smelled like too: the petroleum stink of hot roadwork and sun-cooked garbage radiated from its amorphic form. The thing was only roughly man-like in shape with one curving hump for shoulders and flowing limbs like sludge geysers in slow-mo. The black volcanic goo it called skin was in constant motion, leaving tar-like footprints and residual hand marks everywhere they touched. Its head was little more than an expanding bubble at the top of its body with shadowy pits for eyes and an irregular mouth that drooped down past where its neck should be.

The thing gurgled a terrible elephant roar and shook its blunt hands at the heavens. 

A woman in a red miniskirt darted out from her hiding spot and ducked into the 7-11 on the corner. The glass double-doors sealed shut behind her, but it was too late. The creature had seen her.

Another wet curse at God issued from the beast’s goo-choked throat. The giant stomped two stride-lengths toward the convenience store and shoved itself through the glass. The whole storefront shattered and collapsed in on itself. The only thing louder than the crash of glass were the screams coming from inside. 

Spitball hurtled toward the monster at speeds too fast to follow. He had learned to build momentum more quickly now over shorter sprints, and on the opposite corner from the convenience store was a coin-operated newspaper machine. Luckily the heavy box was only a few hyper-velocity strides away from where the creature had poured itself into the storefront; if he’d had to propel it any further, he’d have dropped it and tripped over it. But with the momentum he had built in just two blocks, Spitball had the temporary strength necessary to grab it by the handles, spin himself around like a whirling dervish, and hammer throw the thing right into the monster’s flank. The newspaper box impacted the thick sludge and sunk deep into the beast’s trunk. 

Spitball himself stumbled away upon releasing the heavy box, still turning in circles and somewhat out of control. He danced right through the back end of the creature, stomping ankle-deep into what served as its heels and residual footprints. A few yards later, he was standing in the middle of Market Street. 

And there he stopped. 

“Uh-oh.” He pumped his legs and tried to raise his knees, but his feet held fast, tarred to the spot. 

“Um, little help here?” he said meekly. 

The slime monster’s arms poured against the metal cube stuck in its side, then flowed backward. It yanked the obstruction from its body and tossed it aside like a huge toy block.

Then it turned around to find the little bastard who had dared to distract it from the pretty girl it likely wanted to eat (along with some Slim Jims and a Slushy).

“Ah, crap…” Spitball tapped on the comm link in his ear twenty times in a second. “Is this thing on? Didn’t someone just mention teamwork a minute ago?” 

Arcs of blue and white electricity crackled and snapped onto the sludge giant from Spitball’s right. It moaned with elemental agony so loud Spitball expected nearby windows to shatter in response. 

An African-American man stepped into view: circular, mirrored goggles; thick Santa Claus beard; bundled dreadlocks; and a neck-to-toe Miracle Mesh ninja uniform. The rifle-like, silvery device in his arms continued to channel electricity into the monster. Thick wires linked the gun to Miracle Worker’s bulky backpack, with more cables running from it to the lamp post behind him. 

“I tapped into the power grid,” Miracle Worker said, the voice coming in more clearly through Spitball’s ear piece than across the mere yards between them. The thunderclap sound of lightning flowing from him and crashing into the monster was frightening, and Spitball could feel both the power and noise of it on his skin, even through his costume. 

“I appreciate the rescue,” he said, continuing to pull at his own feet, “a thousand-thousand fold, I really do. But please don’t fry me along with the bad guy.” 

“That’s gratitude for you,” came a cocky reply. It wasn’t W who said it, though. (It might have surprised Spitball more if it had been—sarcasm just wasn’t the Miracle Worker’s style.) 

Someone else came up from Spitball’s left. He was the muscular, dreamboat firefighter type, with dirty-blond hair in a military buzz cut and an airbrushed black stripe for a mask, obviously modeled after Silk Spider’s own style. And his outfit was a trademark lawsuit in the making, too. All black and obviously salvaged from various articles found at a military surplus store. It looked pretty good, though. The man wore it like he knew what he was doing.

The stranger gave him a rather suspicious smile, then pulled a very long knife from a sheath on his thigh. 

“Hey now—”

Before he could object too strenuously, the man wrapped one arm around Spitball’s leg and pulled, sawing the goo shoe from the street with his blade. He had both feet cut free in short order.

Spitball backtracked a few steps, testing them out and finding that they were only as sticky now as having stepped in a lot of gum. 

“Well, thanks, Crocodile Dundee. But I think we can handle this from—Hey, wait a minute!” He could now see the bow and quiver on the man’s back. “I know you. You’re that walking cliché, Wrong Bow.”

“That’s Longbow,” the man said. He slipped his knife back in its sheath and flipped the recurve bow off of his back. “And you’re welcome.” 

He pulled and fired three arrows in quick succession. All three instantly sunk themselves into the creature’s unstable form.

Spitball waited for what seemed a long moment (though his sense of time was skewed a bit.) “Well? Aren’t they going to explode or something?”

“You watch too much TV, kid.” 

“So they don’t do anything?” Spitball demanded. “They’re not filled with pink anti-slime foam or, or… anything? Do those skinny wooden splinters look like they actually hurt the monster to you?”

Lightning fingers arced off of the beast to the nearest traffic light post. The walk/don’t walk sign flickered from red to white and back again, apparently trying to incite a dance riot. The giant bellowed and collapsed against that towering metal pole, three wooden shafts sticking out from the lump that was its head. Electricity danced up and down its length, against the wrecked facade of the 7-11, and into a metal junction box on the curb. 

Longbow arched an eyebrow in Spitball’s direction.

“Coincidence!” the speedster barked, some spittle jetting from his mouth. 

Then the corner junction box exploded. A flash of sparks and flames leaped in all directions. 

And Miracle Worker screamed.

It was the first time Spitball had ever heard such a thing. The man they casually called W was generally pretty neutral, emotionally speaking, and he’d certainly never expressed pain before. At least not in his presence. W’s thick, steel wool beard frazzled outward and tried to flee from his face, maybe just as freaked out as Spitball had been. The pack on W’s back then exploded just as the junction box had. A spray of sparks burst behind him and flames licked at his scrunchy-tied dreadlocks. His mirrored lenses lit blue for an instant. His hands and muscles tightened in a feedback spasm and Miracle Worker fell smoking in the middle of the street.

With the electric lightshow at an end, the tarry colossus staggered back to its feet. The left side of its body appeared charred and crusty, but it didn’t stay that way. The skin that had been cooked hard was being reabsorbed before their gawking eyes. In a matter of seconds, he’d be his old, pliable, monstrous self again.

So far, the creature was winning.

One superhero down. Two to go.

(Well, one and half; Spitball didn’t count Wrongbow as a whole, legit superhero…)
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“Move, Robin Hood!” 

Spitball grabbed Longbow by the strap of his quiver, rolled him onto his back in a fireman carry, and sprinted away. 

Or tried to, at least. 

The guy probably weighed a hundred and eighty pounds, plus another ten pounds or more in gear. And starting from a cold stop, Spitball had minimal momentum built up to boost his kinetic power. He took four or five steps hyper-quick, then fell flat on his face right in the intersection. The man’s weight on top of him pressed air from his lungs and nearly squeezed his lunch from other places. 

“Get off me!” Spitball squealed. 

Longbow scrambled off and quickly bear crawled away. Spitball rolled and a big splat of sludge-arm impacted the very spot he’d just occupied. 

Spitball kept rolling until he was only a yard from where Miracle Worker lay. He looked up and saw that W was still twitching. His teeth were tight, his fingers squeezed white on the lightning gun in his hands. 

He’s still getting juiced, Spitball thought. 

“I’m coming, Walt!” he cried (hoping he’d said it so fast that no one else—including Longbow—had understood that he’d just used the man’s real name). 

He leaped to his feet, sprinted this way... Skipped to a stop. 

Then he sprinted that way... And skipped to a stop. 

His eyes scanned the streets for something he could use to bat away the cables that connected W’s backpack to the streetlight. If he touched it but failed to disconnect him, Spitball could end up starting his own circuit for the power to flow through. 

Then he spied it: a bicycle parked next to a blue mail box. 

“Better than nothing,” he grumbled. Then he yelled to Longbow, “Distract it!” 

The SWAT-team reject complied, loosing two shafts into the beast. 

Spitball tapped his ear piece again. “Women in tights! Where are the women in tights?” But he didn’t wait for a response.

He zipped over to the bicycle, an obviously well-loved, pricy-looking model with shock absorbers and foot straps on the pedals. And it had an equally expensive looking U-bar lock, securing the front tire to the leg of the mail box. 

“Well that sucks. Super-strength and steel-chomping fangs are not part of my power profile.” 

He looked up and down the street in a hurry and saw nothing else of use. No other blunt instruments, and nothing that might help him borrow this bike. 

He looked at his hands, fingertips rubbing together like a safecracker’s. “Manual dexterity, don’t fail me now.”

At high speeds, his fingers could work like a pneumatic ratchet. At least, that was the intent. But after only one second, he realized that wasn’t going to work. 

Then he slapped his own forehead (a little too hard at that speed): “Tool belt!” 

The superhero team under Miracle Worker’s unofficial leadership now came equipped with pouches and hidden pockets stuffed with various useful items. One of which was an omni-tool sporting pliers and a small variety of allen wrenches. (Really, anyone could pick up such a tool for cheap at their local hardware store or Wondermart. He didn’t know why more superheroes hadn’t thought of such a thing before.) 

“Of course, I never thought I’d be stealing someone’s overpriced bicycle to save the day, either.” 

Using his handy-dandy pocket tool, he had the wheel spun off in no time, grabbed the rest of the bike, and flashed to where W was still plugged in. 

A slow-motion dance was in progress in that same intersection. The ten-foot slime monster pulled the shafts from its head with one fingerless appendage and reached toward its tormentor with the other. That arm extended further and further toward the archer, slow as molasses from Spitball’s perspective. Longbow was drawing back to fire another near-worthless arrow into the beast’s throat. At least he wasn’t alone. Silk Spider had just arrived on-scene and was standing on top of an abandoned red coup, casting web lines into the thing’s back and shoulder in an effort to arrest its reaching arm. 

Spitball arrived at his destination and the world crashed back to normal speed. W lay there still, teeth clenched tight, fingers locked on that damn gun like it was saving his life, rather than threatening it. The blur of black and yellow stopped quick and swung the blue bicycle down hard. Its frame bounced off the humming cables. 

“Creepshow,” he said, banging down again and again. He was holding the awkward implement by the rear tire and seat, hoping the rubber there would offer some insulation. “I’m naming this monstrosity Creepshow.”

Several high-speed crashes later, the connections where Miracle Worker had patched into the city’s power grid finally broke free. 

His beard leaked a long sigh of relief, but W didn’t otherwise move. 

Just yards away, the fight was a perpetual draw. Spider’s webs had only limited purchase on the creature’s liquid-like skin, and the archer was running out of arrows. “We can’t keep this up forever,” Spider said over the comm.

A jet and amber streak zipped around the thing, stopped just long enough to draw its attention, then shifted away again. 

“If he leaves a little part of himself behind with each step and every missed fist-o-slam…” Spitball dodged another blow as the thing’s big arm crashed down, leaving black residue on the asphalt. “Maybe he’ll eventually be all over the place.”

His distraction worked—for the moment, anyway. 

Longbow turned away to search the trunk of a curbside car that had been bashed open. “I don’t think so,” he shouted. “I notice he picks up lost goo whenever he walks over it again. And look at the street.” He came out with a crowbar and tossed it to Spider. “He’s leaving footprint depressions, just a centimeter or so deep. I think he’s absorbing the asphalt.”

“And who knows what else?” Spider said. She caught the improvised weapon and took a big, two-handed swing. Black goo spattered as she went clear through its left leg. 

But the wound filled in as it pulled a one-eighty twist and swiped at her. 

“It does look bigger to me,” Spitball said.

Spider rolled away from the monster and came up next to her teammate. “Walt?” she asked quietly. 

“He’s alive,” Spitball said. That was as much as he could say for sure.

She touched her earpiece. “Anne, where are you?”

Mannequin’s voice came back: “Fifth street. Crowd control.”

“Go get her,” Spider told Spitball. He was en route an instant later and heard Spider’s voice in his ear. “Anne, I’m afraid I’m going to ask you to do your trick. I don’t know what else to do, and Miracle Worker is done. I’m sending the kid your way.”

“He’s already here,” Mannequin replied. 

From just a few blocks away, you’d have thought it was just a traffic accident, or maybe even a movie shoot going on. The typical crowd of gawkers were gathered behind police barricades, cell phones held up in front of their faces, snapping shots or rolling virtual film. 

All you people would die for a good selfie, wouldn’t you? Spitball thought. Then again, he was a young man of the cell phone age, too, and might have been guilty of that himself not so long ago. 

The police were keeping a growing crowd at bay while superheroine Mannequin addressed a clutch of cameramen and reporters. She wore the “new Phen Five” look, too: the all-black, form-fitting Miracle Mesh jammies with occasional belts and pouches. The difference was, on her, it looked good. 

Everything did; Anne Luna had once been a supermodel, after all. 

That was before her famous face had suffered burns during a big, End-of-the-World-type superhero event. Luke had not known her at that time, not personally at least. (Before becoming Spitball, though, Luke Gillis had spent the better part of his young life as a rabid fanboy.) After a short hiatus, Mannequin had returned wearing a mask that covered her entire face; a porcelain-white replica of herself. To be honest, it was kind of creepy.

But now, she didn’t give a damn about the burns or a mask. Her Filipina-tan skin, shoulder-length brown hair, and those trademark cheekbones still accented her smile, scars or no scars. In fact, Mannequin had become the public face of the new Phen Five, just as she had been in the Stormfront days. 

They called themselves the “new Phenomenal Five,” but there were currently only four of them. And given their questionable legal status at the moment—exposing the government’s zombie-related misbehaviors will do that—finding a fifth member to draw into their unique world of trouble had not been a particularly high priority. 

(And if Bow Boy thought today was an audition for the fifth slot, he had another thing coming…)

“Ready to go?” Spitball asked Anne (in his best TV voice).

There was a collective gasp of awe followed by the rezooming of cameras. The speedster had, after all, just zipped in at a Twitter-dominating velocity. So the reporters started in on him, too: 

“Spitball, are you afraid you’ll be arrested today when this is all over?” 

“Do the feds know who you really are? What do you think will happen if they find out?”

And one was really clever on the draw: “Can even you outrun the federal government?” 

He scooped Anne up over his shoulder and turned back toward the way he’d come. “Say good-bye, Mannequin.”

She straightened one arm against his back, boosting her up enough to address the crowd again. “Good-bye, Mannequin.”

 And in a streak of black tights, they were gone.

• • •

It took only seconds for Spitball to carry Mannequin the three blocks to the fight scene. Anne was still as thin and lithe as she’d ever been on the catwalk, and carrying her was relatively easy, especially once he got moving. 

He set her onto her feet next to Miracle Worker and she immediately crouched down to see if he was okay. 

“Feedback popped my safety measures,” W whispered, even his voice sounding strained and frazzled. “Most of the power still went around me, though. Not through me.” 

She placed a hand on his chest. “You’ll be okay, then?” 

Spitball turned back to the action to assess what he might have missed in the last twenty or thirty seconds. 

The monster had raged another block north and now had its back to him. It was standing about knee-deep in a yellow cab that had crashed into and destroyed a glass-paned bus stop. The driver’s side door hung open. Longbow was behind the thing with an empty quiver on his back, stabbing it with the crowbar Spider had been wielding when Spitball left. The length of iron went in and out of the amorphous beast three times, barely pulled free again on the third. 

But where the hell was Silk Spider? 

It wasn’t until he heard her cry out that he realized what he was seeing. Why else would the creature be trying to swamp an unmoving vehicle? 

(For a young man gifted with superspeed, the gears in Luke’s brain sometimes turned at an embarrassingly slow pace.) 

Spitball dashed in and rejoined the battle royal. But while he moved with fluidity, everyone else stood practically frozen in time. 

The sudden jolt of panic in realizing Spider’s situation had subconsciously shoved Luke into hypermode, that space between seconds that he himself could rarely find the door to. Sure, Spitball was fast—he could always be fast—but entering that preternatural state that defied the laws of physics was a trick he was still a long way from mastering. When it did happen, breaking that barrier was usually thanks to pure instinct. For him, there was fight or flight, and then there was hypermode. 

He found Silk Spider just where he thought she’d be: trapped in the front seat of the taxi cab. 

She gripped the steering wheel, mouth open wide in an angry cry. It was hard to tell at her almost non-existent rate of speed, but it looked like she was trying to lever herself to the right. A flood of living tar was frozen in a surge under and over the open hinges of the driver’s side door. 

And Spider’s left foot was caught in it. 

Creepshow’s entire lower half had partially engulfed the front of the car and was in the act of pouring itself into the front seat by any means necessary. In a matter of seconds, the monster would fill the space and effectively swallow the superheroine inside. 

A matter of seconds, in real time. Fortunately, Spitball had now penetrated the limbo between those seconds. And now he alone had time to intervene. 

He zipped to the other side of the vehicle. The passenger side door was wedged closed against the metal frame of the bus stop. The broken windows waited there like jaws of jagged teeth. Even if she could get away from the thing trying to absorb her, even if she could force open that passenger side door with her superior strength, Spider would likely be sliced and diced trying to crawl through the perilous glass shards. 

Longbow (that wannabe), was standing calf-deep in the creature’s rear, trying his damnedest to get the thing’s attention. He was practically throwing himself into it, basically offering to let it eat him instead. In reality, he’d probably end up as the second course; this thing looked like the buffet-stalking type. 

He was pretty much sacrificing himself to save Silk Spider, however futile an effort that might be. 

Huh. Maybe Dongbow isn’t so bad after all.

Of course, his sacrifice would be in vain. After the monster absorbed both Spider and Longbow, it would probably get even bigger. Not only would they die, but their deaths would contribute to making the monster even more unstoppable. And the bigger it got, no doubt, the hungrier it would get. 
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The suspension of the world was beginning to wear off. The frozen state of everything was thawing. Spitball noticed an ever-so-slight uptick in the movement of things. The glistening of sunlight off the monster’s oily black skin. The pitch of Spider’s screaming as the soundwaves came more quickly. Although slowed to a near stop, they still carried a mix of anger and fear. (Yes, even she was capable of that emotion on occasion, and this being one of them made it an even more dire situation.) 

Don’t think about that, he told himself. If he started meta-thinking, if he came out of the moment to think about how horrible it was and allowed his confidence to get sapped away, he’d likely slip back out of hypermode. And if that happened, they were all doomed. 

“Fear is the mind killer,” he quoted. No time for fear or doubt. Just action. 

Spitball sped around the combined wreckage of bus stop and taxi cab and took a flying, flipping leap over and between Longbow and the monster he’d dubbed Creepshow. While accessing the secret door to hypermode was a trick still out of reach to him, he had become more adept at one aspect of his power: momentum. Mass-times-velocity equals… a whole lot of energy. When moving at great speed, even Spitball’s meager buck-sixty of bodyweight accumulated a lot of kinetic power. 

He catapulted himself into the air, flinging his feet over his head and grabbing the newcomer’s crowbar with one hand. His kinetic energy carried him well over the monster’s sticky shape and tore the iron bar from both it and Longbow’s grip. Spitball landed on the other side, slid about five feet as if on ice, and hoped he hadn’t just broken the archer’s fingers. 

A fractal moment later he was back on the cab’s passenger side, eliminating all of the glass teeth, beating the bus stop frame out of shape, and forcing open the door. 

All the while, the world was speeding up a millisecond at a time. 

Spitball raced back around the car. It occurred to him how like sex trying to stay in hypermode was: you go faster and faster, trying to make the most of it while it lasts, all the while losing your grip on the moment; the longer it goes, the harder it is to hold on to, and you know at any second you could pop and it’d all be over.

“Definitely never relay that metaphor to Cheryl,” he told himself aloud. 

Cheryl— Silk Spider—would never want to hear such a thing come out of his mouth anyway, but if she knew he’d come up with it while rescuing her from a giant spooge monster… She might just break a body part for him. 

Feeling himself about to be pulled free from his superspeed nirvana, Spitball leaped into the air and brought the crowbar down in both hands. Chopping with it as such velocity turned its blunt edge into a high-speed iron cleaver. It sliced all the way through the amoeba pseudopod that held Spider’s left foot and separated her from the fearsome blob. 

A quarter-instant later, time crashed down like a curling wave over a daring surfer. 

His actual velocity caught up in real time now, and Spitball’s body carried through and threw him hard against the inside of the open cab door. It screeched and buckled backward on its hinges. Buckled, but did not break. The hero, therefore, got bounced back and flung six feet in the other direction. (Along with momentum, which is somehow related to Newton’s second law, he’d also learned Newton’s third law in his elementary physics class: the one about equal and opposite reactions.) Luke felt like Wile E. Coyote suffering through another failed Acme slingshot attempt. He stopped rolling just as his nerves were realizing the bodily pain of being catapulted at high speed onto asphalt. 

And there he lay, face squashed against the rough asphalt.

A breath he’d been holding for who knew how long rushed out in an exhausted sigh.

A few seconds of rest. He’d earned that much.

Those nerves relit and continued firing. Muscles spasmed here and there.

Luke flopped another half-roll away from the scene, despite his body’s protests.

Above him now was a blue sky mottled with fluffy white clouds, all cast behind a foreground of foreshortened building tops. With tunnel vision like this, one might think it a lovey early spring. 

What had seemed to him a long moment’s rest, however, had only taken a second or two in the real world. And as he rejoined the normal perception of time, he heard Longbow cry out in pain: “Aaagghh! My fingers!”

Lying on the ground, clouded by a stinging haze that made him wonder if he’d even be able to stand again, Spitball smiled. 

He lay there a couple seconds more. 

Stay down, a voice in his head told him. You did your part. Take a break. 

The monster, however, was far from defeated. 

“Ah, hell,” he sighed. “No rest for the wicked. Or the superpowered and socially responsible.”

Spitball forced himself to sit up. Muscles and bones popped and ached and he was sure he felt bruises pooling under his costume, but he wasn’t dead. Yet. And if he wanted to stay not-dead, and make sure everyone else did, too, he had to get his ass back up off the ground. 

Silk Spider crawled out the passenger side of the taxi, no longer threatened by a jagged glass obstacle course, thanks to him. 

Creepshow flowed quickly around the now back-bent car door and smashed a heavy pseudopod down, caving in the windshield. 

Too late, though. Cheryl was clear, and she sprinted several yards away before turning back to continue the fight. 

It’s like a 50’s movie monster, Spitball thought. Always goes for the girl. 

But the pretty girls were out of reach. Just the pretty boy left.

Longbow was the only hero (if you could call him that) left standing toe-to-toe with the thing. Toe-inside-toe was actually more accurate, as his feet were consumed by its feet. 

Creepshow turned to face him without actually turning around. Its rear became its front, reforming so that its rudimentary face reopened at the back of its head. The upper pseudopods it called arms bend backward, but didn’t bother to reach for the man already standing in its own overspill. 

Longbow stared up helplessly, gripping his injured fingers in his opposite hand. 

The monster drew itself into a fifteen-foot tower of glistening black sludge... And engulfed the archer. 

It swallowed him with the formless mass of its own body and Longbow simply disappeared.

“Holy poop,” Spitball muttered. “Dongbow! Now what do we do?”

More screaming. This time it was Mannequin. 

She ran out in front of the thing and planted her feet defiantly. 

Creepshow oozed off of the hood of the cab and closer to her. 

They stared at each other for almost two seconds, which seemed a long time to the speedster. “Can she do it?” Spitball asked himself aloud. “Does Creepshow have enough of a mind…? She has to. That guy’s drowning in there! Do it, Anne!” he shouted, perhaps too fast for her to understand. “Do it!” 

The colossus looked down on her raised its fists, and gurgled a terrible roar.

Spitball jumped to his feet, ignoring the pain. In another second he’d have sprinted through and scooped Mannequin out of the threat zone. 

But she disappeared before he could do so. Her thin, black-clad body was already little more than a wisp of flesh and armored spandex, and before his very eyes, she faded completely out of existence. 

The creature stood dumbfounded. It appeared self-conflicted, arms moving in spurts and jerks, body flowing, stopping, reversing. It was effectively paralyzed this way for a couple more seconds. 

Then its chest split in half, parted right down the middle as if by Moses himself. 

Spitball released the safety on his own action mode and jerked into motion, racing right up in front of the beast.

Longbow emerged, the yellow-haired fruit inside a rotten banana skin. He stood there unconscious for just a moment, then folded streetward.

Spitball zipped in and caught the archer as he fell out of the monster. Then he looked up at the tower of black sludge before him. “That is you, isn’t it, Anne?”

Creepshow’s black, wet face flexed into forehead, cheekbones, and a smile that more closely resembled the ex-supermodel. Apparently, the beast had had enough of a mind for Mannequin to displace with her body piracy. The creature’s consciousness, like any of Anne Luna’s psychic victims, would be shunted away into a tiny prison in Astral Space (wherever the heck that was). Her own body disappeared there, too, into its own private bungalow on Limbo Beach, whenever she possessed someone—or something—else.

The sludge-sculpted face winked at him. 

He knelt down, allowing the archer’s weight to settle as gently as possible. Black tar clung to the Longbow’s SWAT team uniform, particularly in the corners of its buckles. And there were tiny gobs here and there on his face: the wells of his eyes, a little around his nostrils, stuck in the stubble on his face. 

Spitball pressed an ear to the man’s chest. He could hear his heart beating, kind of fast in his opinion. He focused past that and stared at the man’s chest. There was no rise or fall, no in-and-out of air movement. 

“He’s not breathing!” Spitball shouted. Then mumbled, “Time to be a hero.”

He leaned down, closer to the archer’s face... And paused. 

Leaned further, as if into a life-giving kiss... Paused again. 

“I can’t believe I’m doing this. You so owe me, douche bag.”

He pinched Longbow’s nose, took in a deep breath, and blew it into the man’s lungs. Mouth to mouth. Two breaths, he thought, and quickly delivered them. 

Spider had followed Stormfront’s example by continuing the Weather Station’s regimen of superhero training. The gang had all spent a Saturday learning CPR at the local community center, along with a classroom full of babysitters and lifeguards. (Luke Gillis—alias Spitball—had told everyone in class that he was a campus fireman in-training. And he’d repeated it to the tall red-head, who’d seemed especially interested in knowing.)

Yup, he was a card-carrying life saver now. 

But Longbow still wasn’t breathing on his own. “Rescue breaths,” he reminded himself. “Check the pulse.”

He shoved two fingers into the man’s throat. Blood was indeed flowing in beats under his fingertips. That was good, at least.

“Hey,” he shouted, “someone tell the ambulance teams that it’s safe now. Scene’s safe, get your asses in here! I barely know what the hell I’m doing!”

Two more breaths, mouth to mouth. 

This time Longbow coughed in his face and Luke swore some black gunk got catapulted into his mouth. 

The archer curled over on his side, sucked air and coughed, sucked air and coughed.

Spitball patted him hard on the back. “There, there, Goldie Locks. The paramedics will take it from here.”

Longbow shook his head, still coughing. “Can’t. Go with them. Secret identity.” 

“Oh, come on. A secret ID is for real superheroes. You might as well…” 

The burning glare he received stopped him in mid-sentence.

Then confusion and horror replaced Longbow’s expression. He was staring up at the monster behind his rescuer.

“Don’t worry,” Spitball said. “Mannequin’s pulling the strings now.”

He turned to look, too, and then wasn’t quite so sure himself.

The pudding statue of Anne Luna was in flux, eyes, mouth, and cheekbones struggling to retain their shape. 

The creature let out a gurgling cry of pain and literally split in half. 

Literally. Spilt in half.




4

The terrible black shape cracked right down the middle, rubbery strands of goo indecisively connecting the two emerging shapes. A fresh bouquet of rotten garbage and burning oil permeated the air. 

Soon there was a pair of identical slime monsters half as thick as the original, and each now only (only?) eight feet tall. One of them stood staring down at its own blunt hands. The other turned and stalked away down the street. 

“What the hell?” Spider shouted. She looked back and forth between the new creatures. “What do we do now? Anne?” 

The closer beast stopped feeling sorry for itself and looked down at Spitball with a slightly more human, even feminine face. One eye winked (or was its brow just drooping?) and started after its twin with long, Sasquatch strides. 

“What’s happening?” Spider asked. She threw a few webs at the first Creepshow as it passed within twenty feet of her. “What’s the plan?” 

The beast casually allowed the web lines to flake off with whatever droplet they were connected to and continued its retreat. 

The second twin charged after the first and crashed right into it from behind. The tackle brought both to the ground in one disgusting hump of sludge. The violent rising and falling of liquid-dark wave crests suggested a wrestling match, but discerning two different creatures from the mess was impossible. 

Spitball just stared. 

Finally, he blinked free of his horrified trance and looked around for the brains of their operation. 

Miracle Worker was sitting up now. Thank God.

Paramedic crews appeared from a hidden side street, pushing wheeled stretchers onto the scene. 

“Over here!” Spitball shouted, waving his arms. 

“Just oxygen,” Longbow groaned, struggling to his feet. As if ignoring his own words, though, his body quickly flopped back-first onto a gurney. A ponytailed medic pressed a transparent mask to his face and cranked the valve on his small green tank. Longbow cupped his own hand over hers and sucked in deep, life-giving breaths.

Another pair of medics were trying to convince Miracle Worker not to stand up. 

Spitball was there in a flash. “Are you okay?” 

W gently refused their help. He looped a strap over his shoulder and handed the satchel to Spitball. Inside were a number of shiny metal canisters that looked an awful lot like chrome grenades. 

“Uh... Are you sure about this?”

W nodded, coughed, and pointed at the real-life mud wrestling tournament going on. “Go. Be quick.”

“Quick, sir, is my middle name! 

“And say, fellas,” Spitball said to the paramedics. “How about a face-full of that O2 for the man in dreadlocks? Just in case? Can’t hurt, right?” 

W begrudgingly accepted the oxygen as Spitball zipped away. 

Spider was standing by the grotesque fight scene, frustrated and powerless to help. “What can we do? How do we even know if Anne wins?” 

“W gave me the Holy Hand Grenade. A bag of them, actually.”

Spitball performed a hyper-speed side-shuffle around the monsters in spasm. Shiny metallic bombs thunked into the slimy mass. It was like decorating an alien Christmas tree. In a matter of seconds, the black blob sparkled with ornaments. Some even got ebbed and flowed deeper inside the dark mass.

He paused to admire the collection of grenade pin rings on his fingers, then grabbed Spider just as she was voicing the same concern that’d just crossed his mind: If they all blow, won’t that spatter the black tar all over everything? Including us?

He likely knocked the air from her lungs when he scooped her up over his shoulder, though she apparently didn’t need air to cuss at him for doing so. 

The pair were about a block away when the explosives went off in a series of choked pops.

Spitball came to an abrupt stop, planted Spider (still on her first string of curses), and whirled around to see the carnage.

Christmas tree was a good analogy, he told himself. 

The horrible sculpture was frozen in place and dusted with sparkling white frost, as were the street, the front fender of a red sedan, and anything else within a ten-foot radius. 

Silk Spider’s obscenities trailed off. “Anne…?”

The speedster’s reflexes kicked in at the first hint of materialization from the ether. Spitball was halfway there, sliding in just in time to catch Mannequin’s body as she re-entered reality and began falling into the street. He caught her frail form, slipped a little on the frosted asphalt, then caught some traction and brought her back around to the others. 

Anne was conscious but obviously exhausted. She stood up, but only by looping an arm around Luke’s shoulders. 

“That thing’s body,” she said wearily, “was hard to hold on to. Mind, too. Slipped right through my fingers.” 

“You did fine,” Spider assured her. 

“Damn right, you did,” Spitball agreed. “But the show’s over now. Let’s go home before something else shows up! Giant lasagna monster comes to mind... Maybe we should grab lunch?”

Longbow hopped off the gurney and handed the oxygen mask back to the wide-eyed paramedic. “Let’s go.”

Spitball held up his free hand. “Sorry, members only. You got the jacket? Didn’t think so.” 

“You’ve got a Members Only jacket?” Longbow asked, mocking him.

“Figure of speech!” 

“Besides, you’ll need help.” The blond pretty boy braced Miracle Worker, who did look like he could use some help getting back.

“Nice try,” Spitball objected, “but Spider can carry him and Anne, and I might just jump on top so she can show off. We don’t need any—”

Spider took Mannequin away from him and scooped her up into her arms. “Okay, follow us. We have a way out without press coverage.”

Spitball stared on in disbelief as the others moved at a quick trot toward an alley. 

“Once again, my vote counts for poop,” he told the paramedics, who stood by in awe. “You guys might as well come along, too.”

“Really?” The youngest medic’s chubby, hopeful cheeks spread wide, ear to ear.

“No, dude, I was just kidding. Sorry, you can’t come.”

• • •

Miracle Worker had reviewed several blueprints and city works charts on the way over, and he’d already had most of the common grids committed to memory anyway. Therefore, the team’s escape from the scene of daring heroics was relatively easy. They ducked into a theatre basement, slipped down behind a municipal power relay, and then through a trapdoor into an old subway access tunnel. And once they had a safe distance between them, the press, and the authorities of a government that resented them, Spitball could stand it no more. 

The New Phenomenal Four (fifth pending), you see, had a tagalong.

“Okay, okay. Everybody bring it to a stop, please.” 

They were five shadows in a dark corridor, all black uniforms and flesh tones with one among them sporting more fashionable yellow trim. 

“What’s the problem?” Silk Spider asked. 

Spitball whirled his finger around. “Count us,” he said.

After an uncomfortable moment of silence, W finally agreed with him. “I’m sorry, but he’s right. We do appreciate your help, but the truth is, we don’t know you. I’m afraid this is where we must part ways.”

“For now,” Mannequin added. “We couldn’t have done it without you, uh…”

She was fishing for his name. 

Oh, come on, Spitball thought. This is embarrassing. 

The silhouette with the recurve bow on his back stepped closer to the thinnest among them and took her hand. “Longbow,” he said.

“She knew that,” Spitball muttered.

“They call me Longbow,” he repeated, heavy with insinuation, and kissed her hand. 

“Give me a break…” Spitball groaned. “Can we keep this PG? There’s women and children about.” 

Then he saw the glistening strands of web lines flick onto his thighs, knees, and shins. Spider could take them away from him at will. It was a subtle—or not so subtle—warning to shut his mouth.

“Thank you for stepping in,” the shadow with the shaggy beard and dreadlocks said, shaking Longbow’s hand. “Things might have otherwise gone very differently.”

“I was a goner for a minute there, myself,” the archer admitted.

“Well, you know, it’s not a game for casual... players...” Spitball said, tapering off under Spider’s glare. 

“If it wasn’t for Ms. Luna having the courage to put herself in harm’s way, I’d have suffocated today.”

Spitball stifled an objection—a deeply offended objection. Who was it that gave you mouth to mouth, the disgusting kiss of life? he wanted to shout. It wasn’t the pretty girl. It was me! 

“If there were more light down here,” Mannequin told him, “you’d see me blushing.”

Longbow still loosely held her hand by a few fingers. “I don’t know what kind of heart it takes to give up your perfect form to take on the body of a hideous, inhuman monster… I can’t imagine how frightening that must be, but I thank you. Truly I was inside you today.” 

“Okay, that’s it!” In a flash, Longbow was holding Spitball’s hand instead, which the speedster then tossed it aside as if he’d accidentally picked up a turd. “I’m too young for the sexual innuendo here! Save it for the date you usually hire on Saturday nights, pal.”

The webs on his legs went taught. “One more word out of you…” Spider growled. 

“No,” Longbow said. “That’s fine. Maybe he’s just jealous, thinking I forgot him. Thank you for the CPR. I really do owe you, young man. But the day’s adventure is over now, and I’ll be going. Until next time.” He bowed to the others. “My bow is always yours.” 

W verbally laid out a route that would bring him up behind a frozen yogurt joint five blocks from the fight scene. 

 “Thanks, Luke,” Mannequin said, once the archer was out of earshot, “but I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”

“I’m sorry. But that guy was way out of line. What is this, the Superhero Dating Game? And who invited him to horn in our action anyway?”

Spider gave a sharp tug. Spitball’s legs followed, jerking out from under him and pitching him harshly backwards. 


A Word from J.D. Brink




Thanks to the costume my wife made me (and having gone off my meds),I think I’m a superhero. In my real-life adventures, I’ve served aboard a warship in the Pacific, collected intel from foreign submarines, stood watch hungover behind a .50-caliber machinegun, and worked over patients at a hospital in Kuwait. My fictional adventures take place in the Identity Crisis superhero universe, Endless Dark sci-fi universe, and Thunderstrike Saga fantasy realm, to name a few. Learn more and sign up for my “Conspiracy Theory Newsletter” at http://brinkschaostheory.com/. 
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THE MOMENT THE TIME JUMP ENDS, I know something is wrong. Terribly wrong, in fact. I’m not in Rewind; that’s my first clue. I’ve never jumped back in time and arrived at a different place than the Rewind facility. 

My second clue is the sky. There is no dome over my head; the sky is clear, and I’m breathing the air just fine. I start getting anxious. When and where the hell did I time jump? And then there are the buildings; the architecture is different from anything I’ve seen in any of the seven domed-cities around the globe. I remember seeing holo-vids of this place in some of my favorite oldie movie archives. It looks like late-twenty or early-twenty-first century New York, but that can’t be. The maximum I can time jump is 717 minutes. 

Could I have jumped more than one hundred and fifty years in the past? 

The mission: I was supposed to stop Ahmed from blowing up a mall with thousands of innocent souls in the center of New Geneva on Confederate Street. 

A blue-colored projectile is coming straight at me and takes me out of my current train of thought. I instinctively dodge and turn around to see the projectile hit someone running behind me. The result of the impact is devastating for the strange man dressed in a multi-colored skin-tight suit. He stops in the middle of his run, turns blue and freezes in place. It takes a few seconds, but soon, his skin solidifies like rock.

What the hell is going on here? I turn back around, and my brain starts interpreting the absurdity of what I’m seeing. I’m on the roof of a tall skyscraper. Men and women are fighting one another wearing what appear to be Halloween costumes, yet each seems to have powers or special abilities. A few are flying and throwing fireballs or lasers toward one another, but none seem to wear significant pieces of technology allowing them to do so.

“TAINHA, status report?”

My neuron-embedded onboard Artificial Intelligence, TAINHA (Tactical Artificially Intelligent Neuronal & Holographic Augment), doesn’t respond. My anxiety levels rise. She’s been with me through it all and I can’t remember the last time I was alone with my thoughts—certainly not while deploying for a mission to stop terrorists’ intent on blowing up a civilian target.

I check my wrist holo-interface to see if I can reboot her manually. The shockwave of a nearby explosion sends me crashing into a wall. It cracks on impact, as do a couple of bones in my left arm. TAINHA would already have dispatched painkillers and nanites into my bloodstream to repair my injuries.

“Don’t just stand there!” shouts a caped man flying overhead. “Hey, who are you? Are you with them or with us?”

“Don’t mind me,” I reply after a moment. “I’m just passing through.”

Before the flying man can say anything else, he is hit by a fireball and thrown hundreds of yards. I wasn’t exactly interested in having a conversation right now, anyway. In fact, I can’t really think; the entire situation is too surreal and I need to get my bearings. I quickly look around and determine the best spot for cover. Hopefully, I can re-establish a link with TAINHA and get some answers. Darting forward, I avoid incoming fire; no one seems to be targeting me but it’s a war zone and there are a lot of loose fireballs, lasers, and energy-based projectiles flying around. I check my shields. The previous blast only took out fifteen-percent, and they’re already recharging. I can take a few direct hits without a sweat, so I decide to forget about a strategic approach and just switch to super speed mode and get into cover in less than ten seconds.

A laser ricochets off my shoulder pad armor, blowing a nearby neon tube. Sparks fly as I bring up self-diagnostics on my wrist device, as my neuronal HUD went offline after the time jump. TAINHA is indeed offline; her AI matrix is running maintenance. Apparently, her code was damaged and either she took herself offline, or the secondary protocols built into my augments did so for her. Rewind is specific about the integrity of my onboard AI. If the data integrity repair algorithm can’t fix her, I’m supposed to cancel the mission and return to base.

Except I’m supposed to be in New Geneva, in the year 2174, not New York, god-knows-when, with flying men and women buzzing all around me.

The progress bar on TAINHA’s integrity check is almost finished. Nearby, another nearby man is killed by what seems to be long-range laser fire, which burned a head-sized hole in the middle of his thorax.

I cautiously lift my head from cover, and that’s when I see the monstrosity pass between the skyscrapers. A giant cyborg with black matte painting and red LED eyes is wreaking havoc, targeting some of the costumed men and women. There are obviously two factions at war here, and one seems to have a technological advantage in the form of a big ass cyborg.

The progress bar done, TAINHA’s boot logo appears. Less than a second later, her familiar, sweet voice fills my thoughts.

I’m sorry, Cole, but it would seem something went wrong with our jump.

“Yeah, thanks for stating the obvious.”

No need to be rude, Cole. I’m still in the process of rebooting; not all my systems are back online, yet.

I realize I shouldn’t project my own frustration with the situation toward TAINHA. It’s not her fault we’re in this mess—whatever and whenever this mess is.

“I’m sorry, but right now a sitrep would really be welcome. Let’s start with where we are, and most importantly, when we are. Then, let’s discuss the most important part: what the feck happened?”

I can infer from your vocal tone that you do not wish me to answer these questions in order. It would seem we’ve time jumped outside of normal Rewind protocols. As per where and when, I’ve just connected to the Internet. A rudimentary search engine called Google is telling me this is New York City, and the year is 2037.

My estimation wasn’t too far off. I would have bet on an earlier century date, 2017 perhaps, but it doesn’t matter. My primary concern is that we get this fixed so I can accomplish my mission.

“How is such an occurrence even possible, TAINHA? I thought the absolute time travel limit is 717 minutes and not a second more?”

I’m running diagnostics at the moment, but Cole: there’s more. I just detected a Rewind time beacon; however, the hash code doesn’t match any in my database.

“In English, TAINHA, please.”

Well, it’s like there is a Rewind in this timeline, but probably not our Rewind.

“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

I’m afraid so. It not only looks like we’ve jumped far back in time, but we may have jumped a universe as well.

“I thought the idea of a parallel universes was a theory?”

Until now.

“Swell…”

Before I can ask TAINHA what we can do about it, a trio of armored robots lands in front of me, damaging the cemented roof. I need to act fast. Since I don’t know their strength yet, I have to consider them highly dangerous. I activate super speed and dart toward them while supercharging my right repulsor weapon located in my palm. The charge is ready the instant I’m in front of the first robot, and before it has time to react, I lay my palm on its chest and unleash a column of supercharged plasma, burning a soccer ball-sized hole through its armor.

The other two react instantly; one performs a circling kick toward my head, but I manage to dodge the blow, giving me the opportunity to grab the robot’s leg. Using its own momentum, I add my augmented super strength to the mix and send the robot flying off the roof, hitting him with a single shot of my left repulsor to the head for good measure. The robot spins wildly in the air, and I immediately regret my extra shot as I feel an acute pain on the back of my head. The second robot clocked me hard with his metal arm. I’m thrown a few yards and tumble on the ground. 

When I look back, the infernal machine is running toward me at impressive speeds. For a split second, I hesitate to activate my bullet time augment, as I can only use it once every few hours. Instead, I grab a magnetically attached blaster from my belt and unleash laser fire at my incoming foe. Every shot bounces off the robot’s strong armor and what looks to be electromagnetic shielding.

Use your sonic shotgun, Cole, TAINHA suggests.

I’d almost forgotten I’d packed it in today’s arsenal. 

“Thank you, dear.”

Unfortunately, I don’t have the time necessary to grab the shotgun behind my back. The robot is just too close. The damn tin can throws a low kick at me, and as I attempt to block it, I realize it was a feint. A metallic knee hits me squarely in the jaw and flings me upward. 

“I thought you were supposed to intervene in situations like these, TAINHA?”

I would have, but my AI matrix is still learning these new enemies’ fighting techniques, and I still haven’t heard the end of the last time I overrode your muscular system.

I want to argue, but I can feel the robot following me through the air. Not to mention TAINHA is correct; last time she took control over my body, I was pissed. I’d argued that I had things perfectly under control, or so I thought, anyway.

I grab my sonic shotgun while I spin in the air to acquire visual with the pursing robot, barely having time to put him in my sights and shoot. He swats his arm at the shotgun the moment my finger depresses the trigger. Fortunately for me, the weapon’s sonic boom is set in widespread mode and still impacts with its shoulder, sending the robot spinning and crashing down. Upon landing on the ground, I run toward the downed robot and unleash another three sonic shots before it can get back on its feet while I charge another super shot in my left-hand repulsor. I unleash it to the robot’s head. It explodes into multiple pieces of molten metal. Sparking wires and spewing oil appear at the top of the now headless neck. 

Behind you! Cole.

The robot I threw off the roof is back and flying toward me. 

For feck sake, I don’t have time for this. This ain’t my war!

I dodge the incoming foe and unleash a flurry of repulsor plasma shots as it passes by. The first dozen shots are deflected by its shields, but finally, I start scoring some hits on its armor. However, it doesn’t seem like I’m doing enough damage to bring it down. The chaos of a large-scale battle continues around me—costumed men and women, dealing with their own onslaught of robots and others wearing costumes. Nothing in our planet’s history mentions this, and I start having a very bad feeling about where we’d landed. But right now, I have to make sure I finish off my current foe.

I stop firing my repulsors and grab my unactivated nano blade. When activated, its nanites will create a blade so thin it will cut through most Earthly materials. The red LED eyes of the robot intensify and lasers fire from them. I jump out of the way at the last second. The laser impact behind me cracks the concrete and sends hunks of rock in every direction. 

Better watch out for this attack. My sensors tell me it could penetrate your armor’s shields.

“Roger that.”

I’m running out of patience and need to finish off this fight so I can regroup and decide on what our next move will be. We’re clearly not in our world anymore, and I have to find a way to return to where we belong. I divert ninety-five percent of my power, shields included, to my motor augments and dart toward the robot that appears to be recharging his lethal eye weaponry for another shot.

In a fraction of a second, I’m upon it, activating my nano blade and slashing multiple times at super speed. It cuts through easily, and soon my ears are met with loud thuds as multiple pieces of scrap metal impact with the ground. Fire and destruction keep raining around me, but I manage to find cover behind some rubble. Hopefully, I can get a little respite and try to think of a solution for this colossal mess up.

“TAINHA, suggestions on how to get us out of here and back to our own reality and time.”

I’ve been computing scenarios toward that goal while you were fighting.

“And? Any promising leads?”

She takes longer than usual to answer, which I know is not a good sign.

I’m afraid not, but I did find something peculiar we might use.

“I’m listening.”

I’ve located a Rewind time buoy.

To give us a tactical field advantage, I was briefed about this new upcoming tech Rewind R&D labs were currently working on. Using some sub-space mumbo jumbo I wasn’t paying attention to when the eggheads presented us with their idea, it allows TAINHA to get information from the future so we can adjust our battle plans on the fly. It also gives real-time updates on how well a mission is going by checking the Internet outside of the present time. There are a couple of things that don’t make sense here. One, that tech is limited by the same 717 minutes law of time travel I’m subjected to. Two, it’s nowhere near ready to be deployed.

“How can that be?” I ask. “I thought that was still in Research and Development?”

I can only surmise that in this alternate timeline, Rewind not only exists, but it has already developed the technology.

“And clearly they’ve developed it way better than our own Rewind; if you can get a lock on a buoy signal from the twenty-second century.”

TAINHA’s silence makes me nervous.

“What is it, TAINHA?”

The signal is from the year 2147, Cole.

In our timeline, Rewind has been online for only five years. My first time-travel mission was on January 27, 2170. Everything seems so different in this timeline, I wonder what else we will discover, and for just a fleeting moment, I wonder if this reality isn’t better than ours. For some time now, I’ve been dissatisfied with how Rewind operates—always putting the needs of the few ahead of the needs of the many.

“It doesn’t matter what timeline the signal is from. What matters is that we find a way to get out of here and into our own universe and time. Can any information you get from the buoy help us achieve that?”

I’m still sifting through the zettabytes of data. I had to write a slight modification to the decoding cipher. It is Rewind tech alright, but there are some slight differences. Fortunately, my AI matrix is highly adaptable. I think we may have a way to get out of here, but we must act fast. Faster than we’re used to, in fact.

“You’re too vague, TAINHA; what is it we have to do?”

We need to save the superhero called Cronos.

“Super what? In English, TAINHA.”

This timeline is filled with mutated human beings that have similar, if not greater powers than your own augments provide you. But they are currently under attack from a vile artificial intelligence which, just a few days ago, attained consciousness. It’s the one controlling the robots we and others have been fending off, and I would imagine that big cyborg is also under his control.

“His?”

This AI has assumed a masculine gender. He calls himself Oblivion.

“Charming name.”

There’s more, Cole. A few hours after it came to be, scientists from this Earth have tried to kill Oblivion.

“Let me guess; it’s pissed now.”

It sure looks that way. But Cole, we must hurry. The giant cyborg will kill Cronos within the hour.

“Who’s this Cronos? And why do we need his help?”

From what information I’ve been able to gather from the buoy, Cronos is an honorary Captain for the Superhero Coalition trying to stop Oblivion from wiping them out. Oblivion destroyed military bases all over the world in the first hours of its sentience as a retaliatory measure when it perceived the humans as hostile to its existence.

“So, these superheroes are the mutant humans? And they have powers?”

Yes, some fly, others manipulate the elements, some can even teleport, use telekinesis and more. And some, like you, use advanced technologies, like tech suits, to give them similar powers while their bodies aren’t gifted with any mutation granting them these powers. But they are all part of the coalition who fight for justice and peace.

They’re doing a bang-up job of it at the moment.

The concept is mind-boggling; to think human mutation can give normal flesh and blood such amazing powers. But it doesn’t matter, right now we need to get the hell out of this place, and if that means I need to find and save Cronos, then that’s what’s going to happen.

“Tell me more about this Cronos.”

He can affect time around him, though the records I have on him don’t mention anything about traveling through time. He can create time distortion fields such as slow or accelerate time around him.

Some of these abilities I’m familiar with due to my bullet time augment, though technically time isn’t affected. Normally, a cocktail of drugs and nanites in my brain intensifies my brainpower and augments my ability to interact with one another, giving me the illusion that everything around me happens in slow motion. This gives me ample time to take the best course of action and provides extra time to think about my strategies. I wonder if that’s how Cronos feels when he uses his powers. 

“I take it that’s a long shot; he may not be able to help us.”

Correct, Cole. But I hope observing him using his powers can give me the necessary sensor information to try and devise an inter-reality time bridge of our own.

“That sounds optimistic, doesn’t it?”

It’s not like we have any other options at the moment, Cole; unless you’re willing to accept that we live in this timeline from now on?

The thought is intriguing and not that unpleasant. A world that doesn’t need to keep its cities under domes to survive, pre-World War Three, and where some humans dedicate their life to help instill justice and peace seems appealing. But then who will take care of our Earth? If I’m gone from our timeline, who will stop the likes of Ahmed? Right now, it’s not like we have the luxury to think about such things. A nearby explosion jolts me out of that train of thought.

“TAINHA, give me a countdown.”

A digital countdown appears at the top right corner of my holographic HUD. It counts down from fifty-seven minutes.

“Help!” someone screams nearby. 

Cole, this superhero needs our assistance.

He has powers; let him get himself out of his own mess.

“Why should we care? We can’t render assistance to every human in need, or we’ll never locate Cronos in time.”

Cole, he’s Cronos’ brother, he could—

“Understood,” I cut TAINHA off.

I jump out of cover and grab my sonic shotgun and set it to precise shooting mode. Two robots are about to finish off the downed superhero. My X-Ray vision, doubled with TAINHA’s medical sensors, show that his leg is broken in three places. He’s not getting back up anytime soon, and in less than three seconds, the pair of robots will finish him off. I can’t let that happen. With my free hand, I fire a couple of repulsor shots toward the robots, trying to get their attention and aggro back on me.

The robots adjust their course and run toward me. Firing my sonic shotgun, I hit the first robot in the head, temporarily disabling him by sending him crashing backward. I set the sonic shotgun to max power blast where it can deliver incredibly deadly shockwave blasts, but it takes a few seconds to charge. Instead, I send the shotgun spinning in the air, which temporarily diverts the incoming robot’s attention as it follows the shotgun’s trajectory. Using the distraction, I grab and activate my nano blade, using it to take the robot’s head clean off its body. The metallic head bounces a couple of times with resonating metallic thuds before rolling a couple more yards. The red LED eyes flicker for a second, then die off. The rest of the robot’s body continues running straight and falls off the roof.

I deactivate my nano blade and put my foot on the chest of the other robot before it manages to get back on its feet, picking up my shotgun on the way. I aim it dead center to its head and fire the shot. The recoil from the super-charged shockwave setting sends me flying high and back but not before permanently flattening and fusing the robot’s metallic head with the cement ground.

I magnetically reattach the shotgun to my back and walk toward Cronos’ brother. He is moaning in pain and holding his broken leg. At first, he tries to crawl away from me.

“I’m on your side,” I say.

I extend an open palm toward him, and he grabs it cautiously. Before I have time to try and get him back up, I feel I’m losing control of my body, and the arm holding the man swings hard while my other arm shoots forward on its own and ignites the reactor mode of my repulsor.

What the hell?

Before I can ask TAINHA what’s happening, we’re both in the air. I’ve lost control of my motor functions, and she’s over-riding me. Anger rises in me, but in the next second, a giant metallic hand smashes down exactly where we were standing and demolishes a large chunk of the skyscraper. Landing nearby, I feel control returning to my body.

I’m sorry, Cole; there was simply no time.

“That’s alright, TAINHA, no need to apologize; thank you for intervening.”

Anything for you, Cole.

Sometimes I feel she’s not just an artificial augment in my brain, but a part of my conscience and as well as a friend. The life of a Rewind agent is very lonely; we are not allowed friendships with other humans outside of the Rewind staff, and ever since I first signed up with the agency, she’s been the closest I’ve had to a friend. In fact, she feels so much like a part of me. It’s a strange, but very deep bond—one I tend not to talk about, especially when she says something I interpret as almost romantic in nature, as she did just now. 

Maybe I’m reading too deeply.

We’d better not stay here too long, she adds. We attracted that cyborg’s attention by dispatching so many of its minions. In doing so we’ve painted a target on our backs.

I check Cronos’ brother and realize I don’t even know his name. He’s lost consciousness, probably the speed at which we threw him off the ground coupled with his already severe injury. 

“We need to help him. Have medical repair nanites loaded with painkillers delivered to my index finger.”

Are you sure? We may need some of these later if you incur damage.

“Right now, I’m fine, and he’s not. What’s his name by the way?”

Phaser.

“Does everyone have a stupid name in this universe?”

Is that a rhetorical question, Cole?

“I guess it is. Never mind, then. I take it that, like Cronos, it’s an indication of what his powers are?”

Yes, he can phase through solid matter apparently.

“That can prove to be practical. Are the medical nanites ready?”

They are, Cole. I’ve also added a stimulant to bring him back to consciousness faster.

“What would I do without you, TAINHA? Thank you.”

You’re perfectly welcome, Cole, and I sure hope we never have to find out.

I allow myself a smile as I press my index finger against Phaser’s neck and my built-in medication hypo-spray delivers the nanites loaded with drugs into the man’s bloodstream. It doesn’t take long for his eyes to blink open.

“Thank you for saving my life. I— I don’t know you. Are you fighting for the coalition?”

“Well, let’s just say today I am. I’m not from around these parts.”

“My name is Phaser; I’m grateful you saved my life. I hope I can repay you one day.”

“It’s funny you should say that; we need your help.”

Phaser looks around, briefly. 

“We?”

“I mean myself and my artif—”

Cole! TAINHA interrupts me. I don’t think mentioning an Artificial Intelligence at this point is wise. One is trying to kill them and take over their world.

She spoke directly into my mind, as opposed to her usually activating part of my inner ear, so it feels like she’s talking directly next to me. Thought communication, as I call it, is her normal way of speaking, but I suggested she try to make herself more human by simulating real speech via my auditory system.

“My partner and I got separated; I hope she’s doing fine,” I lie.

“Perhaps I can help you find her once we’ve dealt with Oblivion. You were about to ask me something earlier.”

“Yes, I need to find Cronos.”

The man furrows his eyebrows. I can tell he is hesitant to talk about his brother.

“May I ask why?”

“This is going to sound strange. But we’re not from this time, and we would like to ask his help to get back to the future.”

Phaser chuckles. 

“The future? Are you serious?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“If what you say is true, can you tell me if we manage to destroy Oblivion today?”

I wish I knew, pal.

“With my help, you can.”

What are you doing, Cole? We’re only intervening to achieve our main goal, which is to return to our time. 

I get that, but we want him to cooperate. I’m not exactly sure what else I can tell him at this point to gain his trust.

“If you help me find Cronos I can at least help you defeat that giant cyborg.”

“No offense, but I doubt one man from the future can actually make such a difference. We’re almost one hundred in the coalition, well—we were.”

“How many?” I say simply.

“More than half. My friends—” but he stops as a single tear travels down his cheek.

I put my hand on his shoulder. 

“I’m very sorry for your loss, but it looks like this battle is nowhere near over and I think you can use my help.”

Another battle robot emerges out of nowhere and jumps toward us, unleashing laser fire. I mentally divert most of my armor’s power to the shield and expand it around me to encompass Phaser. My shields absorb the laser shots. I wish I had my drones with me on this mission. They would help provide diversion and early warnings when the enemy is engaging us. But our initial mission was a stealthy one. Not to mention that the last time we faced Ahmed, he managed to hack my drones and turn them against me—which is why we decided to forgo them for this particular mission.

I grab Phaser and shove him behind me as I charge both my repulsor weapons to the maximum and incinerate the battle robot.

You’re using too much power, Cole. You could have dispatched this robot with less energy.

I know, but I need him to believe I can help them deal with Oblivion’s pet super cyborg.

I understand that, but will you?

Only if we need to.

Then for the record, that’s not very nice to lie to this man.

Weren’t you the one that just said we should stick to our objective and try to return to our time?

I did. But you don’t have to give that man false hope.

I want to argue with her, but my instincts tell me a similar story. I should help this Earth with their current scourge problem.

“Looks like you’ve saved my life again,” says Phaser, struggling to get back to his feet.

I help him stabilize by offering my arm.

“Are you alright?”

“Whatever you’ve given me has made me a little dizzy, but I can barely feel any pain in my leg anymore. Are you a healer?”

The countdown on my holo-HUD blinks and turns red as it counts down from thirty minutes. We can’t afford to waste any more time.

“Of a sort. I wish I could take the time to explain to you how it works, but right now I need to talk with your brother.”

Cole! shouts TAINHA sharply, but too late.

Phaser takes a couple of steps back, a deep frown covering his face.

“How do you know he’s my brother?”

“I— didn’t you just tell me that? A few moments ago?” I attempt, hoping the confusion from the drug cocktail I gave him earlier will help me sell yet another white lie.

He shakes his head from side to side.

“I have not; in fact, not many inside the coalition know that we’re siblings. I would never tell anyone this information willingly. Who the hell are you?”

“Look, I’ve told you before, I’m a time traveler. I have acquired that information in the future.”

“Something sounds fishy here.”

I’m not sure continuing to lie to this man is the right course of action. We need to do something to get his trust back, Cole, or we’re doomed to live on this Earth.

“Please, Phaser, let me help. Oblivion will kill your brother unless you get me to him.”

That was a risky thing to say; I hope you know what you’re doing.

You and me both.

But then I feel the temperature rise rapidly behind me. When I turn, a wall of flames is hurtling toward us. That cyborg monstrosity apparently can breathe fire like a dragon. Before I have time to react, Phaser puts his hand on my shoulder, and we fall downward passing through concrete like it wasn’t there. It’s the weirdest of sensations, but it ends quickly as we land a few floors below.

“Looks like you’ve saved ou—” I correct myself quickly, “my life as well.”

Fortunately, Phaser doesn’t seem attentive to my slip of the tongue. His face darkens as he looks at me with a serious demeanor.

“You’re welcome. Can you actually destroy Oblivion? Or you just want to get your hands on my brother?”

Perhaps we should trust this man, Cole, and I’m not sure deceiving him will get us there.

I’m reticent to be open with a stranger, but perhaps TAINHA is right, trying to build trust with one lie on top of another will most likely fail.

“I want to get back to our time; we were on an important mission of our own, trying to stop a terrorist from ending civilian lives. Something I’m sure you can relate to.”

Phaser nods. “Continue.”

“I won’t lie to you; my main objective is to get back to our time, and frankly our Earth, as this is not part of my world. We don’t have superheroes where I come from.”

“All evidence to the contrary; you seem to fit the bill quite well, risking your own life trying to stop innocents from getting hurt.”

I hadn’t thought of that, and perhaps on some level, we’re more alike than I first realized.

“I guess. I’m just doing my job.”

“So are we. Now, I feel you’re telling me the truth. My brother went to get some backup and should return shortly. I know where he will be when he does. But, I need you to help me get rid of that monstrosity outside; it’s already claimed too many lives of my comrades in arms. I can’t let it take another life. Perhaps with your advanced weaponry and my phasing ability, we could rid the city of it.”

Taking on a cyborg that size doesn’t feel like a two-man job, but, somehow, I feel I don’t have much of a choice.

“And then you’ll get me to your brother?”

 Phaser nods. “Now about him dying,” he continues. “Was that a lie to get me to help you or the truth?”

“The truth, I’m afraid. It’s in both our interests to get to your brother, and we don’t have much time left to do so.”

“What do you mean? How long do we have?”

I quickly glance at my holographic countdown.

“Twenty-six minutes and change.”

“Then we’d better get to it.”

TAINHA, do you have any idea on how to bring that monstrosity down? I projected my thoughts toward her.

As a matter of fact, I’ve been gathering a ton of sensor data since we first arrived. When it fired flames at us a moment ago, I managed to get internal sensor data, and I’ve been compiling it for us.

Why do we care about how it looks inside?

Because that’s where you and Phaser have to go; inside it. I believe you must retrieve its CPU, both disabling the cyborg and providing me with the necessary processing power to try and calculate a way home once we find Cronos. I’m afraid my own computational power might be lacking if we are to identify a way to get home once Cronos demonstrates his time-manipulating mutation.

So basically, I just need to use Phaser to get inside that massive cyborg.

Yes, and then I’ll guide you through the location to its CPU.

Let me guess, inside its brain?

Weirdly enough, no. The main processing unit seems to be located somewhere around the scrotum of the monstrosity.

You’re yanking my chain, aren’t you?

I’m afraid not.

This day just keeps getting better and better.

If you don’t want it to get worse, you better get a move on. Your new ally’s phasing stunt got Oblivion’s attention. About two-dozen battle robots have been sent down to the building and are currently looking for you. I think Oblivion knows that you can now easily disable the cyborg because of the phasing ability of your cohort.

“Phaser, we have to get going and find a way inside that thing; can you phase us both in?”

Phaser raises an eyebrow. 

“Inside? Why would we want to go inside?”

“So we can disable it by removing its CPU, which, incidentally, may be what I need to get back to my time.”

“Well, as long as it stops Oblivion’s nefarious plan for my city, I’m willing to give it a shot.”

“Alright then, let’s get out of here. We’ve got enemy incoming, and we don’t have time to deal with the tin cans right now.”

“Lead the way—” Phaser pauses. “I realize I don’t even know your name.”

“I’m Cole, Cole Seeker.”

“Then, by all means, lead the way, Cole Seeker.”

Using TAINHA’s 3D holo-map overlay, which provides me advance warning and positioning of the incoming robots, I ask Phaser to get us through numerous walls to avoid crossing them. With less than twenty-three minutes left before Cronos’ supposed demise, we can’t afford to be distracted by Oblivion’s cannon fodder minions. Soon, we’re back on the roof of the building, but the cyborg has moved ten blocks away. 

“I’m not sure I can fly the both of us that far,” I say. “I could probably do it on my own, but I doubt my repulsors can get the both of us there. And even if I could, I would deplete way more energy than I’d like.”

“Then it’s time to get some help,” says Phaser before pressing something on his watch. A beam of light projects a neat insignia in the sky in the form of precise fireworks.

Before I have time to ask how this will help us, the flying man from before arrives and lands between us.

“So, you are fighting on our side after all?” he says with a satisfied smirk. 

“Yeah, it sure looks that way.”

He extends his hand in friendship. “I’m Skeiron, at your service.” 

“We need your help, Skeiron. Can you fly us and drop us atop the cyborg?”

“It’s your funeral; just make sure you don’t get me killed in the process.”

“Hopefully, no one else gets killed today,” I answer.

“Well, in that case, both of you grab an arm, and whatever you do, don’t let go until you’re where you want to be dropped. I’m okay doing a flyby, but I’d rather not buzz around that thing for too long and get swatted like an insect.”

I nod. We both grab one of Skeiron’s arms, and in the next second, we’re flying through the air at a velocity faster than any of the flying vehicles I use during my missions. In fact, I think Skeiron is even faster than my battle drones. In less than ten seconds, we’re already behind the monstrous cyborg laying waste to the buildings around him and firing at other coalition superheroes in its path. It’s utter chaos, and the sooner we get in, the better. Another two seconds and Skeiron is on top of the massive cyborg’s shoulder. 

Phaser swings to the side, offering me his other arm. I grab it, and we both let go of Skeiron.

“Thanks for the ride,” I say as we let gravity do its thing. Phaser gets us inside the metallic beast, and soon we land on a panel inside the cyborg. TAINHA overlaps the plans from her previous sensor sweep into my holographic HUD and draws a path to where we have to go.

“I do not know who you are,” says a synthetic voice around us, with a lot of reverb. “But if you value your lives, you’ll get out as fast as you got in. This is your one and only warning.”

“It’s scared. It knows we can do so much more damage from the inside as we ever could from the outside.”

Phaser nods. “Where to now?”

I activate the holographic projector located on my shoulder. It shoots a human-sized 3D hologram of the inside of the cyborg. A green dot represents our current position, somewhere on the right side of the cyborg’s massive chest.

“This is us,” I say, pointing. 

I then gesture to a pulsating red dot not far from the cyborgs’ groin. 

“This is where we have to go.”

Phaser shoots me a dubious look.

“Someone has either a twisted sense of humor or thinks with its genitals.”

I chuckle. I couldn’t have worded it better. 

“We need that CPU.”

“Then let’s not waste any time. My people are dying every minute out there.”

I flash him a thumbs up as I direct us toward the center of the chest. Once there, we use Phaser’s ability to drop down a few decks, and soon we are on the level that contains massive amounts of machinery and tighter halls. In fact, we’re forced to walk in a line, as the walls seem to narrow as we go. Only a few yards away from our destination, we navigate to a large blast door.

“We need to go through there,” I suggest.

Phaser grabs my hand and we travel through tens of inches of steel. The sensation is eerie, and for the duration it takes us to walk through it, my eyes see solid matter in front of them. I thought the feeling of time travel was very peculiar already. This is something else entirely.

When my sight returns to normal, we’re in an enormous chamber with a central core protected by a red force field. A ton of cables and power conduit converge to it, and a red light winds around the conduits toward a core pulsating like a beating heart.

Cole, TAINHA says. I’m detecting a build-up of energy in the area, be caref— 

A red lightning bolt shoots from the core, through the field, impaling me through the left shoulder. The pain is like nothing I’ve ever felt. But soon it stops.

Phaser phased me out to remove me from danger without incurring more damage.

Dispatching medical nanites to tend to your wound, and I’ve also injected the last of the painkillers into your bloodstream, Cole, says TAINHA with what I can only surmise is worry in her voice.

“Thank you,” I answer out loud.

You’re welcome, Cole, she says.

“Anytime,” says Phaser. “Your wound looks nasty. We have to be careful; it won’t take many of these bolts to bring us down.”

I couldn’t agree more. Time is of the essence. We barely have eighteen minutes left before Cronos’ reported death. And while I admire the technological marvel I’m in, I don’t want to die here. Suddenly, my penthouse apartment in New Geneva no longer feels like a lonely place, but a warm home I want to return to. 

TAINHA, what’s our next move?

First, you should disable the power conduits. That would prevent the inner security systems from firing at you again.

Why haven’t they already? 

There is a forty-five second recharge, so you need to hurry up. If that bolt had hit you in the head…

She lets the sentence hang.

…we’d both be dead right now.

I’d rather not think about it, nor do I want to experience what it is to die. In moments like these, TAINHA feels as human as Phaser or myself.

Then tell me what to do? How do I disable the power conduits?

TAINHA overlaps orange targets to three different nodes around the CPU core.

The destruction of these three nodes will cripple the emitters’ ability to take another shot at either of you. You have twenty-nine seconds left to destroy them. Maybe you should enter bullet time mode, Cole.

“Cole,” Phaser insists. “What do we do next?”

I realize I must look like I’m standing there doing nothing when I communicate with TAINHA, even though our thought communication exchange is much faster than human thought, thanks to my augments. Still, I guess I’m taking too long deciding, and even if I were to activate bullet time, there’d be no way for us to get all three of these nodes taken care of before the next attack from the cyborg inner-defense systems.

I start charging my repulsor weapon for them to deliver maximum damage. The power nodes are encased in solid titanium, which nothing short of full power blast will take out. I point to the nodes. “We need to destroy these, but we won’t have time to get all three before it fires again. I may be able to get two.”

“Then let me take care of one.”

“How?”

“Let me worry about that; just get the other two in time. I don’t know if I would survive one of these blasts the way you did.”

He wouldn’t, as he’s dressed in what looks like simple tights, though I imagine the material has some protective properties. There are only a handful of seconds left before the emitters are charged again. I aim the right repulsor at my first target and swiftly take it out with a powerful ball of plasma. Its explosion rocks the room violently and we both stumble to the ground.

Nine seconds left before a new attack. Phaser is already darting toward the center power node as its low-frequency humming intensifies. I aim with my left hand at the second target but the pain in my shoulder makes it difficult to keep my aim steady. I grab my left wrist to stabilize my aiming, but at this point, I’m still unsure I’m going to be able to bull’s eye that shot.

Usually, I would take the shot and deal with the consequences later, if I missed. I don’t like requesting help; it’s just who I am, but Phaser’s life is also on the line, and we need him to get to Cronos. So I do the only thing I can do.

TAINHA, aim assist, please; take the shot for me.

I feel my left arm move on its own. It’s rock solid and steady when the ball of plasma exits my repulsor and vaporizes the second node, two seconds before the firing deadline. By then, Phaser is at the third power node, he touches it, and immediately the humming sound intensifies in pitch as he destabilizes the matter inside the node itself.

He’s gonna get himself killed, Cole. When the emitters are ready to fire, the node might overload and explode in his face.

But if he or the node is phased out, wouldn’t that protect him?

I cannot be certain he can keep a phase separation when the node goes.

I swear. 

“Phaser! The node’s gonna blow. You’ll get yourself killed.”

“Trust me, Cole, I know what I’m doing.”

I sure hope he does, comments TAINHA, or we lose our only lead to Cronos.

The nearest emitter hums to life and a laser targeting system gets a lock onto Phaser. I react instantly, shooting five rapid low-energy repulsor shots toward it. I seem to make enough of a commotion to distract its targeting systems. It fires a lower powered bolt of red lightning randomly in the center of the room. A split second later, the third node explodes engulfing Phaser in a massive fireball.

“No!” I scream.

It takes a few seconds for the fire and smoke to settle. I’m using my visual implants to switch to a different visual spectrum. Only smoke remains around the exploded node area, and my infrared does the trick. A man, radiating heat, is walking toward me. As he emerges out of the smoke I see he is unscathed.

I release a long exhale.

“I thought you were toast for sure.”

“Told you to trust me. This isn’t my first ‘barbecue.’” He chuckles.

Now what, TAINHA?

Go to that console over there and apply your hand to it. I’ll do the rest.

I comply, and soon my hand is lying on a glass panel interface. Under it, a screen comes to life, and I let TAINHA do her hacking thing. Two more power nodes power down and the force field around the core flashes erratically for a couple of seconds before dying.

“I cannot let you have my CPU,” says the artificial voice around us. “Self-destruct activated. This vessel will self-destruct in twenty… nineteen.”

“Now what?” I ask out loud

I can’t disable the self-destruct in time. 

“I don’t know,” says Phaser.

Then time slows to a crawl. TAINHA has activated bullet time for me.

The encryption algorithm around that particular system is too secure for the time allotted, she adds. I need to override you again; this is going to be close.

Before I can even start to think about it, I’m running in what feels like slow motion toward the CPU core. I can see overlaid commands scrolling by super fast on my holographic HUD as TAINHA performs her hacks. Even in bullet time, its too fast for me to see what she’s doing. I hear myself speak in slow motion, which is a strange sensation. TAINHA has also taken control of my vocal chords. 

For a second I wonder what would happen if she decided to take me over permanently. She has the ability to do so, even though I can override her, but right now—especially with my still gushing wound—it’s best I let her do what needs to be done.

“Phaser, wait for me by that wall,” she says for me. “Be ready to phase us out the moment I fly and grab you. Tell your people outside to clear out; this sucker will make a massive boom when it goes.”

Seeing him flash us an affirmative thumbs up seems so slow in bullet time. Already, some distant explosions can be heard, and the ground shakes around us. The cyborg self-destruct will probably destroy a few blocks, but at this point, I just hope we make it out of here alive and find Cronos.

Being a witness of one’s body moving on its own is something I don’t think I’ll ever get used to. It feels like a prison; one where there is no escape.

My body jumps high, and TAINHA fires up my repulsor to give her more velocity to reach the CPU core. A round door splits open, revealing a large slab of silicon hovering and rotating in the chamber; laser light-beams fire in and out thousands of times every second.

TAINHA makes me grab the silicon in a swift aerial fly-by. Soon we’re on our way to Phaser, and I can hear myself speak again.

“Get ready to phase us out.”

“Ready.”

Bullet time is slowly ending and I can feel time around us accelerate progressively. This usually makes me dizzy, causing a gap of time where I may not be able to act at full capacity, but with TAINHA at the helm, the perception of time slowing or speeding up doesn’t affect her circuitry like it does my human senses. She’s more than just an augment. She’s my friend, often the voice of reason and my guardian angel.

On our way out, we impact with Phaser. He phases us so we can travel through multiple walls of metal and equipment. We fly through flames, explosions, sparks and more without ever feeling any pain. Soon, we emerge outside the cyborg, flying through the air, when it explodes. There are fewer people around than I expected, but some will be incinerated by the explosion. Flames engulf us briefly as TAINHA returns control to me. My shoulder is still killing me even though I can feel the nanites mending my wound from within.

Thank you for trusting me with this, she says. I know you don’t like relinquishing control on any level.

How well she knows me.

Once the flames disappear around us, a skeletal and profoundly damaged cyborg falls on its knees—still mostly in flames—before crashing toward a nearby building, collapsing it in the process. I hope not many people were inside. Another five successive explosions detonate and what was left of the cyborg is mostly vaporized.

We’re far enough from it that Phaser feels we no longer need his phasing ability to protect us. Instantly, a wave of heat like a warm blanket engulfs us. I use my repulsors to slow us down, and we safely land to the street pavement. Molten metal and flames surround us. Many unscathed battle robots lie on the ground; their red LED eyes turned off. 

“I wonder why the robots are disabled,” I say out loud for Phaser’s benefit more than for TAINHA. 

“I think they were controlled by that monstrous cyborg who killed half of my colleagues,” comments Phaser.

Phaser is correct, says TAINHA, the main CPU of the cyborg must have been a central computing node for all the smaller ones.

“Thank you, Cole Seeker,” says Phaser, holding out a friendly hand.

I grasp it, and we shake.

“You’re welcome. I’m sorry to be blunt, but I hope you can help me now.”

“Absolutely, hang on.”

Phaser presses a button on his watch and speaks into it.

“Hailing Cronos; I’m sending you a set of coordinates for us to meet; the main target has been taken out, but we need your help. Over.”

“Thank you,” I say.

“That’s the least I can do; you’ve done us a tremendous favor today. Perhaps, now, we can win this conflict.”

Anything we can do to help them? I inquire to TAINHA.

I’ll need some equipment to interface the computer core. If it has memory modules, perhaps I can find a way to help them disable Oblivion altogether. While I was hacking in, I did detect external wireless signals from what seemed to be an administrative account. Oblivion, itself, most likely. 

Good, keep me posted. 

“Can I ask how you knew to take its CPU or even destroy the nodes when we were inside that…thing?” Phaser asks.

“In the future from where I come, we use augments, technological enhancements, to give us an edge. There are no superheroes in my time. Just technology.”

“I would be wary of technology, Cole. As you’ve witnessed today, it can go haywire and try to take over.”

“Nothing like this can happen in my time,” I say, knowing full well that since TAINHA can take over my body at any time, there’s always a doubt that a rogue AI will decide to rule our Earth.

“Well, that’s good to know. Hopefully, we learn from our mistake here—if we survive Oblivion.”

“Once I’ve gotten a look at that CPU, perhaps I can help with that as well.”

“That would be very generous of you, but I’m sure you’re eager to return to your time.”

For a second I wonder if that’s the case or not. I do miss the comfort of my place, but I don’t miss the domes and the injustice that litters my world.

Soon another man approaches wearing a black uniform with a white C emblazoned on his chest. Cronos has arrived.

Five hours later we’re in a research lab of the Coalition of Superheroes, and some of their scientists help us interface with the CPU. They seem excited that we acquired this piece of tech, and they hope it will help them defeat Oblivion after they reverse engineer it. Once everything is in place, and TAINHA links with the powerful CPU, Cronos activates his temporal field.

Please tell me this helps us get back to our time, I tell TAINHA after a few minutes.

Still computing and comparing the sensor data to my recording of our time jump mishap. I think I have found a way to send us back to the right time. Locating the right dimension; however, will be a little trickier. My system overloaded during the time jump and I have only partial data for the dimensional shift.

What does that mean?

That we could get to a reality that is similar to ours but might not be exactly ours. 

I don’t like the sound of that. 

Neither do I Cole, but unfortunately that’s the best I can do. There could be a way to try and identify our world, but it requires that I interface with your thoughts directly.

Aren’t you doing that any time you need to?

No, not really, Cole. I access part of your brain to control motor functions and other sub-systems of your anatomy, but I don’t have access to your private memory neurons. I need permission to do so. 

For a second I hesitate. There are some thoughts I want to stay private.

I won’t be looking at things that don’t concern me, she says, probably sensing my hesitation in the matter.

Very well; permission granted.

Thank you for your trust, Cole. In going in, you may feel a slight sting.

That’s an understatement. The pain doesn’t last long, but it feels like a large needle is jammed behind my left eye.

After a few minutes, TAINHA confirms she may have acquired the info she needs to pinpoint our own universe with better accuracy. She’s about seventy-percent sure we can get to our exact universe, or one close enough we may not notice the difference. She also gives me the physical location of the main Oblivion data center; I give that information to Cronos.

“Thank you;” he says. “This is invaluable information. I’m glad you can now return to your own timeline.”

Phaser steps in next to his brother.

“We’re indebted to you. Thank you, Cole.”

“My pleasure. Thank you for helping us return to our own time.”

“Oh, before you leave,” says Cronos. 

He grabs a pin from a nearby table. It harbors the insignia Phaser projected in the sky during the battle. He approaches and pins it to the right of my chest armor. It magnetically attaches and seals.

“What is that?” I inquire.

“You’re now an honorary member of the Coalition of Superheroes. Many of us wish you could stay here with us, but we all understand why you must take your leave.”

I touch the insignia and smile.

Cronos projects a temporal bubble on his side and TAINHA adjusts the modularity inside the temporal distortion so we can use it as a portal to return to our time.

“Thank you; all of you. And, I guess, this is goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” says Cronos.

“Goodbye, Cole Seeker,” adds Phaser.

I step through the portal and the strange, yet familiar sensation of time travel engulfs me once again. Soon I am back in a familiar setting. Rewind temporal chamber. I feel dizzy and can barely stand up for the few moments that follow our longer than usual time jump.

It’s good to be back, isn’t it? I ask.

It is…Cole.

Somehow, I feel a little sadness in her statement. I push the thought aside, maybe I’m imagining things.

Temporal Officer, Gary Thompson welcomes us. He has a new blond lock of hair on the left side of his head. It suits him well.

“We didn’t expect you this early. You just left. General Richardson has been notified, and he’s on his way to conduct your debrief.

Swell.

After a boring, two-hour debrief with the general, I’m finally allowed to enter my regeneration chamber. My nanites did a great job of patching my shoulder tissues, but I’m feeling quite weak and disoriented still. I think I simply lack energy, and a cycle in the machine will do me a world of good. It’s standard procedure anyway after any mission.

Inside the regeneration chamber, the lights turn blue and a sensation of peace envelops me as the machine releases calming drugs for both body and mind. I can feel myself falling asleep when, from the corner of my eye, I see a tech looking at me funny. He notices and turns his head away and starts talking with a co-worker.  

A bad feeling in my guts, I feel compelled to try and understand what he’s saying, but I don’t have a good line of sight to read his lips. I try accessing either my auditory augment or my drugs augment in an attempt to delay falling asleep, but I have lost access to them all. 

I’m too weak to talk, so I use thought communications.

TAINHA, are you still online?

Affirmative, Cole. You should go to sleep; we had a long day.

Yeah, in a minute. I can’t access my augments. I need to dose myself with a stimulant.

It’s standard procedure to disable your augments once in the regeneration chamber. 

I know. Do you still have control over them?

Only for a few seconds. Rewind is currently downloading my memory banks. Once finished, they’ll shut me down as well.

Then hurry; please dose me with as much stimulant as we have left and have my auditory augment activated so I can hear what the techs are saying.

What good will that do, Cole?

TAINHA, please.

I can feel energy return as the drugs enter my bloodstream, and I start hearing words exchanged outside the chamber.

“I don’t like this part of our job,” says one tech.

“This doesn’t concern us, John. We do what we are asked.”

“But, don’t you ever feel sorry for this poor sap? He’s saving many lives on a daily basis, and we don’t even tell him he’s just a—”

A random static discharge in my augment prevents me from hearing the tech’s last word.

What the feck did he just say?

“We’re not supposed to talk about this, John. In fact we’re not even supposed to know this, but you had to snoop as you always do.”

“He’s already out, Alex. He can’t hear us. Even if he could, he’ll soon be gone.”

My heartbeat accelerates and I feel a sudden helplessness and claustrophobia. I know if I fall asleep, I won’t wake up. But how can that be? I always remember every trip to the regeneration chamber.

“Memory transfer complete,” says Alex. “I’m initiating the memory upload now.”

What the hell is this?

TAINHA? What is this? Did you know about it?

She must be off-line as she doesn’t answer. The effect of the stimulant is short lived, I barely have a coherent thought anymore, but I feel panic at my very core.

“Seriously, Alex, what kind of humans are we to be doing this to our top agents? Wouldn’t you like to know if you were in his shoes?”

My eyes are almost closed, but I can see Alex rise from his chair and point an accusing finger.

“This is the last time I tell you this, John. If you want to keep your job, you listen and listen well! This is how this facility operates. If our bosses think not telling him about this will make him a more efficient agent, that’s their right, and if we want to keep our jobs, we’ll keep schtum about it, understood?”

“Still, it’s not fair.”

“I’ve had it with you,” says Alex, storming away.

“Where are you going? Can’t we have a simple discussion?”

Alex stops.

“We’re not having a discussion. You do this every time, and one day it will cost me my job. I’m requesting a transfer. I can’t have your conscience and mouth running be a Damocles sword hanging over my future all the time.”

By this point, I can’t understand their words anymore or see them. My world is turning black. I feel alone like never before in my entire life. I feel my life being stolen from me with each passing second. What is usually a peaceful slumber after a hard day becomes my last requiem.

Before I can form another thought, my mind turns blank and is swallowed into Oblivion.


A Word from Christian Kallias




If you have enjoyed this story about Cole Seeker and time travel, I encourage you to check out the full novel, Rewind 717, here at this link: http://myBook.to/R717
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On a small gig, it’s easy to keep track of everyone, but even on a well-paid, big band jazz gig with trumpet players, trombones, saxophones, plus piano, bass, and drums, when it’s over everyone’s so eager to pack up and get out of there, you’re lucky to even get a goodbye.

I was pretty hungry, but I always say, “yes” to free food on gigs just in principle.

Those who did stay after, ate the luxurious food quickly and headed out. I had never seen such a lavish backroom spread—especially presented just for musicians who, at big corporate functions like this, are often considered “the help.” I had some extraordinary pumpkin ravioli, several perfectly cooked asparagus spears, and the most amazing potatoes-au-gratin I had ever encountered. Before I knew it, almost all of the other musicians had left and I was left staring at the colorful and majestic spread on the buffet table that looked like it was set up for the cover of a French foodie magazine. I’ve never smelled such incredible aromas, and everything I tasted was world-class. The few of us who lingered devoured as much as we could, and after a trip to the ladies’ room I got into a conversation about the music business with the waiter, Rik, and his floor manager, Marcy. The last couple musicians left to go check out another nightclub gig in Providence.

Then I woke up here, and really wasn’t sure what happened.




“Catch up with you later—Going to an after-party to talk about a paid internship in NYC. #WISHMELUCK” 




Three musicians on my Newport big band gig received that simple text message, even though I never sent it. 

• • •

Dr. Rieko Tanaka and her team of researchers work in a laboratory complex hidden near the summit of Mount Wachusett on the border between Westminster and Princeton, two small Massachusetts towns. For years, this facility has been secretly funded by anonymous support given to the Endowment Fund at Princeton University in New Jersey. The assets earmarked for the Mount Wachusett Lab are funneled through an account marked simply as the “Princeton General Research Fund (Legacy).” By necessity, only a few people at the Ivy League university are aware of this invisible account.

Dr. Tanaka’s staff was discussing the long-awaited Phase Two of their project, when a wall-mounted screen above the large table switched on. The lead scientist knew it was activated by a motion-sensor camera in the barracks.

“Looks like she just woke up,” Rieko said, glancing out the conference room window at the morning light as she stood. “Let’s head in there.”

In a large open barracks with white painted concrete walls, there were sixteen metal-framed beds, polished industrial floors, and a closed-circuit surveillance monitoring system. The cavernous space enveloped the disoriented musician who was slowly regaining consciousness. Leenie stretched and looked around the spacious room, with its high ceilings, open floor plan, and bright morning sun streaming in, and felt unexpectedly calm even though she found herself in a strange, clinical environment.

“Good morning, Kathleen, Ms. Doran,” said a woman in a white lab coat. “But I could call you Leenie, is that right?”

“Who the heck are you?” said Leenie, beginning to focus on her situation. “How did I even get here?”

As she rubbed her hand over the top of her head, it occurred to her something was missing. “And where’s my trumpet?”

“My name is Rieko—Dr. Rieko Tanaka—and this is my facility. What’s the last thing that you remember?”

“Did you people kidnap me?” Leenie asked. “Where’s my stuff?”

“Please, just tell us what you remember?”

“When my gig was over, that waitress Marcy told us that we could eat something after we packed up. No one knew we were going to be fed after we played, and then the food was pretty amazing. I had a conversation about the music business with a waiter named Rik and—” Fighting back a yawn, she stretched her arms and shoulders noticing for the first time, a band-aid and cotton swab on her left arm. “What’s this? Did you take blood‽”

“Relax, please,” said Dr. Tanaka. “Yes, Marcy and Rik are my right-hands in this lab: Dr. Marcelle Gauvin and Dr. Rik Lloyd.” She gestured toward her staffers who entered the room with her. They both nodded to Leenie showing concern for her agitation.

“You crazy people kidnapped me? What is this place?” said Leenie again. “I don’t want introductions, I want answers!”

“Well, yes, we did bring you here from Newport without your knowledge or prior consent, so technically that’s probably kidnapping, or abduction, or something like that,” Dr. Tanaka said with an embarrassed grin. “But your life was in danger as soon as we ran the test.”

“What test? What are you talking about?” Leenie said, even more agitated. “And I want to know—right now—where I am!”

“Calm down, please, “ said Dr. Gauvin. “Dr. Tanaka will answer all your questions. Just give her a chance…”

“Okay,” said Rieko. “Currently you—we—are about two hours north of Newport, Rhode Island, at a facility on Mount Wachusett, in western Massachusetts. It’s the second largest mountain in the state and—”

“And why am I here? Why did you kidnap me after that Goat Island gig?”

“Well, it’s actually pretty simple. We need your help,” Dr. Tanaka said. “And please call me Rieko.” She walked closer to the young trumpet player so she could speak more softly and to help calm the situation. “It’s okay for you to be angry, Leenie…and skeptical. But just hear me out first before you decide whether you want to leave right away.”

Rieko looked down at the small tablet in her hand and pressed a few buttons before continuing. “My team—with Rik and Marcelle and the seven other scientists and staffers who work at this lab—has detected a miraculous alloy embedded inside a number of musical instruments made in Europe in the early twentieth century. This alloy has strange molecular characteristics and properties, and tends to morph—or change its shape—upon command.”

Dr. Tanaka lifted her control tablet and switched on a massive computer monitor on the far wall, activating a video clip. “This is a simulation, but here’s what I mean.” The screen showed a rotating instrument, in full 3D, slowly morph into a strange shape. “As you can see here, the instrument completely changes its shape and adapts into an extraordinarily large, wearable curved shield…that is also still technically a sound conductor.”

“Okay, this makes no sense. How can a trumpet— from what year?” asked Leenie.

“These instruments are from the 1930’s,” said Dr. Lloyd.

“How can anything from the 1930’s do that?” she said. “And you’re just showing me a computer simulation, so why should I even trust any of this?”

“I know you just woke up, and this is all pretty strange,” Dr. Tanaka said, looking tired herself, but beaming at the accomplishments of the last twenty-four hours, “but believe it or not, we went to great trouble to get you on that gig so that we could perform a final test, and you passed. Then we moved you by boat from Goat Island to Quonset Point, and a late night chopper flight up here. We have been looking for you, Kathleen—um, Leenie. And somehow we found you…”

“You know people must be wondering where I am?” said Leenie. “I’m sure the cops have already been called because—”

“Well, we cloned your phone and sent enough text messages that no one will be looking for you for at least a few more hours.”

“But what about my Sunday church gig—”

“Yeah, they got a voicemail from you that we assembled from recent calls you made on your wireless carrier…” said Dr. Lloyd.

“What?” Leenie huffed, and turned toward the two scientists still over near the doorway. “You can do that?” She brought both palms up to her forehead and closed her eyes for a moment. “Okay, but what do you mean about a test?”

“We have determined, by something we can hopefully discuss over breakfast, that you are the musician we’ve been searching for. It means that you possess the extremely rare genetic ability to control this morphing effect and use the power that is unlocked by doing so,” Dr. Tanaka said. “It’s not just that you have very special DNA nucleotides in your chromosomes, it’s also that you have had extensive training in music—sound waves—and that you have displayed genuine empathy on many occasions. Our research and your personality profile leads us to believe that beyond all other characteristics, you are, above all, a selfless person. You care about others…”

“This is total crap. I’ve heard enough. I want to go home…now!” Leenie snapped. “Not sure what kind of game you’re all playing here, but this is a federal crime—kidnapping, drugging me, taking me over state lines. You guys are all in pretty big trouble.”

“Just bring it in. Show her,” said Dr. Tanaka, gesturing towards her fellow researchers. 

Dr. Lloyd quickly popped out into the hallway and reentered pushing a large steel laboratory cart in Leenie’s direction. This mobile rig featured a laptop and control screen on one end, and had a plexiglass case on top filled with an ornate vintage brass instrument lying on a large, soft, black square. Down below a long strip of lights revealed another set of monitors and wires that attached to the underside of the cart. 

“Is that a Courtois trumpet in C…from Paris?” As Leenie stepped forward she noticed a temperature reading below (72*F) and a yellow and red sensor meter. It was clearly active, but simmering at a low point on its digital grid.

“Yes, Leenie. Good!” said Dr. Tanaka. “My team has been studying a lot about the history of these vintage instruments. This one is quite old, but it seems to have been overhauled. Don’t mind those meters and monitors at the bottom of the cart. It’s perfectly safe.”

Dr. Lloyd opened the plexiglass hatch and carefully picked up the old silver-plated trumpet, and handed it to Leenie.

“Is this for me?” she asked. “Is this a bribe since you—”

“No,” Dr. Tanaka said. She glanced in the direction of Dr. Gauvin and Dr. Lloyd and they both backed away from Leenie, who was looking at the trumpet and not noticing the space they were now giving her.

“Play it if you want,” Dr. Tanaka said. “It’s definitely not a bribe…”

“I’m not playing it without boiling this old mouthpiece. Sorry, that’s not going to happen!” She looked down at the instrument in her right hand again and quickly moved her fingers over the valves, rotating it as she touched the bell’s silver finish with her left hand. “It feels pretty good though. Where’s my horn? Maybe I can try it with my own mouthpiece.”

“Let me ask you a question, Leenie,” Dr. Tanaka grinned again as she regained her attention. “Have you ever wanted to stop something from happening but it was completely out of your control?”

“Not really sure what you’re asking.”

“You know, something dangerous… You see a car accident about to happen and you wish you could do something…or maybe a broken-down truck blocking an ambulance from passing…” she said. “Those sound familiar?”

“Yeah, actually! Those things both happened to me over the summer.” Leenie forgot about the trumpet and glared at the scientists. “You people! Have you been following me?”

“Behind you!” Dr. Tanaka replied quickly.

As Leenie turned around, she saw that Rik had climbed up on top of the lab cart closed his eyes and was stepping backward slowly toward the edge. He looked frightened, but was clearly determined to fall.

Intuitively, Leenie lifted her arms in what felt like exaggerated slow-motion and the Courtois instrument shimmered in her right hand. It quickly morphed into a smooth sleeve of metal over her right forearm and created a new sound funnel at the end above her fist, broader than the trumpet’s original bell. A glassy sonic pulse coil came out from above her knuckles just as Rik fell and it caught him in mid-air. The translucent waves and ripples continued to emanate from the silver-plated horn that now looked more like a combination of armor and some kind of handmade bracelet. Rik was lightly bobbing in the air, but suspended.

Leenie could not believe what she was seeing and lifted Rik higher before she placed him gently on the ground as confirmation that she was actually in control. As soon as he was safe, a puzzled look came over her face just as the horn terminated the pulse beam and morphed itself back into a trumpet and surprisingly, right back into her hand.

“What the…?” Leenie was trembling a bit, with a combination of excitement and confusion.

“Thank you!” called out Dr. Lloyd. “I was actually worried there for a second.”

“How did…how can that be possible?”

“See, Kathleen, you did that! You have the uniquely rare gift to control this…instrument.” She placed her hands firmly on her hips, beaming. “You kept poor Dr. Lloyd from injuring himself. And we all appreciate that.”

Trembling as she looked down at the strange vintage horn, she asked, “Can I know what just happened?” 

“Sure, but will you at least agree to stay for breakfast?”

“Yes, of course,” said Leenie, now hungry but still reeling because she just levitated a researcher with an old French trumpet.

• • •

It was miraculous. I remember exactly what I felt when I first heard that incredible resonance outdoors. Not the visibly shifting waves of white and light-green ripples in the atmosphere, or the tremendous force that saved a scared little boy as it held back a commuter train—visually I know those components were amazing to witness—but it was the sound I made that was astounding.

The effect was staggering. It felt like it was enveloping me from all sides, and also seemed to come from nowhere. It was focused into a vibrating column, but also echoing and oscillating against all of the hard surfaces around us. It sounded like a roar mixed with swirling wind, a throttled jet engine combined with a torrential rain storm and broad ceremonial gongs from a far-off land. To be honest, I almost cried because the experience was so awe-inspiring.

At first, most people didn’t even notice that the sound, the pulse, and that power was coming from me. 

• • •

“So let me guess. You're going to ask me to join you to become some kind of superhero and do good deeds,” Leenie said sarcastically, with her mouth full of yogurt and granola.

“Actually, no, we don't have to ask you to join us because you're actually already one of us,” said Dr. Gauvin. “We’re scientists and researchers but everyone who works in this lab is also a musician, either by training, hobby, or passion. We all want to change the world with our minds and our music, but your gift to humanity is on another level, Leenie.”

“You can move massive forces with the sound waves emitted by the technology in that vintage instrument,” said Dr. Tanaka.

Marcelle stood up from the table to make herself more tea in the lab’s small break room. “You know that feeling that you have in the pit of your stomach when you wish you could do more and you could change the world? Well, you can,” she said with a point of her finger. “We’ve researched and tested thousands of musicians over the last four years, and you’re the only one who can do that.” 

Leenie was lost in thought for a moment by the gravity of that statement.

“You have the means to access the power of these resonant sound waves that can be used to protect humanity,” Marcelle continued. “You can literally move mountains, help stop calamities and disasters, and when it comes down to it—defeat evil.”

“That’s way too much to put on one person!”

• • •

When I grabbed Ruby’s elbow near the edge of the platform, she was already weeping and mumbling about how her mother said to always watch out for her little brother. She said it was her fault Thomas had fallen. She'd looked away. That's the day that little girl stopped thinking about her baby brother as someone always getting into trouble, and started worrying he might get hurt.

The little girl’s mom was so hysterical about her son on the tracks, she would've had two kids down there if I hadn’t grabbed his sister. The crowd’s agitated movements weren’t helping either.

I knelt down and looked Ruby in the eyes. “Don’t worry, sweetie,” I said, squeezing her shoulder. “I’ll get him.”

• • •

“I know,” said Dr. Tanaka, “But along with this capacity to change the world, you also have us—a support network of good, smart, caring people to help you! You might not understand that now, but in time you will.”

“Yeah, but I’ve already given a lot of thought to what I'm supposed to be doing in this world. I think I can be a ‘change agent’ for good just by making music. A life of art, music, and creativity—isn’t that enough?”

“Yeah, maybe…but you have another gift, too. For some people seeing the beauty of art, or hearing the reflection of someone else's humanity in a song is enough to keep them on the right path. But some forces of danger, crime, or evil are beyond that. What about those too jaded and cursed who are deaf to music, blind to art, and impervious to poetry? Sorry to say it, but sometimes those forces need to be stopped from causing destruction. The strength and will of that level of evil or misdeeds needs to be met with an equally powerful force for good and that's where this Pulse Armor comes in.” Dr. Tanaka lowered her head for a moment, smiled gently, and said calmly, “And you are the only one who can wield this power.”

“We can’t stop Rik falling off of a cart with our music. We found a shield, a strength, a power that's equal to all those things that can go wrong in the world, or to curtail those who have chosen to go wrong.”

“We think you already know what you need to do. But feel free to go home, sleep on it, and get back to us. After some consideration, if you're not willing to assume this responsibility and become the person we're asking of you, we just ask that you let us keep the old trumpet, and we will try to get it in the hands of someone who will use it as a tool for justice.”

• • •

That unsuspecting boy tripped and fell on the track because he wasn’t looking at the ledge, and his shocked mom started screaming immediately. Climbing down to get her son was not something that woman could ever do based on her level of panic. And everyone else’s. As soon as Thomas flopped over the first rail and found himself on the tracks, striking his elbow and winning himself a couple of skinned knees, we all saw what his mom saw that made her wail.

The morning commuter train, fresh from its last stop in New Haven, was arriving now at the station, and the conductor clearly did not see Thomas on the track. Luckily, he was already slowing to pick up passengers, but only when the commotion on the platform included yelling and waving in his direction did he decide to aggressively slow the train. At that speed, it would still likely take at least a half mile I guessed, which was not enough before the massive train and the fragile boy would be in the same spot.

Minutes before, I had been watching and listening to those two guys—street musicians, busking to make a few bucks from commuters and business travelers as they left the station—and they clearly saw me drop my backpack and get down onto the cold and filthy track next to Thomas. The trombonist and trumpet player were holding their own shiny brass horns, staring at me with their mouths open. Anyone who stays at a station all morning sees everything, and these two were fully aware of the strange occurrence underway. They watched my silver-plated horn morph into the metal armband the team calls pulse armor. Emanating from my shiny device was this miraculous sound wave, larger than I had ever created before, and powerful enough to halt this oncoming train. I made that pulse, that sound, that resonating column of rotating light, and stopped that train. 

I felt like I was dreaming.

My resonant wave wasn’t painfully loud, but even with the screeching noise of the braking commuter train, it was a very clear sound that the pulse armor had activated. It took its igniting energy from me, mostly on the molecular level, and funneled it through this alien technology, amplified by a chemical reaction in the alloys, and activated and charged all the atmospheric molecules in its path until it was a dynamic force of incalculable power. At least that’s how the team at Mount Wachusett explained it to me. 

Everyone was stunned, but no one more than me. Because I was watching those buskers watch me, a female musician of relatively small stature — display an other-worldly skill, harness an alien power, and solve a serious crisis — and an urgent one. I’m a musician and I know from performing over the years that feeling of people watching me while I concentrate on my music, my creativity, or my individual expression, but this was utterly different. I was truly honored at that moment that I had this power to help that boy, and these musicians—my fellow musicians as witnesses, made it all the more real for me.

• • •

“How is it possible that this trumpet can change its shape like that?” Leenie asked.

“Well, actually you do it. It’s responding to some synaptic commands coming from you. So far we know that the metal alloy under the silver plating is not something found on Earth, or anywhere in our solar system for that matter. That much we know,” said Dr. Tanaka, “But when we researched the manufacturer of this instrument, and tracked the serial numbers to the early twentieth century, we were led to their main instrument factory in Paris. At our hotel, someone anonymously left us a work journal from 1934 found in the company’s archives that spoke of a secret instrument lab outside of Paris where a guest—‘un invité’—helped an employee of Courtois fabricate this ‘instrument de musique.’ The cryptic last page of that journal translates as: “Use this trumpet wisely to lead humanity in the right direction. We will return for it soon.” That’s where the trail goes cold…” 

“Of course, our theory is that in the 1930’s, approaching an inflection point with a dictator and a global war, someone not from our world decided to lend us a much-needed hand, “ said Dr. Gauvin. “Incredible, right?”

• • •

When it was all over I made a slight adjustment to my pulse armor with my thoughts alone. I then swept across the crowd full of witnesses with a harmless, low-energy wave to offer them a safe general haze of confusion, distraction, and short-term memory loss. Just as the scientists at Mount Wachusett Research Facility thought I might be able to do. It keeps all short term memories from becoming permanent.

Little Ruby ran from the ledge back to her mother as one of the musicians helped lift Thomas back up onto the platform. As I swept across the crowd again wiping memories from all who had witnessed what I had done, I stopped at the two street musicians.

When our eyes met in that moment, those players nearly bowed at me, so I made a decision not to fade their recollection of the events right away. They watched as I swept across the train’s engineer, a couple porters, security personnel, and two police officers who started to crowd onto the scene. Everyone's memory of this event would be extremely foggy at best. The police reports of the day were vague and later only included a note about how the train was able to slow itself down outside of the station. And that some bystanders jumped down onto the track after the train had stopped and helped the young boy back into his mother’s worried arms.

“How did you even—”

As he spoke, my trumpet reappeared in my hands, morphing back from the incredible pulse armor that had just stopped a morning Amtrak commuter train. 

“Is that real?” one of them asked, still stunned after everything they’d seen.

“Sure,” Leenie said, bringing the trumpet’s mouthpiece up to my lips and playing a few bars of the Harold Arlen/Johnny Mercer old standard “Ac-Cent-Tchu-Ate the Positive.”

“Cool,” the musician said, still dazed by the adrenaline, “nice playing. And seriously, the way you and—that horn—stopped the train and saved that kid. That was freakin’ amazing.”

“Thanks. I’m still getting used to it.”

“Are you some kind of superhero or what?”

“No, just a musician—one of the greatest tribes on the planet, as I like to say—trying to do good, just like you two.”

“Oh, thanks,” they said sheepishly, “we’re just playing to help brighten people’s day and make a couple bucks in tips.”

“It was very cool,” she said with a gentle smile, flexing her wrist for a second and signaling the trumpet to morph again, “but I hope you understand I need to wipe your memories too.”

• • •

“We hope you’ll work with us. We have resources, access, and more to make our efforts effective as a force for good in the world. And we know where the dangers are. The kind that you can help with. We’d like to put you on salary, pay your expenses, and even create a few performance opportunities for you to get you in the right places where you’ll soon be needed. We’ll train you on the best ways to deploy the pulse armor, and beyond that, we’ll make sure that your life stays pretty normal otherwise. To your friends and family, you’ll still be a professional musician making your way in the world.”

“Okay, I’ll help you. But I think I might need…a cool superhero name.”

“Seriously? We can work on that.”

“And what about a sidekick?” Leenie asked.

“Phase One of our plan was to identify those musicians who had the ability to control this. Based on years of searching, we think you might be the only one, but there may be others. Did we tell you that we have three more instruments just like yours?”

“Wow, that would be very cool.” Leenie smiled at her vintage horn. “This might turn out to be a good gig.”

“Your first job is to keep a journal of all of this starting today?”

“Like a practice log?” Leenie asked.

Rieko grinned. “Exactly.”


A Word from A.J. McWain





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 (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 other volumes of Superheroes and Vile Villains. 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 Collateral Damage: A Superhero Anthology.
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