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FOREWORD

BY NICK COLE




Back in the early days of Film, during the era of Silent Movies, they would put up a a card before the film. White writing, black background. It read: “You may cheer for the Hero, and Hiss the Villain.”

I was an actor for a long time and I’m here to tell you, hands down, the best roles are villain roles. And the best actors play villains.

In King Lear I played the murderous Duke of Cornwall. I schemed, raved, gouged out another Duke’s eyes and had a terrific sword fight. In other words... I was really livin’ it up.

That’s what villains do. They take the road less travelled in order to suck the marrow out of life to the fullest it can be sucked. Regardless of the crimes perpetrated, schemes foiled, mayhem caused, and insanity that must ensue. These femme fatales and megalomaniacal maniacs are firing on all cylinders, grabbing all they can while the casino burns and the klieg lights scan the dark skies.

Let’s speak about Insanity.

Yeah, you’ve got to be a little crazy to go all super-villain. It never ends well and it starts with you having to justify your actions. Anyone can see that it will end badly. Because most people don’t just say, “I’m going to do some wrong today.”

No. They’ve got an architecture. Reasons. Wrongs that must be righted. Real or imaginary. No. The villain often has a long list of grievances that must be redressed. Even if that method involves explosives and bank robbery.

And that’s where the texture comes in. One note villains, parading through a novel, or movie, chewing scenery, pulling heists and ranting gran-eloquently, must face their reasons. Their textures. Their Rosebuds. There’s got to be some depth that explains why they’ve turned out so badly.

It’s easy to cheer for the hero. It’s you after all. But to truly hiss the villain, he has to not just be wrong... but believe with all his might in absolute wrongs making things right as he ties our damsel to the tracks, or demands “One Million Dollars.”

Got to.

Within this Anthology you will find an exploration of those reasons. But be warned: If they start making sense, put the book down. Go hold a puppy. Teach a child to read. Pay for someone’s meal. Talk to someone who looks lonely. Know that God loves you. Those things make the world right, even when it looks so terribly horribly wrong. 

And now... you may cheer the hero, and hiss the villain.
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SUPERVILLAINY 101. An Introduction to Anarchy

BY CHRIS POURTEAU


SUPERVILLAINY 101.

AN INTRODUCTION TO ANARCHY

BY CHRIS POURTEAU




Halleck

HE HEARD LOCKS BEING THROWN down the corridor, then gruff voices. Plodding boots followed by a lighter sound, the clack-clack-clack of high heels.

Stilettos, he fantasized. Six-inchers. Spikes nipping at the cold, concrete floor.

They sounded anxious, the spikes. 

Excited? 

Yes, of course excited. The scoop of a lifetime. The birth of a career. She must be giddy with anticipation.

Heavy keys moved tumblers inside the door lock. Outside the interrogation room, shadows flitted across the barred window. The lock slid free and metal screeched on metal. He imagined the montage of emotions playing across her face when she entered: fear and anticipation and promise and hunger. Hunger for him and what he could bring her. A game-changer of a story. A Pulitzer, maybe. 

Murphy stepped through first. 

“You secure, Harold?” the big man asked.

He held up his wrists. The chains snicked link by link through the iron ring until they pulled taut at the floor mount. As if to say, I’m entirely secure and you have nothing to fear. 

He imagined Murphy taking inventory as the big man scanned the Spartan room. 


  	Table and chairs, bolted to the floor. Check.

  	Heavy chains securing the prisoner at ankles and wrists. Check.

  	Psychopath sentenced to die at dawn. Check.



“Do you imagine a rescue is coming?” he asked Murphy. “Do you play out scenarios in your mind where my followers break into this prison and kill you to save me?”

In the corridor, the stilettos kvetched. They sounded nervous, like a horse’s hooves before a race. How her heart must be racing behind that slim, perfect bosom.

Murphy swept one massive paw backward, a warning to the woman behind him. The stilettos stopped. “Nothing ain’t gonna save you now, Harold. You gonna sleep like the dead, this time tomorrow.”

The prisoner regarded Murphy with his full attention. Unblinking, he said, “Really, Murphy, do the dead sleep? Aren’t they just … well … dead?”

The big guard paused a moment longer, then, “Guess you gonna find out firsthand.”

“Please, Sergeant! I have a limited amount of time!”

He closed his eyes. The voice he’d come to know so well. A little more strident than the teleprompter demanded in the evenings, but still—the quality, the pitch. The slight, nasal hum when she said time betrayed an East Coast upbringing. 

Perfection.

Murphy motioned forward with his paw. 

Clack-clack-clack.

And there she was, fantasy made flesh. With the look he’d anticipated—the confident gaze of the predator-reporter armed with the First Amendment and a need to know.

“You be careful, now, Miss Stone,” Murphy said. “There’s a reason your chair is bolted to the floor too. No closer, understand? I’ll be just outside.”

“Yes, yes, thank you.”

With a final, hard look at the prisoner, Murphy exited, pulling the door closed behind him. 

No tumblers this time, he noticed. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Stone. I’m a big fan.”

She fidgeted as she sat down, trying to adjust to a chair that wouldn’t move. He imagined her doing her own mental inventory like Murphy had. 


  	Voice recorder, batteries charged.

  	Pen and paper, to look official.

  	Don’t forget to ask The Big Question.



Sheryl Stone seemed at last to center herself. “Why am I here, Mr. Halleck? You’ve avoided interviews since your capture. All the way through the trial and all those appeals. Why now? Why me?”

Halleck said sweetly, “Isn’t every condemned man due a last meal?”




Stone

Reaching to engage the voice recorder, her hand stopped in mid-air. 

“Is that why I’m here, Mr. Halleck?” she asked. “Eye candy for dinner?”

He smiled. Less sweet, she thought. More cunning. 

His eyes angled thirty degrees downward. “Like I said”—He rested his arms on the table, chains dragging forward. His stare became even more acute—“I’m a fan.” 

The chill began behind her breastbone, then spread upward and outward along her limbs. It was all she could do to suppress a shiver. 

“If you think staring at my cleavage is going to put me off my game, you don’t know me very well, Mr. Halleck.”

As his gaze rose to meet her own, his eyes were vacant and lethal, at once engaged but absent of compassion. As if he were peering at her from an empty room, spare and lifeless like this one, deep inside his own head.

“I watch you every night,” he said. “The way you deliver the news is, well … satisfying. No one quite enumerates the day’s tragedies like you do.” His gaze drifted to her hand, still awaiting final orders.

She pushed the recorder’s button. “You still haven’t….” She cleared her throat. “You still haven’t answered my question. Why me? Why not one of the national anchors? I’m just a local.”

“Ah, but you’re my local.” The smile returned as he flicked a glance at the little red light on the recorder. “I predict you’ll go far, Ms. Stone. Your impact on the minds of the masses—well—it’ll be absolutely massive, if you can abide the pun.”

After a moment, she said without thought, “That’s kind of you to say. But—”

“Do you know where the word news comes from, Sheryl? May I call you Sheryl?”

She picked up her pen for something to do with her hand. “Um, I’d always heard it’s from the points on the compass. N-E-W-S. Travelers would carve them on a tree to show where danger was along the trail—” 

The look on his face made her stop. 

“Alas, that is absolutely wrong, I’m afraid. An old wives’ tale. It’s actually from medieval times and, quite literally, the plural of new. As in, ‘I have something new to tell you. Wait there are multiple things. I have something news to tell you.’”

“How … interesting.”

“Isn’t it? Unfortunately these days, so much of what we see isn’t news at all. Filler in-between commercial breaks for prescription drugs and ambulance chasers. Breaking news lasts for an entire day, now, and so it really isn’t breaking at all. It’s more like … broken news. Useless banter of innuendo and conjecture.”

“Mr. Halleck, my time here is limited. I have a number of questions I’d like to—”

“So that’s why I prefer getting the news from you, my dear. Someone I know. How are your children, by the way? Little Susan and Michael Junior?”

Her heart skipped a beat. She saw—reflected in the patience on his face, in his raised eyebrows—amusement at her reaction to him mentioning her children. She consciously closed her mouth.

“How do you—”

“Oh, I know so much about you, Sheryl,” he said, a grin creeping across his lips. “The world has become such a busy, feckless place, don’t you think? Making time to get to know one another is important.”

“Let’s not talk about my family. I’m here to interview you, after all.”

“Just trying to be friendly.”

He winked.

Halleck was getting the upper-hand here. She could sense it. She felt like a rat being led around corners in a maze by the promising smell of cheese. But she wasn’t one of the bubbleheads who made a career of reading a teleprompter. She’d interviewed the president once, for God’s sake.

“So, for the piece I’m going to write,” she said, “would you prefer I call you by your given name or what the press called you during the trial?”

Halleck appeared thoughtful. Then, “Well, Sheryl, this is an exclusive, after all. I bet The New York Times picks it up. And CNN. FOX. MSNBC. All those national outlets.” His smile invaded his eyes. “I bet they all pick it up. What name will sell your story better?”

“Doctor Death it is, then.”




Halleck

“I prefer Professor Death,” he said. “Ph.D. or not, the Doctor version sounds so … well, presumptuous.”

Stone placed pen to paper and scribbled. “That’s right. You were a professor at the university before embarking on a life of crime. Psychology, right?”

“Educational psychology, actually.”

She scribbled again, then glanced at the recorder and put her pen down.

Good, he thought. Let’s dispense with the props.

“And what do educational psychologists do?”

“We educate psychologists.” 

Stone stared. “That was a joke?”

“Apparently not. Actually, Sheryl, educational psychologists study the learning process. Some people learn by reading, some by watching, some by listening. Some learn interactively, by doing. What are the emotional and cognitive processes involved in how they learn? We study that kind of thing. And, more specifically, how they learn to be what they are.”

“Meaning?”

“I suspect you chose to become a journalist—just for an example, to answer your question—because truth is a vital personal value to you. Maybe your father instilled a hatred of lying in you.” He shrugged. “Pleasing Daddy from beyond the grave, perhaps? And now, as a broadcast journalist, you can add your own voice—and other personable qualities,” he said, eyes flitting down again briefly, “to your message. You’re really quite heroic, Sheryl, when you think about it.”

Stone shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “How does that—”

“Our lives are most in tune with our inner selves when what we do aligns with who we are. You are a fighter, Sheryl, a fighter for truth.”

She took a deep breath while trying to hide the effort, he noticed. A feral grin tickled the corners of her mouth.

“My father died when I was three. Majoring in journalism was a way to read books in college as an English major and still find a job after. And yes, the truth is important to me … as long as it comes with a good story.”

“Ah, well,” he said with a glib expression. “We can’t always be right. But as you said, Sheryl, the clock is tick-tock-ticking. Let’s not waste another moment. Please ask me your questions. Ask me anything.”

“Why did you kill all those infants?”




Stone

Halleck paused. “You don’t even buy a man dinner first, do you?”

“Answer the question, Mr. Halleck. You invited me here. You tell me time is ticking away. You’ve pegged me as a truth-seeker. Tell me the truth, then. Why murder innocent children?”

“You really should take your time, Sheryl. Truthfully speaking, the pleasure is in the process—”

“Answer the goddamned question!” 

The emotion in her own voice surprised her. She was starting to feel even more like the rat in the maze. Like he’d lured her here with the promise of an exclusive merely to observe her as she bumped into the walls of their conversation. 

His face became stony. His eyes flattened to flints. “They weren’t innocent. They were Powered.”

“That’s not a reason.” As the silence stretched, she redirected. “You and the rest of the Legion of Anarchy attacked Team Justice Headquarters. You killed Viking, you killed Scarlet Specter. And then those children … a needless act of—”

“Moving from reporting to editorializing now, are we, Sheryl?”

“But Manheim and the others caught you in the end. And here you sit.”

Halleck opened his palms, spreading his arms wide until the chains pulled tight. “And here I sit.”

“The rest of the Legion got away, though. Yet, no one has tried to break you out. Not once in ten years.”

“I admit—I feel unloved.”

She felt her face flushing red. He was getting to her like a worm crawling through her gut. She thought of her husband and Suzie and Mike, and it helped to center her. 

“Who’s coming?” she asked quietly.

“What?”

“Before the lethal injection in the morning. Who’s coming to save you?”

“No one, Sheryl. No one’s coming to save me.”

She sat back, unconvinced. “You’re just going to let them execute you.” 

“Oh, you’re going to execute me. There is no them.”

She stared. “What? What are you talking about?”

“Oh come on, Sheryl, you’re society’s seeker of truth. The watchdog all the other dogs watch. I’ve been judged by a jury of my peers. Your peers, too.”

She tapped the tip of her pen on the pad, making tiny black dots. “Is this where you blame society for your own actions? Society made you kill those children, and now society has judged you?”

“Oh, no, not at all,” he said. “I’m absolutely responsible for killing everyone I’ve ever killed.” He lowered his voice and looked left, then right, as if imparting a valuable secret. He leaned in toward her. “And I enjoyed it, too.”

“Supervillains kill superheroes,” she said for something to say. “It’s in the job description.”

“That’s not why I was given the death sentence. I mean, partly—but not really.”

“No. So, why the children?”

“I’ve answered already, but the more complete answer will take a little longer. How much time do we have left?”

She glanced at her iPhone. “A little under half an hour.”

He nodded, seemingly disappointed. “Short version it is, then.”




Halleck

“The Metamorphosis changed everything, Sheryl. When Hitler exploded that first A-bomb over Stalingrad in ’43, he didn’t just kill millions of Russians. The fallout in the atmosphere caused the mutation in human DNA we now call supercharging. Accelerated evolution in certain individuals. And the Powered were born.”

Stone glanced at her iPhone. “I know this history. Everyone knows it. You’re not answering—”

“I am answering your question!”

The reporter pressed backward against the unmoving metal chair. The chains tittered as he composed himself.

“My apologies, Sheryl. An impending execution can make a man … testy.” Clearing his throat, he continued. “If the U.S. hadn’t fast-tracked its own Manhattan Project, we’d all be saluting in German today. The day we bombed that Nazi super-soldier, Blitzkrieg, into dust was the real end of Hitler’s Third Reich, long before he offed himself in that bunker.

“But then the Cold War with the Russians happened. They brought their own Powered national icon, Molotok, to the table. So the U.S. began experimenting with injecting altered Uranium isotopes first into soldiers and later into citizens, desperate to create its own weapon to counter Molotok. Remember all those movie shorts about The Patriot in his red, white, and blue tights in the ’60s? And—”

She picked up the iPhone and turned it to face him. “Time, Halleck. You’re running out of time.”

“Now, we have an entire race,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken, “a sub-race of humanity that can rule the rest with ease. Mother Nature favors a newer model from her assembly line. The chaos around us today—the random killings, the international terror, the common lack of decency between human beings. We’ve become a world of bullies driven by fear.”

“Fear of what?”

“Of the growing imbalance, Sheryl. Of the absolute terror of obsolescence.” He sat back and looked at nothing on the bare wall. “You’ve seen the protests in the streets. The Internet videos streaming the delight of a handful of kids as someone suffers, even dies, while they laugh into their smartphone camera. Human society is sliding as it realizes the end is nigh. The Powered were born from an act of evil. And now, after three generations of them growing and evolving and becoming ever more powerful—of being accepted into, even worshipped by society—people are finally starting to see the writing on the wall. The epigraph of the human race on the headstone of history: We did it to ourselves.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know what reality you live in, Professor. But I see a team of heroes—The Eagle, Shieldwall, Lightspeed—who put themselves on the line every day to defeat petty criminals and so-called masterminds like you. It’s the Powered like you and the Legion of Anarchy—those are the ones we need to fear. Anyone who would kill innocent children—”

“Speaking of which,” he said, injecting solemnity into his voice. “I was so sorry to hear about little Ellie a couple of years back. Your interview about it afterward was very brave. And no doubt helped that children’s hospital get back on its feet. Sudden Infant Death Syndrome is a horrible—”

“Stop talking,” she said almost too quietly to hear.

“Having your other children must have been a great solace for you and your husband.”

“Stop talking! Stop talking about my daughter! Stop talking about my family!”

She stood up from the table, her calves thumping against the unyielding chair. Turning her back, she strode toward the cell door. 

Clack … clack … clack.

“Hearing their names in your mouth makes my skin crawl,” she whispered.

“They had to be killed,” he said simply. 

“What?” Stone stood straight, unmoving. “What did you say?”

Halleck tapped an index finger on the table, and chain links tapped with it. “The children in the heroes’ headquarters. Because the Powered need to die. And better to kill them young, before their powers mature. Before they and their whole sub-race plants the rest of us in the graveyard.”

She took a deep breath and turned slowly.

“Let me see if I understand,” she said quietly. “The reason you killed those children was because—”

“Yes?”

“—they had superpowers.”

“Yes.”

Clack-clack-clack. 

Her shadow fell across him.

“You’re insane!”

“On the contrary, Sheryl. I’ve never been more clear-headed about anything in my entire life.”

The door yawed open, and Murphy stepped in. “Miss Stone, please step back. For your own safety, you understand, ma’am.”

She cast her wide eyes at the door. But she didn’t move.

“Now, Miss Stone,” Murphy said with a little of the prisoner-will-comply in his voice. “And please resume your seat.”

She nodded and stepped away to sit down again. 

Murphy swung the heavy door closed.

“Let’s get back to why I’m here,” she said with forced calm. “To summarize—”

“Tick-tock-tick....”

“You organized the Legion of Anarchy to attack TJHQ to murder innocent children—”

“—not so innocent—”

“—to prevent the extinction of mankind as we know it?”

He took a moment. “It does sound a bit arrogant, when you say it like that. I’d say: I’m one soldier in a shadow war no one really acknowledges because they’re too afraid of being so afraid.”

Her reporter’s face had displaced the mother’s again. “Oh … do elaborate.” She turned the recorder more squarely toward him. 

“Society sees the Powered as some great cosmic cage match, Good versus Evil. Hero or villain, who they are as individuals—how what they do aligns with who they are—is turned up to eleven, to put it in terms my former students might appreciate. Driven by an amplified sense of morality, heroes are heroic—they rescue victims from crimes and cats from trees. Villains are despotic—augmented ambition drives their lusts for money and power and whatever else society says they can’t have. But do you see where that leads, Sheryl? Ultimately, and with finality?”

“The top story on the evening news?”

He curled his lip as if smelling something unpleasant. “The extinction of humanity, my dear. Of you and all you love and all that we, as a race, could ever be.”

She blinked, and in her eyes, he read the singular thread of her racing thoughts: Insane. 

“Oh, and you missed my clue earlier.” He wiggled his eyebrows. 

“Clue? What clue?”

“I’m not Powered.”

That stopped her short. “You’re not … you have no superpowers?”

“Beyond my boyish charm? Not a one.”

Her eyes scoured his face for the telltale signs of an obvious lie. “But it’s always been assumed that when you organized the Legion, when you planned those robberies across Europe, when you assaulted TJHQ … that it was your enhanced intellect that allowed you to—”

“God given, mother improved.” He tapped his temple. “And absolutely, one-hundred percent, Grade-A homo sapien.” Leaning forward, he gave her a sly look. “Call me crazy if you like, but I’m no hypocrite.”




Stone

“If that’s true,” she said, “then why ally yourself with the Legion? If you hate the Powered so much, why lead them for so many years?”

“Weapons in a war, Sheryl,” Halleck said. “That’s all they ever were to me. Means to an end. All those robberies you mentioned? Funding for the cause.”

“So, you claim that, all along, from day one, you planned to kill those children? And everything you did with the Legion all those years was aimed at doing that?”

“No,” he allowed, tracing the flaking paint on the table. “When Team Justice brought them all into their headquarters after the Child Separation Act began to be enforced, that’s when I saw my opportunity. And see, there’s my point. Even the U.S. government finally acknowledged the danger posed by the Powered—the very sub-race it had helped create—when it signed that legislation into law. Ordering genetic testing on kids when they get their first round of shots and taking those with latent Power markers in their genetic code from their parents … and you call me cruel?”

“Like the president said, the new law was to protect both the children and their parents from harm, from accidents when—”

“He gives great speeches, doesn’t he? It’s amazing how one can make shit smell like roses with just the right words sprinkled on top. You’re a reporter, Sheryl, look beneath the surface.” He placed his elbows on the table and joined his hands together. “Fear of extinction. That was the real motive for the law.”

She shook her head to clear it. 

“Even Team Justice saw it,” he continued. “That’s why, in the dead of night, they took those kids from the government’s processing center and brought them to the Headquarters in the first place. And in the ten years since all that happened, the tensions have only gotten worse. Humanity is eating itself up with violence. Some of the heroes have even given up, retired, seeped into the cracks of society to try and live a normal life. As if they could! And all they fought so hard to preserve? Crumbling from within … and pulling everything built on top of it down with it.”

She slammed her fist down in front of him. “Because of what you did!” Her voice thrummed along the ringing metal of the table top. Murphy lumbered outside the door, but it remained shut. “Because of your brutal act of murdering all those children!” 

Halleck dragged the chains to rest a palm against his chest. The other reached out to cover her clenched fist with his massive hand. “Moi? You give me too much credit—”

She jerked her hand away, a look of disgust on her face. “All those children; Viking and Scarlet Specter; years of conflict since then, with fingers pointing in every direction.” She could feel the anger welling into fury behind tears, tears she refused to spill in front of him. “It all started with your one act of ultimate evil: killing those children! You created this moral black hole that no one seems to know how to get out of. It’s like we all know, as a species, that we’re headed for a cliff and—”

“—don’t know how to prevent the fall?” Like before, he seemed to stare at her through the dark, distant tunnel of his own mind. “Yes, that’s exactly it, Sheryl. The ultimate existential crisis of the human race. But my one act, senseless as you call it, has pushed society over the cliff? Hitler’s going to be so jealous when I tell him.”

Her heart was beating too fast. Her breathing rasped in her chest. Her ears burned hot with rage. 

“I wonder,” said Halleck almost wistfully. “Would little Ellie have developed powers? Was, perhaps, the SIDS that stole her from you a mercy in the end?”

She raised her eyes to meet his. And this time, it was her stare that was distant. Her eyes that were empty and devoid of human caring.

“If any man—”

“Yes? Don’t stop now, Sheryl. You’re almost there.”

“If any man deserves to have manufactured poison injected into his veins … to feel his lungs betray him, inch by inch, as he takes in less and less air … to see the blackness of oblivion encircle his vision, closing in with the final darkness of the grave—it’s you, Harold Halleck.”

“My, oh my … reading books all those years in college? Time well spent, Sheryl. Time well spent!”

She began to gather her things. 

“Out of time already?”

“You are,” she said, reveling in that reality to come. “In about nine hours or so, I believe.”

“Ouch. Outrageous fortune, indeed.”

“Guard!”

“Wait, Sheryl, before you go....”

The door creaked open. Murphy loomed in the archway. She spared Halleck a final look of contempt.

“You will write the story?”




Halleck

“Oh, you bet your ass I’ll write the story. Everything you’ve said—I want the world to know all about the monster it’s putting to death. And how absolutely justified your end is. Maybe that closure—just maybe it’ll help begin to heal all that’s happened since.”

He affected a sympathetic smile. “Alas, I’ll have to miss your broadcast. And I so look forward to them. I’ll bet CNN, FOX, MSNBC—I bet they all pick it up.”

She glanced at Murphy, who shrugged as if to say, I quit trying to figure out his particular brand of crazy a long time ago.

The chain dragged across the table again as he raised one arm. Stone stared at his proffered hand.

“I always shake hands with my partners,” he said. “And you, my dear, are my partner in truth today.”

With a final, disbelieving look, she left him hanging. Murphy barely avoided being shoved aside as she exited. 

“You’re going to have such a career ahead of you, Sheryl!” Halleck called after her. “You’ll be the most important commentator the world has ever known! Believe in yourself and the rest of the world will believe in you, too!”

The door moaned shut. The tumblers secured it to the wall.

“So, there it is, then,” he said to no one as Murphy’s boots escorted her high heels away. “The final piece is in place. Let’s see if the lesson plan takes hold, Professor.”

Some people learn by reading, some by watching, some by listening. Some learn interactively, by doing.

When Sheryl’s story runs, everyone will read it. Everyone will watch. Everyone will listen. 

The twenty-four hour news cycle would pick it up and run it over and over and over again: the last, sick musings of the most notorious supervillain of all time. 

The Child Killer. Professor Death. 

The broadcast would be like a flare shot into a cloudy sky, a beacon fire lit to signal the final assault in a war that all had known, had feared, was coming. And seeing it over and over and over again—programmed by the repetition—so many would do.

People would take to the streets. Billions of humans—all those who adored him; all those who abhorred him. They’d find one another and fight one another. Heroes and villains alike would fall beneath the scurrying ant mound the Earth was about to become. 

And once the Powered were gone—a new, stronger, uncontaminated human race could emerge from the ashes of the old. And, with luck, supercharging would itself become extinct, like an ancient virus entombed, buried with its dead hosts. 

Halleck took a moment to visualize the future he’d never see, where bloody chaos had cleansed the world with red fire. The wolf’s smile spreading across his lips drooped with a lopsided, sadistic kind of sadness.

Too bad I won’t be around to enjoy the show.


A Word From Chris Pourteau




I hope you enjoyed reading “Supervillainy 101. An Introduction to Anarchy” as much as I enjoyed writing it. I’ve been a comic book geek for as long as I could read (1977 and 1978 seem to have been my big years, if my boxful of comics is any indication). I seeded some Easter eggs for readers in my story as a nod to what those comics meant to me growing up.

Comics opened my imagination to the possibilities of what can be while firmly grounding me (via their multi-paneled morality plays) in what heroes should be. Without those comic books growing up—my favorites were Batman and Spider-Man—I doubt I’d be a writer today; or, even, a lover of reading. 

If you’d like to let me know what you think of “Supervillainy 101. An Introduction to Anarchy” or if you just want to say howdy, feel free to email me at c.pourteau.author@gmail.com. If you’d like to find out more about me or read more of my stuff, sign up for my monthly newsletter. I promise not to spam, and I’ll send you free stuff. 

To give you a sense of my eclectic writing habits, my first novel, Shadows Burned In (a family saga, near-future, psychological thriller), won the 2015 eLite Book Award Gold Medal for Literary Fiction. In 2015, I edited and produced the collection Tails of the Apocalypse, which contains short stories set in different apocalyptic scenarios and feature animals as main characters. My own contribution, “Unconditional”—which was well-received when it was published on its own earlier that year and more or less generated the idea for Tails as a result—is part of the collection. You can check out my catalog of fiction on Amazon.
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10:00

What I really like best is the popping.

You know when you get that bubble wrap and squeeze those little cushion things? How good that feels? It’s like that.

No, I’m not talking about eyeballs. Why would you think that? Those are more like grapes. Olives, maybe.

I’m talking about windpipes.

I’m sorry, is that a little too much? Maybe you better get off this ride here, then. It’s only going to get juicier.

Must be this tall to ride.

No participation trophies here, folks. You have to be in it to win it.

Where was I? Oh, yes, the windpipe thing. It’s always a difficult decision for me. It’s my favorite way to do it—because, y’know, the tingles—but it’s a little too quick for my taste. There are so many other ways to snuff out a candle that’ll really last.

So I try to be a good boy and not always go for the speedy, intense burst of joy. Let it sort of marinate, as it were.

That’s how it is with my “friend.” See what I did there? I put “friend” in quotations because, if I’m being completely honest, we aren’t all that friendly. I mean, I am always trying to kill him, after all.

Of course, I’ve had my chances to do it quickly. But where’s the fun in that?

Torture? Sure. That’s a given. When the time comes. But that’s going to be the...the…what do you call it? Amuse bouche. 

No, no, no. That’s not it, dadburnit.

Pre-dessert. Ha. How could I forget something that simple? Yes, the torture, when the time comes, will be like a brown sugar panna cotta with grapefruit espuma and cranberry gel, topped off with some crunchy dark chocolate crumble.

Mmmmm. Yummy.

Then—and only then—will we move on to the best part. The actual dessert.

NO. Not some tiramisu, you hillbilly. I’m talking about roasted pears with espresso mascarpone cream. Or rhubarb and pistachio pavlova. 

WAIT! Wait. Hold on. No, that’s not it. 

Strawberry, currant and mint tart with mascarpone.

Yes, that’s the ticket. 

Remember that? I used to love that guy. Why doesn’t he ever work anymore?

That’s the ticket. Still makes me giggle.




7:57

But I’m getting way ahead of myself here. It’ll be years before I’m ready for that. Right now I’m somewhere in the middle, perhaps the removes or sorbet of my wicked menu. Kidnapping of a loved one. Yes, indeed.

One of the classics, to be sure. All the worry, the hand wringing, the popping of the acid-reducers that can be milked out of that one. It’s just such a satisfying feeling to know the person you despise with every fiber of your being is going through the worst personal hell you can put them through.

The problem is, my friend (I’m not going to keep putting it in quotes, as I’m fully aware that will become tedious) has no loved ones. Awww. Yes, it’s all so very sad. 

Mother died in childbirth. Father died—was murdered—sometime later by…oh no, I mustn’t give that away. That would be so very spoilery of me.

No siblings. Nary an uncle, aunt or cousin to his name. What to do, what to do?

Oh my, but the answer was quite simple, really. No, it couldn’t be children, since he didn’t have any—or DID he?—so it would have to be the next best thing. 

A ward. 

Ha! Now I have you thinking, “What the devil is he talking about? Does this story take place in the nineteen-aughts or some such? Pierrot, that’s so very Edwardian of you. Who has a ward nowadays?” 

Don’t worry, I’m going to answer that question, and you’re bound to smack yourself silly when you realize it: A hero. A masked crimefighter. A person who runs around in a ridiculous costume (oh, but I’m one to talk, am I right?) and beats up people like…well, moi. 

Yes, yes, now it’s dawning on you, isn’t it? They call them sidekicks. I’m not certain, but I believe the word comes from the ancient Greek word for “human meat shield.”

What? You never realized it? They take some poor kid, dress him (or her, mustn’t be misogynist) up in spandex and bright, colorful tights, and train them to jump straight into the fray spouting loud insults at the poor supervillain or bank robber. What’s a criminal to do, just sit idly by and take it? Of course not.

So they send them into danger like a canary in a coal mine, scoping out what kinds of traps lie in wait, or how many henchmen may be hiding on the mezzanine above with machine guns, or what have you. Meanwhile, the “hero” (there I go using quotes again) skulks in the shadows in his (or her, yes, yes) dark-hued body armor, waiting for an opportune moment to strike.

No wonder they tend to go through them like a snack bar goes through fried butter sticks at a county fair.

Say what you will about those of us on the wrong side of the law, at least we hire minions of their own free will. And pay them, for Pete’s sake. We don’t bring in some poor orphan off the street and turn him into a little punchy-kicky machine. 

They think they’re the good guys, but I’m telling you, they’re on the dark side of the game when it comes to that. 




5:42

You were thinking that was a clock, weren’t you? It’s quite all right, no need to be embarrassed. But you’re a smart one, and now you’ve figured it out. It’s a timer. And it’s counting down. And when it—

Oh! There you go trying to get me to reveal spoilers again, you cad. 

So, my friend’s sidekick is a young man—let’s call him Toby (because his name is Toby)—who dresses up in red, black and white and uses the same code name as his predecessor, who left some time ago for personal reasons I don’t have time to go into at the moment (you can see the time ticking away, after all). It is—get this—Red Kite. Kite. Isn’t that a gas? And it had to be red. Because just plain Kite was taken, maybe? I don’t know how these things work.

And you may be thinking, “Why would a hero name his human meat shield after a children’s toy?” Or maybe it makes sense to you. I don’t know, we’ve never met. I have no idea where your head is at.

See, the thing is, you’re wrong whether you’re asking the question, or whether you think you know the answer. Because a kite is not just a children’s toy. It’s also a fabulous bird. Go do a search on it, I’ll wait. 

Whoops. I just told you we didn’t have time, and now I’m putting things on pause so you can type away on your typie-thingie and look at pictures. Shame on me.

But see? Fabulous, just as advertised. And, if you’re really smart, you looked up “red kite,” species name milvus milvus, and were treated to something extra, extra fabulous. Because those little hawks are quite lovely indeed.

As is Toby. By all accounts, the nicest young man you could ever meet. Of course, I’ve only met him when he was trying to shove his fist down my throat and his foot into my sensitive squishy parts. But even I am quite enamored of the boy.

I have, after all, been watching him for quite some time now. Not in a creepy way.

Well, okay, it’s obviously creepy, but you know what I mean. It’s not like I’m trying to do anything naughty to the tyke. Well, not like you might be thinking, anyway.

I’ve just been trying to figure out the best way and the best time to kidnap him so that I can tie him up and use him as bait.




3:31

Goodness, I just realized I’m almost out of time, and I haven’t even told you who my friend is. He didn’t just randomly choose the name Red Kite for his meat shield. He appears to have some sort of fetish for birds of prey. 

He goes by Black Harrier. Or The Black Harrier. It’s not very consistent, to be honest, and that bothers me quite a bit.

I’m not going to tell you to do a search to look up what a Black Harrier looks like because we’re almost out of time, so you’ll probably have to just wait until we’re done here. But let me assure you, it’s quite a beautiful, and formidable, creature. 

I’m ignoring the fact that you may be, instead, thinking about a fighter plane, because the United States military decided to use that name for a jump jet. But I do want you to understand there’s a reason they’d name a powerful fighter jet after such a bird. It really is quite magnificent.

(If, instead, you’re thinking about a cute hound, then I can’t even right now. Shame on you.)

Anyway, you may have already guessed that I have a somewhat complicated relationship with my friend. Perhaps even an unhealthy obsession with him. After all, the bird he’s named after has the classification Circus maurus. How funny is that? I dress up like a clown and…oh, you get it. Yes, I know circus has a different meaning here, but let’s be honest: we both know I’m not all that concerned about that sort of thing.

To be fair, I feel like the preoccupation is mutual, but I suppose I’ve never really asked him. Maybe that’s just wishful thinking on my part.

So we go round and round playing this game of hawk and mouse (because why would I say cat when this analogy makes so much more sense?) and having a great deal of fun. Okay, I have a great deal of fun, and he gets very angry and assaults me to within an inch of my life.

But my point is, we have this thing going on, and I’m trying to keep it interesting by upping the ante. Pushing the envelope.




2:20

Why use Toby as bait? Because I know that it will drive my friend quite mad. He will be searching for him, and I will leave clues, and some of those clues will make no sense whatsoever. Why should I make it easy on the man? He’s trying to put me away, after all.

Wait. Did I say will? I’m having trouble with my tenses here. Actually, I already did capture young Toby and tied him to a chair. I didn’t just use rope, either. I’ve seen all those old films and television shows where the hero cuts through the rope, and so have you. 

What do I look like, a silent movie villain, twirling my moustache? I tied him up with rope, zip ties, titanium-alloy cable, and duct tape (you know, I used to think it was called “duck” tape, then only later realized you’re not supposed to use it on water fowl—but not until it was too late).

You may think this sounds like overkill, but believe me, this kid is resourceful and if I didn’t go to such great lengths, he’d find some way out. So I made sure he was really secure. 

And I set the timer.

I know you want to ask me why I need a timer, but I’m sure you’ve already figured it out, and are just hoping that you’re wrong about the answer. I assure you, you’re not.

Most supervillains only have one reason for setting a timer, and it’s not like I’m trying to be extra creative here. What’s the best way to wound a superhero without physically harming him? 

You already know.




1:06

At the risk of sounding foolish, I’m going to be candid with you and admit that I’m getting a bit worried here. You see, I didn’t believe for a second that Harrier would be cutting it this close, and I did set quite the pile of explosives to detonate when the timer was done. 

Perhaps I shouldn’t have left such random clues, or so many red herrings. Now it appears my entire plan is crumbling before my eyes. Dissolving. I may never get my dessert. Or my pre-dessert even.

I fortified this place so well to make it difficult for him to get in, and let my henchmen go home early so they wouldn’t mess anything up.

I’m not sure this is going to work out at all.

Are you getting worried? You should. There’s a young boy here about to be turned into hamburger and there’s no way anyone is going to save him in time.

Me? Of course I don’t care about that. That was my plan. But Harrier was supposed to show up, and we were going to fight, and he’d realize it was too late to save Toby without everyone blowing up and dying, and he’d have to say goodbye and be wracked by guilt forever.

Well, not forever forever. Just until I made him dessert.




0:24

You see, unfortunately, he was supposed to find a way into this impenetrable room here and then I would escape while he agonized over the fact that there was no way to get through the rope, the zip ties, the titanium-alloy cord, and the duct tape and then get out at the last second, as he is so famously wont to do.

Problem is, my henchmen aren’t too bright, and they locked the door on the way out. But my copy of the key is out there. And, while I’ve been telling you this story, I’ve also been trying to open this—


A Word from Christopher J. Valin




When I wrote Sidekick, the first book in the Red Raptor Files series, I mentioned in passing that the Black Harrier’s previous sidekick had been killed by his arch-nemesis, Pierrot. That was a story I’ve wanted to go back and tell ever since then, but I never planned on telling it from Pierrot’s point of view. Now that I’ve written it, I’m glad I did.

If you enjoyed my story in this book, as well as It’s a Bird! It’s a Plane! and World Domination, please check out Sidekick: The Red Raptor Files – Part 1, and Superteam: The Red Raptor Files – Part 2, which take place in the same universe (called the “Raptorverse” after its central character). You can also find my other books and short stories at my Amazon author’s page and more about me at my website, ChristopherValin.com. Finally, if you’d like to keep up with my new releases, as well as giveaways and other fun stuff, please subscribe to my newsletter. Thanks for reading!
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SHE WAS THE LAST ONE TO ARRIVE, and that was no accident. Standing out was her specialty. She tilted her body upright and let her bright red leather boots touch down on the sidewalk. The high heels clicked on the paved surface as she made her way toward the line of police officers standing at the entrance to the stadium. The crowds of chanting protesters fell silent when she passed them. Her dark auburn hair flowed in waves from the crown of her head. She made no eye contact with the faces in the crowd. That was a good thing, for them.

She was simply known as the Rose. She needed no other handle, no fancy title. Her strength and her malice were infamous. Her abilities, undeniable. She was feared by thousands and her thirst for power was second only to the man she was here to see for the last time. After today, she would be the highest-ranking villain in the city.

She’d flown from her secret lair on the other side of the town to attend the services for the Sinister Scientist. News of his death sent shockwaves throughout the city, causing chaos among the other villains, all of who now clamored for the number one spot. Rose was calm. She had no doubt the reins to the underworld would fall into her willing and capable hands. She was prepared to fight for it, if necessary. 

 No one truly believed he’d died, especially since he’d announced his big discovery, claiming far and wide that he’d figured out a way to cheat death and live forever. He boasted how his immortality would secure his place as the undoubted overlord of the city’s criminal underbelly. 

Then, suddenly, he was gone. Dead. The incredible news spread like wildfire. Rumors and hints of allegations ran rampant. His contemporaries were stunned and unsure if they should laugh or cry. Rose chose to laugh.

When she approached the row of tense officers, she allowed a grin to spread across her ruby lips. The man standing in front of her had his hand positioned firmly on the gun in his hip holster. He tightened his grip the closer she got. “Now, now, Captain,” she spoke, and her voice was soft and smooth like her appearance. “There’s no need to draw your weapon. I know the terms of the ceasefire.” She lifted her right hand into the air. “I swear to be on my best behavior if you do.”

The police captain never moved his hand, but his eyes drifted up to the rooftops lining the side of the street opposite the arena. Rose shook her head disapprovingly.

“Yes,” she said, “I’m aware of the Heroes stationed everywhere. I saw them dotting the rooftops and alleyways as I flew in.” She stepped back and crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s one of the advantages of flying. You get a bird’s-eye view of everything. I trust they will also honor the ceasefire.”

“We all agreed to give you and your colleagues this one day,” the captain finally spoke, but the way he said the word colleague didn’t set well with her.

“I don’t think I like your tone,” she said, letting her hands drop and rest on her hips. 

“We will follow the rules. It’s you and your friends inside who can’t be trusted.” The protesters began to chant, and soon their voices filled the air. Rose spun around and prepared to unleash on them. “No,” the police captain said, grabbing her by the shoulder. “Leave them be.”

“But the ceasefire only applies to the Heroes and Villains.” She looked back at him with fiery eyes. “And of course to all the upstanding law enforcement agents gathered here.” She pointed to the loud, sign-waving mob on the other side of the street. “But I never agreed to that.” 

The captain tightened his grip on her shoulder. He knew he wouldn’t hurt her. He couldn’t. Externally, Rose was nearly invincible. Nothing short of a bullet to her heart could kill her, which is why she wore a dark red metal breastplate at all times. The rest of her unmistakable costume consisted of bright red tights that disappeared into shiny red boots. A long crimson cape hung down her back. On her hands, she wore gloves the same shade and hue as her boots. No mask hid her face. No hood covered her head. Despite her vicious nature and horrendous crimes against the city, she was stunning, and that made her all the more treacherous.

“You and your boys here just make sure to keep those idiots under control,” Rose said. The grin had returned to her face. “It’d be a shame for something tragic to happen on such a solemn occasion.” She winked at him and began to climb the steps to the main entrance of the arena.

The stadium usually served as home for the city’s official sports teams. On most days and nights, the stands would be filled with screaming and cheering fans decked out in their favorite team’s colors. During the late spring, high schools and colleges used this space for graduation ceremonies. This venue was, for the most part, a joyous place. 

But not today.

When Rose topped the steps and made her way down the long corridor toward the main area, she was struck by the lack of noise. The silence was heavy—too heavy. The absence of any sound was eerie in this place normally teeming with enormous amounts of energy. The clicking of her boots reverberated in the empty corridor. No doubt everyone gathered inside heard her approaching.

And she was right. 

When she appeared, framed in the entrance to the inner sections of bleachers that encircled the large field in the center of the area, hundreds of eyes greeted her. She ran her hand through her hair and gave her head a slight toss to one side before she began to descend the steps. She enjoyed the attention, and she relished in the knowledge that everyone in this assemblage feared her now more than ever. She would soon be the undisputed queen of crime. Her heart beat fast. She was giddy with anticipation. All she had to do was endure this sham of a memorial service then her reign could begin.

By the time she reached the last step and made her way onto the field, a low murmur of voices rose up around her. They were talking about her, and that was fine. That’s what she’d wanted when she made her grand entrance. She wanted to make her presence known, and she had. For now, that would suffice. And besides, the man she needed to see was standing, hunched over, a few yards in front of her. She stopped, pulled at her gloves, and readjusted the belt around her waist. A sudden wave of nervousness hit her.

The man in her sights stood slumped over next to the marbled cremation urn. He wore a long white lab coat, dark khaki pants, and simple black shoes. A framed picture of the guest of honor set next to the urn he cautiously guarded. As she got closer, her eyes darted from the hunchbacked man to the face in the photo. For so long, these two had been a united force. Whenever you saw one, you always saw the other. He looked up when Rose reached him.

“Rossse,” he said through the frown on his shallow face. “You came. I’m ssso glad you did.” His voice was low, nothing more than a whisper. And when he spoke, he hissed the letter ‘s’ like a snake.

“Of course I’d be here,” she said, reaching for him with her arms opened for an embrace. He recoiled. Rose lowered her arms. She hadn’t really expected him to accept her hug. He was timid. Everyone knew that, but comforting hugs were the expectation during times like these. “How are you holding up, Simon?”

The use of his first name shocked him. No one but his boss had ever used his real name. She could tell it’d gotten to him by the way he jerked his head and quickly straightened his shoulders. Point for her.

“I misss him already. He wasss my only friend.”

“Yes, I know. I can’t imagine how you must feel.” Rose glanced over her shoulder at the collection of criminals sitting in rows. They barely filled one section of seats. There’d been a time when the Villains of this city outnumbered the Heroes. There was a time when fear was the norm. She smiled. Those days would soon return once she took charge. Those pathetic protesters on the streets outside had better enjoy their last hurrah. They’d be the first ones to go. Somebody would have to be the example. Who better than them?

Simon lowered his head again and looked at the picture. He rubbed his hand across the urn as if he were dusting it. Rose watched him carefully. Such a display of genuine sadness would touch most people, but for her, nothing. She was too concerned with convincing Simon to join her. She knew she’d need him in her corner once she transitioned to power. He had been privy to all the Scientist’s secrets, all his knowledge. Rose wanted that for herself. If left untethered, Simon could prove disastrous to her plans.

“I think we should start, don’t you?” she asked him. “I don’t imagine this motley crew will keep for long.” Rose motioned with her head to the group seated behind her. She’d hold off on asking Simon to join her until after the service. Timing and approach were crucial in matters of succession. He nodded, but didn’t move. “Surely you’re not going to stand next to his ashes the entire time.”

“Yesss. That’sss exactly what I plan to do.”

Rose chose not to press the issue. There were bigger battles to fight. She’d already established contact and began to lay the groundwork to win him over by her obvious show of compassion. That, and she’d called him by his first name. That was a powerfully devious move. In doing so, she’d shown him her desire for a more intimate, friendly relationship. She walked around, climbed the few steps to the temporary platform, and stood behind the podium. The weight of all those eyes fell on her.

“My friends,” she said, lifting her head high as she scanned the crowd. “Or perhaps I should say fiends.” A low roll of laughter rippled through the mourners. Rose smiled, feigning empathy with them. “Who would’ve ever thought we’d be here to say farewell to the most vile villain ever to plague this city we all call home?”

She opened the folder that had been left on the podium for her and retrieved the single piece of paper from inside. It was the official press release that had gone out after the Sinister Scientist’s death. She closed the folder and set the announcement down before resting her hands on either side of the podium. She gripped the sides of the slanted wooden surface with her gloved fingers. She loved the scrunching sound of real leather. She looked down and read the words to the crowd:




THE SINISTER SCIENTIST

Genius—Risk Taker—Mastermind

After decades of unparalleled research and masterful manipulation of the known universe, the Sinister Scientist was found dead by his most trusted and loyal assistant. The cause of death was unintentionally self-inflicted during a fatal experiment attempting to achieve true immortality. His life may have been cut short but his legacy of intellect and unwavering desire for power will no doubt live forever.

Rose paused when the applause began. It was softer and less enthusiastic than she’d expected. She flipped her hair away from her face and looked over at Simon. He was still standing guard over the urn. He never looked up at her, nor did he make any attempt to view the faces of the mourners in the crowd. He kept his head down. The only thing he looked at was the urn. How pathetic, Rose thought. Once I woo him and get what I want, he’ll have to go. No one as weak and sentimental as that could ever serve me.

Once the applause died down, she continued. “Let us not mourn the passing of this great man. Nor should we allow any Hero or citizen to downplay his life and his contributions to this thriving city. Sure,” she halfway laughed, “he terrorized them. We all did, but his scientific discoveries also served to help many. I don’t know of anyone among us who will ever fill his shoes.”

“Rose!” Someone shouted her name.

“Yes, you. You can lead us!”

Again, thunderous applause rose up and filled the arena. She closed her eyes and bathed in the adoration of her villainous brethren. Shouts and cheers encircled her. Yes, yes, they want me. They recognize my authority and they acknowledge my power. She opened her eyes and looked out at them. Everyone was on their feet in standing ovation and praise for her. She glanced at Simon, and this time, he looked back at her. The grief had run from his face. An expression of anger and disbelief had replaced the sadness in his eyes. Rose shrugged her shoulders at him.  

She lifted her arms and patted her hands in the air to hush the cheers. Simon had turned his body and now faced her directly. The urn he’d been so intent on guarding was at his back, as was the horde of mourners who were now quiet and seated once again. Rose lowered her hands and winked at Simon. He didn’t move. He stood immobilized by his anger. The only hint of any reaction was in his frail, tiny hands hanging at his sides that he slowly balled into tight fists.

Either she didn’t notice or she didn’t care.

“I’m touched,” she said, putting her hand against her chest, “by your overwhelming show of support and confidence in my abilities to follow in the Scientist’s footsteps. But,” she glanced down at Simon, “this is neither the time nor the place to discuss these matters. We are here to honor the legacy of one of the greatest criminal geniuses of our time.”

“Of any time!” The shout came from Simon. His sudden outburst startled Rose and surprised the rest of the crowd. He began to move slowly toward her and now she saw the white knuckles of his trembling clinched fists. “The thingsss he did, the lawsss of nature he massstered and then broke, the rulesss he rewrote, the fear and chaosss were nothing ssshort of miraculousss.” Simon pointed at Rose then spun around and pointed at those seated in the stadium. “None of you here could ever hold a candle to hisss level of geniusss.”

He appeared hysterical. Perhaps none of them had known the depth of his loyalty for his boss. Perhaps none of them cared. Rose moved quickly from behind the podium and went down to him. She stopped just short of invading his personal space. “Simon,” she said his name softly, the tone of her voice almost sounding sincere. He took two steps away from her. His muscles tensed even more now that she was so close again. He didn’t trust her. “Simon, would you like to say a few words.” She gestured to the empty podium. 

He relaxed his hands. “Me? Sssay sssomething to them?” He looked nervously over his shoulder at the sea of criminals staring intently; each of them watching every move he made. He reacted like a trapped and frightened animal. Rose eased closer to him, and this time, he didn’t retreat.

“Sure,” said Rose. “Why not? After all, you knew him better than any of us. Come on, I’ll go with you.” She extended her hand, but he stood, seemingly paralyzed, frozen to the spot by fear and panic. “Come, come,” she encouraged. “It’ll do you good to say something.”

The gathering began to clap again, but this time their applause was for him. Simon glanced at them briefly before turning back to face Rose. Her hand was still there, outstretched, waiting for him to take it. The two of them made eye contact and for a moment he felt true compassion coming from her. She smiled then winked at him. He slowly reached out and grasped her hand.

She led him to the podium. Simon carefully watched her every move. He didn’t trust her, even in this seemingly genuine moment of affection. The applause continued, rhythmically, until he was standing next to Rose. He leaned in closer to her and whispered, “You’re sssure about thisss? I don’t think it’sss appropriate for me to ssspeak here.”

Rose answered with a slight grin then faced the audience. “Colleagues in crime,” she said. “While I am overcome with such pride that you feel I’m best to lead in the great void created by our dear Scientist’s death, I’m afraid that the one man closest to him has much to say on the matter. In fact, perhaps it needs to be said, here, now, in front of all of you.” She cut her eyes back to Simon. “I would not want to begin my tenure as your leader with any objections left unspoken.” Simon tensed again, and Rose noticed it. She leaned back and covered the microphone with her hand. “They’re all yoursss.”

She mocked him with that last word.

Simon gulped, wishing he could swallow his speech impediment. All his life, he’d struggled with the way he pronounced words and made certain sounds. He’d been bullied and teased for it. Kids had been merciless. Adults had been worse. But not the Scientist. He was the only person who accepted him as he was. Simon inhaled then stepped up to the microphone. 

He opened his mouth and prepared to speak, but his voice refused to cooperate. It was frozen, paralyzed by the sudden cold grip of emotions as he scanned the familiar sea of distrustful faces. There are moments in life when time seems to stop, when everything becomes crystal clear and the memories of a lifetime come flooding back in a single second of time. Simon was having one of those moments now as he stood there and pushed back against the weight of a thousand eyes.

He recalled the early days in the laboratory when the Scientist was just beginning his life of crime. He was a young researcher living a life of solitude. His only friends were formulas, mathematical computations, and bizarre experiments conducted in the obscure hours of the night. The scientific community had ostracized him—called him a madman and sociopath—for his crimes against nature. But he didn’t care. He didn’t need them or their approval. He had his one true friend, the only person he trusted with all his knowledge: Simon.

It had been Simon since the beginning. It was he who recorded every detail of every experiment. He alone knew the secrets of the immense labs and all the rooms in the Sinister Scientist’s many hidden facilities. Only Simon knew the workings of the equipment and the schedule for feeding the hideous beasts created by DNA tampering that were kept as bizarre pets deep within the bowels of the city. And it was Simon who’d been there on that fateful day when the Scientist died. The memories continued to roll in and crash over him in huge tidal waves of emotions. 

Simon recalled the Scientist’s rise to power with his toxic weapons and poisonous concoctions that threatened to kill nearly every citizen of the city. Even the Heroes with all their great strength and power were unable to stand against him. One by one, with Simon’s help, he’d discovered each of their weaknesses and harnessed those discoveries into weapons. Many of the city’s mightiest heroes lost their lives in battle against him. His brain was tougher than their brawn. The Scientist made knowledge his ultimate power and no physical strength could touch him.

And Simon had witnessed it all. He had been there, every step of the way, helping and serving, making observations and suggestions, and all the time learning from his master. He grew in his own knowledge. He began to see the world like the Scientist. He began to wonder and ask questions, and soon those wonderings became a mad thirst demanding to be quenched. In secret, he studied and learned, and in time, his intellect surpassed that of the Scientist.

Simon began to experiment on his own, stealing the notes and journals from the Scientist’s personal library. He crept about the city, shrouded in the shadows, committing crimes and causing shockwaves of panic and fear. All evidence of his criminal activities led the Heroes and the authorities to the Scientist. Simon had hoped that once confronted with these mysterious crimes the Scientist would become irate, nervous, the idea of someone else staking a claim on his territory making him careless.

But that didn’t happen. Instead, he took credit for the crimes. He boasted about the sheer genius behind the incredibly malicious attacks and perversions of scientific knowledge. Fear of him grew as his false claims spread throughout the city. People were terrified and the other villains were in a constant state of awe. Simon was furious. His anger grew strong and dark. Soon, jealously took control and his desire to be the feared one grew to uncontrollable heights. To that end, he decided that the time had come to make his mark.

The Scientist was close to making his ultimate discovery, one that would stop the aging process, making him immortal. For years, Simon had helped him gather materials from the far corners of the earth. Together they read and translated ancient recipes from long-dead civilizations. They pored over myths and legends, tales of fountains of youth and pools of water that granted bathers eternal life. But in the end, it was all a matter of mathematics and physics; a simple formula combined with the correct elements was all that was necessary to stop death in its tracks. With this discovery, the Sinister Scientist stood not only to dominate the city but the entire world. Simon was not going to let that happen.

It’d be easy enough to stop him. All he’d have to do would be to change one of the ingredients or switch the numbers in one of the many algorithms. By doing so, he could alter the formula, change the desired outcome so that it would rapidly age the Scientist, not make him immortal. And when he was suddenly old and decrepit, Simon would finally look him in the eye and tell him everything. The Scientist would realize at last who the true master was.

Simon was meticulous in his planning. He left no room for error, carefully taking notes and committing the formulas to memory so that when he made the changes, he’d know exactly what to do. He could leave no trace of his tampering, no trail of evidence leading back to him. He had to make it look like a horrific accident. He spent weeks calculating, rehearsing, and laying the groundwork for his silent coup. His boss would never know what hit him until it was all over and he sat helplessly by and witnessed his feeble assistant rise to power. Oh, the humiliation he’d feel at the loss of his reputation and his status. 

But on the day it happened—the day it was supposed to happen—Simon made an error. In his impatient anger and his blind drive for revenge, he misread his own calculations and made a fatal change to the experiment. It was no more than a single digit, one number in a line of hundreds, but it was the one digit that ultimately killed its intended victim. Simon stood and watched as the Scientist indeed aged, but he aged rapidly without stopping, until he was nothing more than a pile of bones and paper-thin skin. 

	The panic he felt was short-lived as he moved quickly into cover-up mode. He’d have to spin the story in his favor. Time had run out on him. If he wanted to claim the now vacant criminal crown, he’d have to strike fast, and what better way to come out of the shadows than in the wake of his dear master’s tragic death. Yes, yes, it’d be so perfect. In his obvious state of grief, he’d reveal his true intellect and evil prowess. He’d show them all how he could assume control and further their criminal agenda. It’d be the ultimate underdog story. It would work. 

And it would’ve worked had it not been for her.

Now, here Simon stood at the podium next to the only person who could prevent him from taking his rightful place as the city’s crime overlord. He glared at her before he began to speak. 

“The ssscientissst wasss my friend and it breaksss my heart to be here today.” Simon spoke slowly, working to keep his true feelings in check. He had to make sure the time was right. He couldn’t afford another mistake. All the pieces he needed were in place. If he messed up again, Rose would win, and he refused to spend the rest of his life as a lackey to the likes of her. Those days were over. “My outburssst wasss unecessssary. Pleassse forgive me.”

Rose reached over and patted him gently on the shoulder. It was meant to be a comforting gesture of support, but Simon knew better. He knew she had no concern for anyone other than herself. He was fully aware of her self-serving ambitions. He was nothing more than a stepping stone, another tool for her to use. He cut his eyes to her and watched as she smiled. She thought only of herself. The anger swelled again in the pit of his stomach. She had to be eliminated.

Now was the time.

Simon motioned with his hand. Rose noticed his quick gesture. A young man appeared at the top of the stadium and began to descend the steps. He was dressed in a blue shirt and faded jeans. He wore a green cap on his head and in his arms he carried a dozen red roses. He was nervous as he passed the rows of seats filled with the city’s most notorious criminals. They laughed and sneered, making derogatory comments as he reached the field and hurried to where Simon and Rose stood.

“What’s the meaning of this?” Rose asked. “Who is he?” The young man stopped just short of reaching the podium. She eyed the bright red bouquet cradled in his arms and smiled, not because of the flowers, but because she noticed how they trembled. She loved the fear her presence caused.

“Thessse flowersss are for you,” Simon said.

Rose’s face was still, devoid of any visible reaction until her mouth finally twisted to one side before running into a smile. She put her hand on her chest and batted her eyelids. The young deliveryman climbed the steps and walked over to where Rose waited. The crowd stood and cheered. Rose swung around and waved to them enthusiastically. She relished in the limelight. This was her moment, and she basked in the glory of it all.

She turned and took the roses from the young man. He released his nervous hold on them and backed up quickly. Simon reached out and grabbed him by the arm. “Ssstay here,” he hissed. “I need you to sssee thisss.”

Rose walked back and forth in front of the podium, waving her hand in true pageant style. A glamorous grin spread across her face each time she leaned in to inhale the sweet aroma of the crimson bouquet. The cheers roared from the stands and washed over her. Power—true power and ultimate prestige—was at last hers. The deliveryman attempted to pull away, but stopped when he felt Simon’s grip tighten on his arm. 

“No, wait,” said Simon. “It’sss about to happen. Trussst me, you don’t want to misssss thisss!”

Simon and the deliveryman watched Rose make her walk of triumph one more time, but something was different. It was a subtle change, a slight difference in they way her arm moved as she waved. It seemed slower, labored. And when she turned to look back at them, her smile was gone as was the gleam of elation and victory in her eyes. They had been replaced by a sudden expression of panic. She dropped the flowers at her feet and stumbled back a few steps before falling down. 

The crowd went silent, save for the collective gasp. Simon held on tightly to the arm of the young man struggling to pull away. “Let me go!” he shouted. “I did what you asked. I brought the flowers and gave them to her.” He was frantic, his voice high with fear. “Please don’t—”

His words stopped when he felt the heat spread through his chest. His arms and legs began to tremble and his head swam with dizziness. He looked at Rose who struggled and gasped, clutching at her throat as she fought for air. Simon released his hold on the deliveryman’s arm and let him collapse on the floor at his feet.

The mourners began to move, some rushing toward him, while others started to climb the steps to exit the stadium. Simon stood perfectly still and waited. One by one, they started to fall, their shouts and cries turning into the gasping, gurgling sounds of people drowning in their own saliva. 

Simon jumped when he felt the hand grab his ankle. He looked down and saw Rose’s red-gloved hand pawing at his feet. He laughed and kicked it away. Rose rolled over onto her back. She never took her eyes off Simon. He slid his hands into the pockets of his white jacket and stepped over next to where she lay helpless, fighting for her life.

“My dear Rosssse,” he spoke softly to her then looked up and surveyed the dying villains’ littering the stadium grounds. He puffed out his chest with a great sense of pride. “All of you honessstly thought I’d jussst fade away and allow sssomeone elssse to take over.” Simon threw his head back and laughed. “None of you, not even him,” he pointed at the framed photo of the Sinister Scientist, “ever knew who the real power wasss.”

Rose gasped and pounded her fists against the floor in a final attempt to hang on to life. Simon bent down and watched closely as her breathing slowed until her heaving chest finally stilled. He let his eyes drift to hers. He smiled when he saw the wide pupils of death staring blankly up at him. The Rose was no more. “Goodbye,” was all he said as he reached down and rested his hand over her eyes. He gently ran his palm down her face and closed her eyelids for the last time. 

Simon left the podium and made his way over to the urn. He tapped the side with his finger. “Thanksss for everything,” he said to the ashes inside. “You were a great teacher, but sssometimesss the ssstudent outgrowsss his massster.” He looked at the picture sitting next to the urn, smiled, then hit it with his fist, breaking the glass and sending the photo falling to the ground.

He turned and started to head toward the exit. He carefully maneuvered the sea of dead bodies, all the time making a silent roll call of the former Villains that once terrorized this city. All their power, he thought as he stepped around the corpses of the many fallen. All that strength and combined might and yet they were brought down by a tiny red rose. 

He stopped and bent down next to the body of a large, muscular man dressed entirely in black. His head was covered in a dark hood masking his dark-skinned face. In life, he’d been known as Dr. Nocturnal, Doc Noc for short. He was feared for his power to invade and control the nightmares of his innocent victims. Now, he was dead. Simon reached over and took the single red boutonniere pinned to his pitch-black shirt. He’d given it to him. He’d given them all one when they arrived for the memorial. Idiots!

Simon stood and pinned the boutonniere to his jacket. The aroma was sweet, and he delighted in the scent that filled his nose. He did not fear the toxic poison infused in the petals of this deadly flower. He’d taken the only antidote. He alone was immune to the fragrant death hanging in the air all around him. He adjusted the bud pinned to his chest and climbed the stadium stairs to the exit. When he reached the last step, he turned and made one last survey.

Victory was his. They were all gone. There would be no one to oppose him now. He’d be the ultimate Villain, the only criminal to challenge the Heroes of this great city. And the final part of his plan would prove to be the most critical. He rubbed the boutonniere again. The Heroes would blame her for all of this. The mighty Rose’s floral signature was all over this massacre. 

She’d been the last to arrive, the last one the Heroes saw enter. Even the good guys knew of her ambitions. The blame would fall squarely at her feet, and since she was dead—since they were all dead—there’d be no one to dispute that terrible assumption. The city would feel free and safe from crime. But that feeling of security would be short-lived. Soon, a new Villain would emerge. A new sinister threat deadlier than anything they’d ever known would rise and strike fear into the hearts of every citizen. And the city will know that threat by its true name: Simon.
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I DON’T BELIEVE IN GHOSTS. Flying men, aliens who infect your dreams like a virus, a living furnace who belches out magma, an invisible woman who can tear a man’s brain out before he even realizes she’s nearby—those are all undeniably real. But for some reason, ghosts just always felt too far fetched. Something had to be off limits, otherwise what was the point in carrying on? If every nightmare man ever dreamed up walked the earth, why bother trying to make your way in the world? Why not just eat the barrel of a gun and pull the trigger? It seemed to work for my father, anyway. Mom always said he was in hell. I don’t know about that, but he sure wasn’t here suffering with the rest of us. Gordon said there was something noble in my dad’s death, by seizing control of his own cause of death he gave a big middle finger to the screwed up state of the world around us. Gordon’s an idiot. 

Gordon’s dad works—well, worked—at a grocery store and never missed a little league game. The store was destroyed in a freak inland tsunami when the war between the superheroes and the supervillains spilled over into rural Indiana. Tsunatra, the villain who led the attack was rumored to have been singing the Sinatra song “P.S. I Love You” as he summoned the wave and unleashed it against the heroes. Seriously, no lie—you can’t make this stuff up. Seems like an odd choice of a song, if you ask me. 

Tragic as it may be, the loss of our fathers is one of the things that binds me and Gordon together. As for why we let Becca tag along and take a third of our profits? I’m not entirely sure. We met her not very long after Gordon and I realized a super-war created a super amount of collateral damage, and within that collateral damage was a whole lot of valuable stuff waiting to be scavenged. We were picking through the remains of a shopping mall, when all of a sudden she was just…there. Gordon was so surprised he almost accidentally shot her. We tried to intimidate her, to scare her off, but every time we turned around, there she was. Eventually, we just stopped trying and she just kind of melted into the team. 

She was freaking weird at first. She didn’t say a word, ever. It took a long time before she did and at times, I wished she’d have stayed silent. Chick has some dark thoughts, that’s for sure. Gordon says she’s secretly a freak, but I see loss in her eyes. Not the loss of a parent like us, but like a parent who lost something that can never be returned. I’ve never asked her about it. Never will, either. Some things are too tragic to think about. Makes me wonder why she didn’t take after my old man and just end it all. Our team wouldn’t be the same without her though. Truthfully, I like her more than I like Gordon. Did I mention he’s an idiot?

We travel a lot. Now that the war’s into its fourth year, we’ve got more destroyed areas to scavenge than we can ever possibly get to. Gordon’s got a dream to get us a boat so we can go and start scavenging Europe, but with so much of America destroyed in the latest villain offensive, we’ve got more than we can handle here. Gordon’s driving and Becca’s asleep. I’m pretending to sleep so Gordon won’t talk to me, but as we cross into what used to be Fulton County, Georgia, I can’t pretend anymore. The whole place looks like obsidian, burned so hot it’s all soot and black glass. We’d heard that Living Furnace sacrificed himself to win the battle for the heroes but it was hard to believe that a flying, metal tub of lava was actually capable of being killed. I guess now we knew the truth. The devastation stretched on for hundreds of miles in every direction. I had to slide my goggles over my eyes to keep the ash out as we made our way into Atlanta. 

Every once in a while, I saw specks of green mixed in with the blackened landscape. Biophreak had been in charge of the villain troops here. We’d learned early on to never touch any area with his signature green residue left on it. Gordon’s dog was with us when we started. Poor mutt was the one that discovered just how toxic Biophreak was. One little paw in the wrong spot and the dog imploded, acid eating him from the inside out. He had tread upon the devil’s land and paid the ultimate price. Gordon had said, “better him than me” when it happened. I’m still not sure I agree.

“Wake Becca up,” Gordon said, “We’re almost there.”

“Aw, let her sleep. It’s the only time she doesn’t look angry.”

“This was her idea,” Gordon said. “Tell sleeping beauty I need directions.”

Our open topped van bounced and creaked as he maneuvered down the ruined highway toward a high-rise apartment building. Though covered in soot and missing several walls, the building was still in pretty decent shape. We always had good luck with these kinds of places. High in their ivory towers, the wealthy stored up their treasures, safe and secure in the belief that their spot in the sky kept them out of reach from common thugs like us. But no one was immune to the war.

Moving toward the back of the van, I paused for a moment before waking Becca up. She was a sad woman, just in general, but not when she was sleeping. I was convinced that she never dreamed, because hers was the most perfect and peaceful face when she slept. Sometimes, I doubted my theory about her losing kids in the war because she looked so at peace while resting. Once she was awake, though, I didn’t doubt. She wore a never-ending scowl that seemed to be grafted onto her face.

I nudged the cot with my foot. “Becca, we’re almost there. Go tell Gordon where to go.”

She opened her eyes, blinked a few times, and then, yep, there was the scowl. That’s all she got, about six seconds of peace before the grim reality of death and destruction settled upon her soul once again. In those six seconds, she was actually pretty good looking.

She stood, gripping the side of the van as she surveyed the blackened remains of downtown, Atlanta. Unmoved by the horrors her eyes had seen, she didn't even flinch at the sight of it. 

“Who won?” she asked, not even a hint of emotion in her voice.

I shrugged. The war had gotten so ugly I didn’t really think there was a proper way to answer that question anymore.

“Nobody,” I said. 

Gordon looked back at us.

“Sure wasn’t us,” he said. “This area’s so devastated, we’ll be lucky if we break even on this trip.”

Becca scoffed. She sat back down on her cot and began pulling on her boots.

“That’s the thing about supers. Gods and devils are at war, and us regular humans are just bugs down here, waiting to get stepped on.”

Her scowl somehow intensified, something I hadn’t even thought possible. 

“We were never gonna win, no matter which side we root for.”

It was grim, but not wrong. Still, I felt a heaviness upon me that hadn’t been there before she spoke. We travelled the rest of the way in silence. I strapped on my tool belt, then grabbed a pry bar. Gordon called me the engineer of the team. Truth was, I was just smart enough to know how to use all the tools and he wasn’t. 

“Which one is it, Bec?”

She made her way to the front of the van and point out the window. “Over there.”

“What’s so special about that,” he asked.

“Just always wanted to see the inside, I guess.”

The van came to a stop and I climbed out. My instinct was to offer Becca my hand to help her down, but I’d made that mistake once already. The black eye she gave me told me she was neither interested nor reliant upon help from anyone. Ever since, she got her own self up and down from the van. 

Looking up at the building we were about to enter, I immediately started to feel my stomach knot up. It wasn’t possible to know the structural integrity of the building, and as the so called engineer, it was my job to enter first and go up all stairs first. The only comfort I took was knowing that if a building ever collapsed underneath me, it would fall directly on Gordon.

“Time to get rich, boys,” Gordon said as he approached the building.

I pulled my flashlight from my belt and stepped into the lobby of the building. I coughed. The air inside was thick and waves of heat passed over me. Being in a structure hadn’t saved any of these poor people. There were no souls present. Anyone touched by the magma from Living Furnace didn’t just die, they were burned out of existence. Or at least that’s what it seemed like. No charred corpses, no teeth, no bones. Just soot and emptiness. Lucky for us, his magma didn’t seem to have quite the same effect on inanimate objects, and while melted and charred, I still spotted a few things worth salvaging right away. 

“Do you hear that?” Becca asked as she stepped up beside me.

I hated her for asking the question. Of course I heard it. I always heard it at the site of a Living Furnace battle, but never quite like this. Never anywhere near this loud. 

“It’s just the wind,” Gordon said.

He didn’t believe in ghosts, either. Of course what we were hearing wasn’t ghosts, but it was something. Whispers, usually just barely audible, right in that sweet spot between being quiet enough to convince yourself you weren’t hearing it and loud enough that you knew you were. But here, they were all around us, a chorus of death. 

Becca shot Gordon a dirty look, then returned her gaze to me.

“You hear it.”

She wasn’t asking anymore.

“It might just be…”

Before I could finish, the whispers moved; away from us and up the stairs. The exact direction we were headed next. I could feel her staring at me, and against my better judgment I met her gaze. I hated what I saw there, and hated even more that I found some small part of myself agreeing with it. I looked away quickly, silently cursing myself for looking at her in the first place.

Despite the oppressive heat in the building, I felt a chill spreading across my skin as I made my way toward the stairs. Gordon was already scouring the lobby for valuables, and Becca was doing whatever she wanted. We both knew better than to give her orders. She helped when and how she chose, and despite her having no defined role in the group, she usually ended up doing more work than both of us. 

I noticed she was trailing me as I started up the stairs. She was staying a few steps behind, her obvious caution causing my anxiety to soar. What did she think was up there? I was so distracted that I paid no attention to the structural integrity of the stairs themselves, which was supposed to be my primary focus. I made sure an area was safe, Gordon came and scavenged what he could out of it. But I realized that I was chasing the whispers, terrified that I might actually catch them, but driven to try anyway. 

Stepping out onto the second floor, I was met with nothing but silence. The walls on this floor were still mostly intact, and I shined my flashlight. I told myself I was checking for signs of instability, but if I saw any I didn’t even register them. After a moment I clicked it off and started to climb once more. The third floor was silent, as was the fourth. 

I was starting to breathe heavily from the fast climb as I stepped out onto the fifth floor. The far wall was completely gone and the wasteland once known as Atlanta was visible. I could also see into several nearby apartments, their doors little more than a pile of ash in the threshold. In one, there was a box of jewelry spilled open, the glint of metal visible through the black ash and soot. It pulled me out of the strange spell I was under, reminding me why we were here. I began to walk toward it, testing the floor beneath me, making sure it was sturdy enough to hold Gordon so he could safely scavenge the area.

A hand on my shoulder almost caused me to jump. I turned my head to see Becca, her eyes wide, as her fingernails dug into my skin.

“We have to keep going up,” she said.

She was never close to what I would call stable, but something about this place had set her on edge. I knew what that something was, but for some reason I didn’t even want to think it. 

“The voices aren’t here,” Becca said. 

We’d never discussed the whispers before, but I knew she’d always been drawn to them. They were usually so faint that there wasn’t much to discuss; a simple, dark look between she and I would confirm we both heard them, and then we’d move on. But here, in this place, they’d captured her, and she clearly wasn’t going to stop until she found them again.

I pulled my arm away from her.

“We checked five floors, Becca, we.”

“Have to go higher,” she snapped. 

Her usual scowl was gone, replaced with something far less welcoming. She was desperate. She was clearly not going to stop. For a moment, her expression softened. As I stared into her eyes, I saw tears gathering there.

“Please, Charlie.”

I stared at her for a long moment, then did the only thing I could in that moment. I nodded, then turned back toward the stairs. She let out a long breath, relieved we were continuing on. But I could feel her tense again as we started back up the steps. Did she truly want to find what it was she was searching for? 

We moved, quick and quiet, both of our ears searching the dark for any sign of the whispers. We cleared ten floors in a matter of a few minutes. In the few moments we spent on each floor, I’d seen several promising items for us to take. Gordon was going to be very pleased. If he didn’t die falling through a weak spot on one of the lower floors I hadn’t properly inspected, that is.

I paused just below the sixteenth floor, sweat running into my eyes. I rubbed at them, but that just caused it to sting more. Becca was behind me, breathing heavily. I was about to voice my frustration when I heard something faint, barely there. I wanted to convince myself it was nothing, to keep us both from moving any closer, but the way my whole body tensed in that moment gave me away. 

“What is it?” she asked.

Our eyes met and she knew. She closed her eyes and focused, searching for the noise. A moment later her eyes shot open and I knew she’d heard. So up we went. 

The whispers grew louder with each floor, and by the time we reached nineteen, they were almost as loud as they’d been in the lobby. I didn’t want this, not anymore, for me or for her. But still, I spoke.

“I think this is it,” I said. 

Becca shoved past me and rushed out onto the floor. I was right behind her, but as I saw the shape this level was in, I paused. It had been hit hard by the blast, entire walls, exterior and interior were gone, and the floor was splintered and cracked. 

“Hold up,” I said.

She wasn’t listening. The whispers felt like they were everywhere now and she was running toward them. I could hear the floor groaning with each step she took.

“Becca!” 

My voice boomed but she didn’t stop. I cussed under my breath and started after her as she disappeared down the hall. I could feel the concrete shift as I moved. Looking down at it, I knew that this floor wasn’t going to hold. 

I looked up and saw her. She went from apartment to apartment, trying to find the source of the whispers. I don’t know how she was discerning one voice from another, they seemed to be all around now. She disappeared into the last apartment down the hall. I took a deep breath, then rushed after her. 

The whole building was talking now. The cracked and broken floor cried out under my weight, the splintered load bearing walls cursing at me for adding to their stress. I didn’t want to die like this but I couldn’t leave Becca. She didn’t realize how unstable this floor was. 

I nearly slammed into her as I rushed into the last apartment. She was kneeling in the doorway with her eyes closed and head turned, her ear slightly tilted toward the far corner of the room. 

“I can almost make out what they’re saying,” she said. 

I was too preoccupied with not dying to worry about the whispers. There was a massive hole in the ceiling and the floor. It looked like where some of the magma poured through. 

“I’m coming,” Becca said.

Suddenly she was in motion. I reached for her, but was too slow. I don’t even think she saw the hole in the floor. By some miracle, she naturally stepped over it, rushing toward the far corner of the room. It wasn’t going to hold. I knew it before she even got there. The second she reached the corner, there was a sharp crack followed by a deep rumble. The building shook as the entire corner of the room began to splinter off and tip away.

I’m not smart enough to know if anything is faster than the speed of light, but in that moment the speed of thought was king. Because I played out an entire shameful scenario in my mind. In it, I backed away quickly, putting as much space between me and the growing break in the floor as possible. Even though I’d never heard her even raise her voice, I perfectly imagined her scream as she fell away into the open air. In that split second, as I imagined myself choosing self preservation over heroism, I knew the way her eyes would pierce mine, the way she would damn me with her whole soul as she fell to her death. I knew the sound it would make as her frame smacked into the pavement below, quickly turned to paste by the cement and rubble of the falling building. All the while, I’d still be on the nineteenth floor, cowardly, but alive.

I blinked, forcing the dark scenario from my mind. Only a split second had passed but I silently prayed that she hadn’t sensed my hesitation as I sprinted forward. I stopped at the edge of the break and leaned forward, reaching as far as I could. She was completely silent. Our eyes met and I don’t even know that I saw fear in hers. Surprise, but also a chilling acceptance. For a moment, I wondered if she was going to reach for me. For another moment, I saw her falling again, heard her hitting the pavement again. She almost appeared stunned when her body finally moved, her arms reaching for mine desperately.

I gripped her around the wrists and jerked myself backward, swinging her up and into the remains of the room. I turned, almost losing my balance then released her, the momentum sending her crashing into a blackened dresser, soot and ash flying into the air. She cried out in pain from the impact. I fell to my knees, breathing heavily, thankful I was still alive.

I could barely hear anything over the sound of my heart thudding against my chest. I desperately scanned the floor, making sure it wasn’t going to give way beneath me. For now, it appeared to be safe.

A moment later, I became aware of a sound. It was Becca.

“Charlie. Charlie.”

She was whispering. I looked up at her, and suddenly my already pounding heart started beating so fast I was convinced it was going to burst. Standing in the space between me and Becca were two figures. They were barely there, only visible where the soot that had been knocked loose had landed on them. I’d seen invisible heroes before; that’s not what this was. This was something else entirely, something not meant to be, given form by the ash. 

“They’re still here,” Becca said. 

My blood was ice cold, yet she was smiling from ear to ear. She started gathering up handfuls of soot and ash and tossing them onto the two figures. The more it hit them, the more they took shape. One was clearly a child, and the other an adult woman. 

“Help me, Charlie!” Becca said, her voice almost impossibly chipper. 

I stood and stumbled forward, careful not to make contact with the two, whatever they were. Becca looked at me and smiled. I preferred the scowl. I moved past her and backed toward the door. She looked confused for a moment, then tossed a handful of soot at me. I ducked but I never heard the soot hit the floor. I didn’t have to turn around to know what I was going to see, yet I found the urge to turn uncontrollable. I straightened myself and turned. At the last second I squeezed my eyes closed. It was childish, and somehow it made it worse instead of better. I forced them open and found myself staring at a soot-covered face. All the ash Becca had thrown hit it right in the face, so the rest of its body remained invisible. But the face was there, and the mouth was open in an eternal scream. I could actually hear a cry of terror coming from deep within it. It was barely above a whisper, but it was there.

“They’re all still here!” Becca squealed.

I backed away from the thing in front of me, putting myself back into the room with Becca and the two ash covered ghosts there. She was still covering them with the black stuff. They almost looked whole, yet I saw her hand go completely through the child. The more she put on them, the louder their whispers. I still couldn’t understand what they were saying, but Becca seemed to be able to make it out. 

“Please, tell me where he is,” she said. “If you’re still here then so is he, I have to find him.”

Whatever the things were telling her, she didn’t seem to like it. Her face was twisted into a desperate frown.

“Please, I can’t understand, help me understand.”

I didn’t know what to do. Part of me wanted to run and never look back. Most of me wanted that. But I still didn’t want to leave her behind. 

“Becca, I don’t know what’s happening here, but we have to leave.”

If she heard me, she showed no signs of it.

“You used to live here, didn’t you.” I said, beginning to understand.

She ignored me, continuing to chatter with the two figures, trying desperately to negotiate something that I didn’t understand. She seemed to be making some sort of progress. 

“But anyone who’s been killed by Living Furnace, right? Not just you here?”

She closed her eyes and smiled as they responded. But a moment later her expression changed to confusion.

“Why do you need that?”

Her eyes settled on me for the briefest of moments, then away. There was something in that look that unnerved me even more than the ghostly figures gathered around me. 

“Is there no other way?” Becca asked.

Again, she looked at me. This time I took a step back. I wasn’t okay with whatever was being negotiated.

Loud footsteps on the stairs drew my attention. I looked down the hall to see Gordon appear.

“What the hell’s going on?” he said loudly, jogging toward me. “Sounded like half the building fell down.”

I wanted to warn him, to tell him to stop, to stay where he was. But in that moment, no words came from my lips. I watched him as he approached. He was more annoyed than concerned, and I was certain he was already preparing the lecture he was going to give us about the importance of going floor by floor and finding every valuable item we could. He moved carelessly, oblivious to the weak and dangerous floor beneath his feet. And as he neared, I realized he was even oblivious to the ghostly face in the doorway. Gordon really was an idiot.

“How many times do I have to tell the two of you that…”

His voice trailed off as he entered the room and saw the two ash covered ghosts. 

“What is this?” he asked.

The two figures turned toward him, then back to Becca. She looked at Gordon, then back at the two figures. Becca nodded.

“Yes, you have my permission.”

The two figures turned slowly, then stopped and stared right at Gordon. 

“Who are these guys? You guys scavengers too? We got dibs on this places, bros.”

He never ever saw the two figures rush him. I leaped back, certain that I wanted no part in what happened next. I expected a graphic impact, an explosion of gore and blood. What happened was much worse. They stopped, one on each side of him. Gordon was frozen in place, unable to even look at either of them. Then they spoke, and this time we all understood the whispers.

“Give us…” the adult ghost began.

“...the blood,” the child finished.

Gordon’s eyes bulged and his body began to shake.

“Please God, no,” he muttered. 

Words could never accurately capture the horror that came next. The two ghosts got what they asked for. Gordon began to bleed. From every part of him. It was almost too surreal to process. My eyes were glued to what was happening, yet my brain almost refused to believe what it was seeing was real. The truest horror of it all was in the lack of sound. It reminded me of that scene in Indiana Jones where that guy’s face melted off—but like watching it on mute. The two figures positioned themselves below him, allowing the blood to spill over them. The blood covered them, giving full form to their ghostly bodies. 

Gordon collapsed. His body looked like a balloon that had lost half its air, a deflated corpse robbed completely of its essence. His eyes remained wide open.

I opened my mouth to scream but stopped. The two blood soaked ghosts weren’t looking at me and I wanted to keep it that way. They turned slowly and walked back over to Becca. She’d lost some of the color in her face, but her jaw was rigid and set. She was a woman committed to the path she’d chosen.

The crimson ghosts spoke. I couldn’t quite make out what they were saying but their voices sounded more human now. The blood had done something to them. 

“That would be delightful,” Becca said. “I’ll do anything to see him again. Anything.” 

They spoke to her again, and for the last time her eyes met mine. She looked genuinely sad.

“I’m sorry, Charlie, I really am, you’ve been good to me. Please understand, it’s for my little boy.”

I stepped toward the door.

“They can’t take me to him until they have more.” 

The two ghosts turned toward me.

“They have to have it to become whole again. I’m sorry, it’s the only way.”

The two blood soaked ghosts looked back at her and spoke. She looked at the floor and slowly nodded.

“Yes, you have my permission,” she whispered.

I ran. There was little time to think and little to think about. I could hear them behind me and I just ran with everything I had. I might’ve even stepped on Gordon, but I couldn’t be sure. I reached the stairs and began leaping down three at a time. I was going too fast, off balance and almost certainly going to fall and possibly break my neck. It would be a lovely way to go compared to what happened to Gordon. I thought about my dad, about his suicide. What I wouldn’t have given for a gun in that moment. But instead all I could do was flee. I dared not look behind me. I knew they were there, that’s all that mattered.

I heard Becca at the top of the stairs.

“Don’t run! Think about it, you’d do the same for those that you loved!”

But I’d never loved someone enough to kill. In a sick way, her final words to me stabbed at my heart, reminding me of yet another thing I wasn’t going to live long enough to experience. Was there someone left in this ravaged world who I could love enough to do what Becca was doing? Was my soulmate just around the corner, now doomed to walk the earth alone since I’m clearly not going to live long enough to find her? Would she have loved me with the same passion? A passion that would slay others if it meant being reunited with me? 

They were all empty questions. Just the chatter and rhetoric of a mind trying to distract itself from the fact that it was about to suffer a most gruesome death. 

For a minute I started to feel the slightest touch of hope. I somehow hadn’t lost my balance yet, and was flying down the stairs faster than what I thought possible. I could still feel the presence of the ghosts, but they were falling behind. 

Then it happened. It’s true of all of us: one missed step and your life could be over. It could’ve been a slogan for a company, could’ve been a popular saying that inspired people to seize the day. Instead, it was simply my reality. As I started to fall, I braced myself for the impact, hoping it would kill me before the ghosts did. 

I repeated something in my head as I fell.

I don’t believe in ghosts.

I don’t believe in ghosts.

I don’t believe in ghosts.

I don’t believe in ghosts.

Something told me it didn’t matter what I believed.
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Part 1: Farewells

CATHERINE FLETCHER ACCEPTED her driver’s hand as she stepped out of the town car. 

“Thank you, Silas.”

“Ma’am,” Silas said, holding the umbrella over the elderly woman as he assisted her to her feet. 

Catherine used her driver to steady herself until the dizziness abated. Looking skyward, Catherine noted the rain and dark clouds. 

“Somehow, this is fitting.”

“Yes ma’am,” Silas agreed, removing the wheeled oxygen tank from the town car.

Catherine gripped her cane with one hand and held Silas’s arm in the other. “Well, let’s get this over with.”

“Yes ma’am.”

The pair walked into the small, secluded West Haven medical facility. 

• • • 

“Can you identify the body?” the medical examiner asked. 

“Yes,” Catherine said, viewing the corpse on the stainless steel table. “Alexander Bonaparte—or as the world knew him, the Tactician.”

“This is really an honor, Ms. Fletcher,” the reporter in the corner of the crematorium said. 

Catherine continued staring at the body of her old nemesis, not bothering to look at the young man. “Yes, I assume it would be.”

“If I may, it’s an honor to be here. Thank you for the chance to do this interview. You were a legend in this city.”

“I am aware of who I was,” Catherine said. 

“Wow, Bonaparte himself. the Tactician. Dead. Ironic.”

“How do you mean?” Catherine asked. 

“Well, considering who he was, you’d think he’d go out in a giant battle against heroes. But he didn’t…he just…died. And a heart attack at that. And only his greatest rival present to say goodbye. It’s tragic. Like Mozart’s paupers grave.”

“Mozart was buried as was fitting the Viennese custom of the late 1700’s,” Catherine corrected. “The pauper story was propaganda piece designed to sell more newspapers.”

“If you say so, ma’am.”

“What’s your name again, son?”

“Phil Winters, ma’am.”

“And what newspaper do you represent?”

“Not a newspaper, ma’am; a website. HeroTimes.com.”

Catherine turned to directly address the reporter. “Phillip, your presence is an insult.”

“Ma’am?”

“The man before you was incredible.”

“The Tactician? He was a villain.”

“Yes, he was. One of the best.”

“Respectfully ma’am, he terrorized the city and all of the West Coast.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-eight, ma’am.”

“Then you have no idea what you are talking about.”

“ Ma’am, I’ve read all the history sites. About you and the rest of the Dawn Guard. The greatest heroes ever. I mean, you were Songbird!”

“Again, I know who I was.”

“You fought this guy for years. Even before he…”

“Killed them,” Catherine finished. “Yes. I know. I was there.”

“Then how could you defend him?”

Catherine ignored him and placed a hand on Alexander Bonaparte’s face. “Goodbye. Okay, let’s get this over with.

“As you wish, Ms. Fletcher,” the examiner said, passing a pen and clipboard to the older woman. 

Catherine signed the form as the primary witness and passed the clipboard back. The medical examiner filled in the rest. Once completed, the stainless steel tray moved on the belt into the oven where the hatch was sealed and the fire lit.

“Young man,” Catherine said to Phil, “what do you know about Nazi rocket scientists?”

“Ma’am?”

Catherine watched the Tactician burn, and with him the end of an era. “It is a simple question. What do you know about them?”

“I don’t know, ma’am,” Phil said, pulling out his smartphone to look it up. 

“Do not bother” Catherine said. “They were great men, born with great minds but cursed to be in a place which chose to embrace evil. The Dawn Guard and I fought those evil men. But were they evil?”

“They were Nazis ma’am.”

“They were,” Catherine agreed. “But some of them, the scientists, defected to the U.S.. They rededicated themselves, helped to make NASA what it was. It is the same with many villains. That phone in your pocket only exists because of people like the Tactician, pushing technology forward. He was cruel. He was evil. But his mind blessed the world as a whole with technological advancements no one has ever been able to replicate.”

“Don’t you see that as revisionist history?”

Catherine leaned against a counter, turned off her oxygen tank, and removed the tube from under her nose. She lifted her purse and pulled out a silver cigarette case and a matching antique silver lighter. She lit the smoke and breathed in deep. 

“Ma’am, should you be doing that?”

“I’ll die eventually from something.”

“I mean in here,” Phil said. “I think it’s illegal.”

“I’m eighty-nine, I do not care,” Catherine declared. “Phillip, you are young and therefore stupid. You still see things in black and white. I know I did. When they brought those Nazi bastards into America, I was livid. But over time, I saw the good they could do. One day, you will look back on the past and see things from a unique point of view.”

“If I may ma’am; the world will rest easier now he’s gone.”

“So they will.”

“What’s the next move for the Fletcher Foundation?”

“My foundation continues to help those who need it. I will do as I’ve always done, guiding the world by empowering those who can affect change.”

“I want to thank you for the interview,” Phil said, then looked at the furnace. “I—I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Don’t be,” Catherine said. “He was an asshole and I’m glad he’s dead. Silas, we are done here. It is time to go.”




Part 2: Resurrection

“Hey, weren’t you that guy?”

“No,” Andre said as he tapped his cane past the man and continued walking down the sidewalk.

“Naw, you were that guy. I hope you die.”

Andre ignored the man as he did everyone else. Tapping his cane, he felt the cement stairs which let up to his building. He adjusted his small bag of groceries as he walked up, into the lobby. 

Moving to his right, he tapped his cane forward. When he felt the wall, he moved to the left, finding the elevator’s frame. His fingers found the two buttons and he pressed “up”. He smelled a familiar scent behind him. 

“Evening, Ms. Kelly.”

Mrs. Kelly said nothing. 

The elevator dinged and the doors opened. Andre stepped on, felt for his floor and pressed the 8 button. “Should I get yours, Mrs. Kelly? Eleven, correct?”

“Yes.”

“You got it,” Andre said, moving his hand up to the 11 button. 

They rode the elevator in silence. 

“Floor 8,” the electronic voice said. 

Andre stepped off. “Have a good evening, Mrs. Kelly.”

“I hope you burn in hell.”

Andre sighed as the doors closed behind. Reaching his apartment, he fumbled for his keys. Once inside, he set his groceries down on the counter and carefully set each item in their designated spot. 

It was then Andre sensed something. He was not alone. He smelled cigarettes, perfume, and…oil?

“Who’s there?”

“Please, do not be alarmed Mr. Bowers,” an elderly female voice said from Andre’s living room. “My name is Catherine Fletcher. And I am here to offer you my assistance.”

Andre made his way into his living room. He could sense the woman sitting in his recliner. But there was someone else in the room. 

“Who else is here?”

“My assistant,” Catherine said. “Silas.”

“Silas smells of lubricant and electricity.”

“That is because he is an android. One of the top-of-the-line models the Fletcher Foundation produces for assisted living.”

“Whoa, you’re that Catherine Fletcher.”

“I was unaware there was more than one.”

“Songbird?”

Andre heard her sigh. “Yes, I was she as well. A long time ago. And a little over three years ago, you were Pulse the Living Laser, were you not?”

Andre frowned. “What do you want, Ms. Fletcher?”

“To help you.”

“So you broke into my home?”

“Do you expect a woman of my age to stand and wait?”

Everyone in West Haven knew Catherine Fletcher and her foundation. Her philanthropy and advancements in medicine were legendary. She’d easily become more famous after she retired from crime fighting. 

“Please sit, Mr. Bowers,” Catherine said. “It is your home after all. I have a proposition for you.”

Andre felt for the couch, looking for the edge of the cheap upholstery. Feeling the seam of the cushion, he positioned himself to sit. 

“Ma’am, I don’t know what you want, but I don’t think I can help.”

“I want to give you your life back, Mr. Bowers. I want to make you a hero again.”

Andre said nothing. The frankness of her words and the conviction in which she spoke made him believe she was sincere. 

A hero again? 

To fly again. 

To matter again. 

To…not be hated.

As quickly as the feeling of possibility came, the reality of his situation dashed his momentary hope. 

“I don’t know if you know about me Ms. Fletcher, but…”

“You were responsible for the Overman Bridge accident three years ago,” she started, sounding bored. “You fought one of the Tactician’s team, the Caustic Crew. The Crew held civilians for ransom on the bridge. During the confrontation, your laser form accidentally ignited Methane Man. The resulting explosion wounded one hundred and forty-six people and killed thirty-three more. Of which, there were—”

“Seventeen children,” Andre finished.

“Seventeen children,” Cathrine repeated. “The explosion destroyed your eyesight. Since then, you have retired. Why?”

The question stunned Andre. “No disrespect, Ms. Fletcher, but what do you mean, why? I accidentally killed people—kids.”

“Your presence was requested by the mayor of West Haven himself. Your actions were city council sanctioned. You stopped the Caustic Crew and saved people. And the way my people tell me, you can still shift into your laser form if you wished. Yet, you do not.”

“I can’t see!” Andre said, his temper getting the best of him. “If I turn into a laser, I have to see where I’m going! If I did, who knows how much damage I’d cause, or who I’d hurt!”

“So, all you require to return to being a hero is your eyesight?”

“Yes…no.”

“Which is it?”

Andre rubbed at his face. “People hate me. Every day someone recognizes me and I relive the whole thing over.”

“That can be fixed. As can your eyes.”

“You don’t think I’ve tried? I’ve been to every specialist. I’ve wasted all my money on chances to see again. All I want is a chance to make it up to people. To help people. I was a good hero, damn it!”

“I know,” Catherine agreed. “Mr. Bowers, I am here to not only give you your eyes back—but purpose. I am organizing a very special team. And I want you to lead them. All you have to do is say, ‘yes.’”

Andre was at a loss for words. If this woman was right, then…could he? Could he actually do it? 

“What is your answer, Mr. Bowers? Are you truly committed to redemption? Or are your words something you say to yourself because you believed this day would never come.”

“I—I…”

“I could force you, you know,” Ms. Fletcher said. “When I was Songbird, I had the ability to influence people’s thoughts and emotions through harmonics. But that kind of ability corrupts. I want a leader who, forgive me, sees the bigger picture. I can see you are not that man. Have a pleasant life, Mr. Bowers.”

“I’ll do it!” Andre said, the words escaping his lips before he realized he’d said them. 

“Excellent. Now, this may feel…weird. Silas?”

“Weird? What do you mean?”

Silas stepped to Andre and placed a visor over the blind man’s face. The device settled around Andre’s eyes as servos engaged, creating a complete circle around his head. 

Andre gasped as his mind was flooded with imagery. 

“The visor is powered by your own internal energy and is made of quantum state material. When you shift into laser form, this shall shift with you. Your mind is now “seeing” the world through EM fields your laser-self naturally absorbs. In time, and with the proper programming of the visor, your brain will interpret those signals as ‘sight.’”

Andre breathed deeply and then he saw Catherine sitting in his chair. 

Andre openly wept. 

“Welcome back, Pulse.”




Part 3: Purpose

Pulse the Living Laser, felt reborn. 

The hero streaked across the night sky of West Haven in his laser form—just because he could. 

He soared all along the West Coast, from his home in Washington State all the way down to southern California. 

If he moved at full speed, the trip would be near instantaneous. But instead, Pulse simple enjoyed flying once again. He felt…whole.  

In the last month of re-training his body, Ms. Fletcher assured him that once he returned to his hero work, if he remained earnest in his desire to make amends, then the populace would accept him. 

But for the moment, he just enjoyed feeling free. 

Below him, the world spoke in a beautiful array of EM fields in colors, Thanks to the visor, colors no human eyes could see danced before him.

Pulse returned to his human form, standing atop the giant “H” in the Hollywood sign. Below, the valley twinkled in lights. Pulse simply watched and smiled, soaking in the beauty of the world.

“Pulse, are you there?”

“Here, Mrs. Fletcher,” Pulse said, tapping the comm piece in his ear. 

“Where are you?”

“Hollywood, ma’am. Is it time?”

“Yes, son, it is. Are you ready?”

“Yes, ma’am, I think I am.”

“Then get back here and meet your team.”

Pulse smiled. “How much time do I have?”

“Five seconds.”

“See you in one.”

• • •

“You have to be kidding me. The kid-killer?”

Catherine Fletcher slammed her cane down hard on the helipad. “That is enough, Ms. Martinez. Conduct yourself respectfully or you may return the power-prosthetic equipment and leave.” 

“It’s okay,” Pulse said. “It’s a perfect way to start.” 

Pulse stepped up to the taller woman wearing power armor. “Three years ago, I made a horrible mistake. I live with that day. But Ms. Fletcher’s given me another shot.”

Pulse held up a manila folder, “It appears she gave you one too. Rosa Martinez, AKA: “Hotshot.” Former U.S. Army Warrant Office chopper pilot. Shot down in Afghanistan, and the resulting wounds left you a quadruple amputee. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I thank you for your service.”

Pulse extended an open hand.

The woman flexed her mechanical limbs. She looked at Catherine who nodded. Hotshot gripped Pulse’s hand too tightly. “Don’t screw this up.”

“It isn’t on my to-do list,” Pulse said with a smile, looking at the woman’s hot pink hair. 

“Is that in Army regulation?”

“Don’t push it, little man.”

Pulse chuckled, then addressed the next person in line. She was shorter than he was, dressed in midnight blue tactical gear, and had twin short swords strapped to her back. She wore a balaclava face mask cut so her brownish blonde hair hung free. Her costume seemed to be augmented with a form-fitting exo-frame. 

“Gabrielle Foster, AKA: Reflex. Welcome.”

“Thank you,” Reflex said. 

Pulse quickly scanned her file. Foster was diagnosed with muscular dystrophy when she was a child. But during a routine scan, it was revealed her body had an empowerment.

“It says here you perceive the world at an incredible rate?”

Reflex nodded. “That’s a clinical way of looking at it, yes.”

“What’s another way?”

“Hell,” she said simply. “Trapped in my body while the world passed by me incredibly slowly.”

“Because of your condition?”

“Yes, my mind see’s every probable angle and outcome.”

“Remind me not to play you in billiards then.”

Reflex shrugged. “I’ve never played. I just started walking a few weeks ago. Thanks to Fletcher and this motor control suit, I can do so much more.”

“Like what?”

Pulse never saw her move. One moment she was there, and then in the blink of an eye, his legs were swept out from under him. He was flat on his back with a razor-sharp short sword at his throat. 

“Now my body matches my mind.”

“Ms. Foster,” Catherine cautioned. 

“It’s okay, Ms. Fletcher,” Pulse said. 

Pulse winked at the street-ninja and his body suddenly transformed into pure energy. Faster than anyone could perceive, he shot upward. The beam of light bent at incredibly sharp angles, over and over, until it returned and hit Reflex square in the back, knocking her down hard to the helipad.

Pulse returned to his human form and smiled. “I’m pretty fast myself.”

“Looking good, Andre,” the last member of the team said. Pulse looked over and up at the giant armored figure. The last hero was nearly nine feet tall, adorned in red and black heavy armor. 

“Your voice is familiar,” Pulse said, looking at the file. The only thing the dossier read was code name: Vulcan.

“It should,” the armored form said as it glowed a bright red, phased out, and revealed a skinny, bald black man with a goatee and a wide smile. 

“Curtis? Curtis Green?”

“Heya, brother,” Curtis said, giving Pulse a friendly handshake and hug. 

“Is bromance in the air?” Hotshot asked with a snicker. 

“That is—or was—Titan,” Reflex said. “The Armored Avenger. Where have you been?”

“War,” Hotshot said, lighting a cigarette. 

Pulse released his hug and gripped Curtis’s shoulder, “Curtis and I got our start together. Man, what happened to you? I heard you quit the business and then…nothing.”

“Big C, brother, the big C.”

“No kidding?”

“No kidding. Cancer was in my blood, my brain. I was a dead man walking.”

Pulse looked at his former friend then to Ms. Fletcher. “Thank you, ma’am.”

Ms. Fletcher nodded.

“So, new form?”

“Yup. Advanced augmentation and thermolytics. The foundation has a serum which enhanced me. I can get hot. Really hot. And that wouldn’t work for most people—unless they were able to…”

“Turn into a living mountain of metal.”

“Exactly. Since then, we say goodbye to Titan and hello to Vulcan.”

“Hey, whatever to takes, man. I’m damn glad to see you.”

“So this is nice and all, but what are we going to be doing?” Hotshot asked. “Do we have a mission? Or is this a boondoggle?”

“Ever the soldier, Ms. Martinez,” Catherine said.

“Thank you.”

“Yes, I do have a mission for you,” Catherine said as she walked toward the waiting helicopter. 

“What is it?” Pulse asked.

“You’re going to stop the city from being struck by nuclear weapons.”




Part 4: The Mission

The large video monitor on the chopper showed a live satellite feed of a small, man-made island twenty-five miles off the coast of Washington State. 

“This is your target,” Ms. Fletcher said. “It is called The Cauldron. It is the staging base for a group of doomsday cultists led by Stygian, the witch disciple of the Tactician. Intelligence reports claim he had orders to destroy the city upon the Tactician’s death.”

“Holy shit,” Hotshot said. 

Ms. Fletcher gave a stern glare to the former Army pilot. “Where I come from, young lady, cursing was a sign of the uncultured. However, considering the situation, a ‘holy shit’ is indeed warranted.”   

Hotshot’s smile was plastered to her face. 

Reflex pointed to the screen. “The island is capable of propulsion, correct?”

“Correct.”

“Then that island should have left a massive wake behind it,” Reflex said. “Could you zoom out and show an infrared image”

Ms. Fletcher nodded and complied. As the image pulled back into the Northern Pacific, Reflex pointed at the screen. “Nothing. No disturbance.”

“It’s the ocean, its cold,” Vulcan said. “It would just wipe out any traces and mask any heat signatures, wouldn’t it?”

“No,” Reflex said. “Regardless of how it moved, mechanical or magical, an island moving through the water would not only cut through the water, it would churn up the seabed. That level of disturbance would be seen. Unless…”

“Unless the island’s been there for some time,” Pulse finished. “Good work. Ms. Fletcher?”

“Ms. Foster is correct. The island has been there for almost a week.”

“Then why is anyone just now dealing with this?” Hotshot asked. “Coast Guard or the Marines should have been first responders.”

“They were,” Ms. Fletcher said. 

“And then?” Hotshot asked. 

“Then there was a need for further responders.”

“No,” Vulcan said. “No disrespect to you ma’am, or anyone here, but we’re not ready for this. There hasn’t been a chance for team cohesion. Another team should investigate this.”

Pulse sighed. “Unless they already did.”

“I see,” Reflex said. 

“What? What am I missing?” Hotshot said, her voice getting angry. 

Pulse looked at the screen, then turned toward his team. He crossed his arms and took a breath, collecting his thoughts. 

“There's no reason to send in a green team like us unless there was no other option. We’re a Hail Mary, aren’t we?”

“Three other teams were dispatched before you,” Ms. Fletcher confirmed. 

“And?”

“There is sufficient reason to send a fourth.”

Pulse sighed again. In all his years as a hero, he’d been called upon to do the impossible before. And each time, he answered the call. This time would be no different. 

“The previous hero teams who went before you, The Faction, The Crusaders, and Fortune’s Fury, weakened The Cauldron’s defenses,” Ms. Fletcher said. “I do not believe Stygian is expecting a fourth team.”

“What happened to them?” Reflex asked. 

“Unknown.”

“You said something earlier about nukes?” Pulse asked.

“Reports claim Stygian has access to unlicensed nuclear weapons. He intends to launch them.”

“What about coastal defense systems?”

“Insufficient,” Ms. Fletcher said. “The reports claim that Stygian’s magic can cloak the weapons.”

Hotshot whistled. “Stealth nukes?” 

Ms. Fletcher nodded. “In essence, yes.”

“Holy Hell.”

“Indeed.”

“Okay, we got this,” Pulse said. 

Reflex shook her head. “While I applaud your enthusiasm, I believe your hubris blinds you to the severity of the situation.”

“Hey!” Vulcan said. “Show some respect. Pulse’s been doing this longer than any of you and almost as long as me. He’s led teams against some pretty tough odds.”

“Curtis, it’s okay,” Pulse said. “Reflex?”

“Yes?”

“You hit the nail on the head. Especially when you said the word ‘blind.’”

“My apologies. I should have been more sympathetic to your…condition.”

“Why?” Pulse asked. “It’s a fact. Without this visor, I am blind. Just like you’re a quadriplegic, you’re wheelchair bound, and you’d be dying of cancer,” Pulse said, looking at his team in turn. Over the last three years, I’ve learned to listen. Something you—all of you—should learn to do, because you all clearly missed a detail in this mission brief.”

Reflex narrowed her eyes. “Enlighten us.”

“HA!” Hotshot barked. 

“What do you find so amusing?”

“Because I picked up on something before you.”

“Which is what Ms. Martinez?” Ms. Fletcher asked. 

“It’s the same speech we got all the time before a suicide mission. We’re going to go out there and get it done…because we’re all that’s left. But if this butthole’s gonna nuke the city, and we’re all that’s left, it’s simple: either we save the city or a whole lotta people will die.”

Pulse nodded at the cyborg. “Exactly. Each of has suffered in our own way, with our own issues. We’re all rejects. But right now, we’re needed.”

“Good,” Ms. Fletcher said. “We’re coming up on The Cauldron.”




Part 5: The Cauldron

“Hotshot, you’ve got three on your six,” Pulse called out over the comms.

“I see ’em,” the airborne warrior said. 

Directional actuators on the female cyborg’s legs fired up as her impulse engines switched from flight to hover. Hotshot swung in a wide, parabolic arc. The diminutive, imp-like demons couldn’t corner as well as the experienced pilot. 

Once the small, winged monsters were in her cross-hairs, Hotshot unleashed a torrent of ionized plasma. The blasts incinerated the creatures, reverting them back into the ectoplasmic stew they were formed from. Greenish goo rained down to the man-made island below. 

“Hey!” Vulcan called out. “That’s just gross.”

“Sorry big guy,” Hotshot saluted as she flew off to engage another batch of the monsters. 

Vulcan’s giant armored form clashed with more of the summoned demonic monsters. The lumbering creatures tried to stop the small mountain of power with little success. Vulcan threw his armored fists in wild haymakers. Each of his strikes splattered the demons into more of the ectoplasm. 

“This is almost too easy,” Vulcan said with a chuckle. 

“Count it as a blessing. Fletcher said most of Stygian’s main defenses were wiped out when the other teams came here,” Pulse said as he continued to recon the sky, looking over the battlefield. 

Pulse saw five large, horned creatures with thick, natural plate and bone armor moving toward Vulcan. 

“Watch out brother, you’ve got five big, nasty ones advancing on your left.”

“Let them,” Vulcan said. 

The five ogre-like creatures leaped on the armored man in an impromptu gang tackle. The monsters slammed into the armored giant, nearly taking him off his feet. In response, Vulcan decided it was time to turn up the heat. 

Sections of Vulcan’s black plate slid aside. Red fire flared as his internal temperature liquefied all five monsters into steaming puddles of goo.

With Vulcan and Hotshot taking care of the trash, Pulse continued searching. The plan was simple: let Hotshot and Vulcan engage directly, while he and Reflex conducted recon. 

The hero flew over the island back and forth at breakneck speed, reading the EM field, and searching for a way in. Pulse knew that if there were missiles, they’d be inside. But the entire island seemed to be shielded. 

Pulse flew down and landed next to Vulcan. Maintaining his semi-laser form, Pulse released several blasts of concentrated energy from his hands, destroying more of the demonic nuisance. 

“Thanks, man,”

“My pleasure,” Pulse told the big man. “Reflex, I got squat from up top. Everything is shielded. Please tell me you have something.”

“I do. Make your way to me. I think I found a way in.”

“You heard her Rejects, let’s get it done!” Hotshot called out as she blasted through the sky, spraying a hail of heavy fire thought a small squadron of imps as she flew through their raining effluence. 

“We’re not really going to keep that name, are we?” Vulcan asked. 

Pulse sighed, “We’ll work on it. Let’s go.” 

Vulcan nodded, then began running directly toward Reflex’s transponder signal. The giant’s incredible strength and heat allowed him to barrel through anything in his way. The armored behemoth crashed and burned through buildings and creatures alike, leaving a Vulcan shaped hole in his path. Pulse smiled as he jogged behind his old friend. 

Pulse and Vulcan rounded a corner to see Reflex with her swords drawn, four human cultists advancing on her. 

“No killing!” Pulse called out. 

Reflex shot Pulse a bored expression, “I know.” 

With the exo-suit, Reflex’s body was able to keep up with her augmented mind. Her enhanced thought and perception allowed her to see the fight before it happened. 

Reflex danced amid her assailants. The graceful woman kicked downward, breaking a leg of one cultist. A masked man drew a wand, aiming it at Reflex. As he spoke a word of power, she pirouetted safely away from the discharged black-beam of necromantic energy. 

Reflex continued her circular motion and brought her sword down, cutting the wand in two. Her follow-up strike brought the pommel of her second sword across the side of the cultist’s temple, knocking him out. 

Reflex dove into a roll, swiping both her blades outward which cut the hamstrings of the two remaining cultists. 

In less than two seconds, four men were down and Reflex almost yawned. 

“There is a hatch here. Based on the satellite imagery we saw, this would be the main point of egress.”

Hotshot landed beside us and held her weapon arms up, taking shots at anything that moved. “Then let’s get in there.”

“Vulcan?” Pulse asked. 

“On it.”

Vulcan gripped the steel hatch. The metal squealed as it buckled under the strength of his hands. The big man ripped the hatch off the hinges and threw it absently over his shoulder. Before them, the open passage led down into a dark tunnel where rhythmic chanting could be heard.

“Nice,” Hotshot said. “I would’ve blown it up.”

“Which was why you were not tasked with the job,” Reflex said.

“Are you allergic to fun? Or smiling?” 

Reflex ignored her cyborg teammate, turning toward Pulse. “Allow me a sixty-second head start to scout ahead.”

“Do it,” Pulse said. 

Reflex nodded, then proceeded downward. Exactly a minute later, Pulse heard his scout come over the comm link. 

“Pulse, come down. Now.”

“On our way. 

“Okay Rejects, let’s march into hell!” Hotshot said as she made her way in. 

Vulcan sighed, “I really hate that name.”




Part 6: Deep Below

“They’re dead,” Reflex said. “All of them.”

Pulse looked down at the bodies. There, deep inside the darkness of The Cauldron’s holding cells, the corpses of The Faction, The Crusaders, and Fortune’s Fury lay unmoving. 

The cells were covered in blood and symbols of the occult. Stygian’s black magic cult somehow stripped the heroes of their abilities. There was no other way. They were too powerful. 

Too good to die. 

Pulse forced his mind back to the present. 

“How long have they been dead?”

Hotshot examined the bodies. Her prior military experience in combat zones made her numb to the scene. She picked up arms, pressed against cold flesh, and sniffed the stink of the decaying bodies.

“Honestly?” Hotshot said. “Days. Maybe even a week or so.”

“Pulse to Fletcher, are you there, ma’am?”

“I am here,” Ms. Fletcher’s voice came over the comm. 

“They’re dead ma’am. All of them.”

“Is the missile dealt with?”

The matter-of-fact attitude stunned Pulse. He looked at his team who were listening in. They looked back, equally confused. “Ma’am?”

“The missile. Your mission is to take it out. The heroes, while tragic, are not your mission. If you do not succeed, than West Haven, if not Washington State, will be dead. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Pulse said, knowing she was right. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good, we are counting on you,” Ms. Fletcher said before the comm link terminated. 

“Damn,” Hotshot swore. “And I thought my CO was cold.”

“She’s correct,” Reflex said. “We must take care of the missile. Nothing else matters.”

Pulse nodded, knowing they were all right. He looked once more at the dead heroes. Vulcan stood beside him, laying a massive hand on his shoulder. 

“Some of them were my friends too. Their sacrifice won’t be in vain,” Vulcan said. “There was nothing we could do. You can’t blame yourself.”

“I don’t. I blame Stygian.”

“Why?” A deep, eerie voice said from the darkness. “I did not make your brethren come to my home. Yet here they came and here they died.”

“Come out so I can shoot you!” Hotshot yelled. 

“Not much incentive for me to come out then, now is it?” Stygian called from the darkness.

“He baiting us,” Pulse said. “Heads on a swivel people.”

“What a good leader you are,” Stygian’s voice said. “I wonder, did you learn that before or after you killed those children.”

Pulse tightened his fists. 

“Easy boss,” Hotshot said. “Classic battlefield tactic. Get your opponent so mad they make a mistake.”

“She is…correct,” Reflex said. 

“Don’t act so surprised. I do have a college degree after all.”

“I have eight.”

“Overachiever,” Hotshot rolled her eyes, “But there’s a problem. There’s no missile here.”

Pulse looked at the cyborg, “What?”

“We’re below the waterline of this island and there is no central repository. If this thing had a missile silo, we’d see it. Plus, I’m getting squat on all my sensor sweeps. Only a weird EM signature.”

Pulse switched to his semi-laser form, quickly looking around. Hotshot was correct. There was no radiation. Only an odd power radiating from almost everywhere. 

Oh…no. 

“This whole island is a…bomb.”

“Smart. Far smarter than your previous friends.”

“Shut—up!” Pulse screamed as he blasted a wave of intense light outward, illuminating the chamber. 

Stygian, robed in the safety of his shadows, was revealed in the flash of light hiding in the corner of the chamber. The robed warlock looked around, confused.

“Take him down!” Pulse commanded. 

“Gladly,” Hotshot said, unleashing ionized plasma from her arm cannons as Stygian threw his hands up, weaving a spell of mist and darkness. 

Hotshot’s attack pierced the mist and sparked, in vain, against the chamber’s floor.  

“Sneaky S.O.B. teleported away,” Vulcan said. 

“No time to worry about that,” Pulse said, looking around. “This whole place is a bomb. And if I’m reading the signals right, we don’t have much time.”

“Minutes? Hours?” Vulcan asked. 

“I don’t know.”

“By my estimation,” Reflex said as she held a small scanner and looked at the display, “twelve and a half minutes.”

“We’re boned,” Hotshot said. “We’re easily twenty-five miles off-shore. I can’t carry Reflex and Vulcan.”

“We need to evacuate the city, or at least get as many people away from the coast as possible,” Pulse said. 

“Go,” Vulcan said. “Hotshot can carry Reflex. You get back and start the evac.”

Hotshot looked up at the big man, “Are you out of your Vulcan mind‽”

“Look, I can sink this island. If I unleash all my heat,  I can melt a hole straight down.”

“But what happens to you?” Hotshot asked. 

Vulcan’s giant armored form looked down at the woman and smiled. “It’s okay, I’m on borrowed time anyway. I—I’ve had a good run.”

Reflex shook her head. “Any platform of this size has fail-safes built in to prevent flooding. Even at your hottest, it would take longer than the time remaining to melt enough of the steel to cause enough damage.”

“Okay, now we’re boned,” Hotshot said. 

“No,” Pulse said to the group. 

Grabbing his friends together in desperation, Pulse expanded his energy form, transforming all four heroes into pure energy. Blasting upward, the beam tore through the ceiling and high into the night sky above The Cauldron. The beam of light bent at a sharp angle and hurtled toward West Haven. 




Part 7: Heroes Stand, Then They Fall

Hotshot sprayed streams of fire into the sky. Screaming people ran through the bohemian bar district of the West Haven boardwalk. 

“Run, you idiots!”

“How much time‽” Pulse yelled. 

“Less then a minute,” Reflex called out as she hurried people along. 

“What the hell are we supposed to do?” Vulcan called out, then looked up. “Oh, are you kidding me? There’s a news chopper in the sky.”

“On it,” Hotshot called, taking to the sky. 

Pulse looked at his team, then back to the sea. An idea came to him. A stupid, stupid idea. 

“Vulcan, into the sea, now! Get hot. Really, really hot! Hotshot, ground that chopper. Reflex, take cover and hang on.”

The team obeyed, snapping into action. Pulse watched in the distance as the night sky crackled and burst into bright yellow-white light, a mushroom cloud explosion forming over the horizon. 

Pulse shifted his form and launched into the sky as the world exploded into madness. He could see the wave of strange energy rolling toward him. Below, Vulcan boiled incredibly vast volumes of seawater before the miniature tidal wave hit the boardwalk. Salty steam filled the night, illuminating Pulse’s laser form. 

With his enhanced vision, Pulse saw the very photons of the explosion rocketing toward the city behind him. Matching the EM wavelength, Pulse opened himself, sucking the power in. Raising his fists above him, he redirected the immeasurably powerful energy away from the people of West Haven. 

Pain, unlike anything he ever felt before, coursed through his body, threatening to tear his laser form apart. But for every joule of energy he absorbed, he fired upward. While the blast lasted only seconds in real time, the being of light felt the agony for a near eternity. 

Yet the hero held resolute, hovering in the sky above the boardwalk, redirecting the destructive power because he had to. 

Behind him, the people cheered.  

They remembered him.

They called out his name, praising him for his sacrifice.

“Pulse! Pulse! Pulse!” They chanted.

Pulse blinked in and out of his laser form as the final wave of energy rippled through him. The hero, pushed past his limits, succumbed to exhaustion and fell into the cold, dark water below. The last thing he heard before the darkness took him, was the people chanting his name. 




Part 8: Awareness and a Decision 

Pulse came awake slowly and in pain.

In the back of his mind, he heard them still, calling his name, Pulse! Pulse! Pulse!

There was a rhythmic beeping which brought his mind into focus. He slowly opened his eyes and once again, he was blind. His body burned all over. The pain was there, but numbed, like a head-to-toe sunburn.

Pulse realized he was in a hospital bed. He felt the sheets and blankets atop him, and an IV in each of his hands. He smelled the heavy scent of disinfectant and…a familiar perfume. 

“M—Ms. Fletcher?” Pulse managed to croak out. 

“I am here, Andre.”

“W—what happened?”

“You saved everyone and nearly died in the process. You safely redirected the majority of the bomb’s power and radiation. The news chopper made it safely to the ground and the entire thing was covered on television. Silas, would you be so kind?”

Pulse heard someone beside the bed move—Silas he assumed—and felt the familiar visor being placed over his head. The device powered on, and once again, Pulse could see. 

He looked around the hospital room to see Ms. Fletcher sitting in the chair opposite his bed. Above her, the television was running a replay of the events. Ms. Fletcher clicked the remote, un-muting the sound.

“The new hero team, The Rejects, saved West Haven today, but not without sacrifice,” the reporter said. “Veteran hero, Pulse the Living Laser, was rushed away in an ambulance for severe radiation burns, hypothermia, and water inhalation. Our thoughts and prayers go out to the team, and the man, who saved us last night.”

In the background, he heard them, chanting his name, Pulse! Pulse! Pulse!

Ms. Fletcher turned the TV off. “You did very well. I am glad I invested in you.”

“Thank you ma’am, but it was a trap. The other teams, they fell into it. I think…” Pulse paused, thinking it through. “I think Stygian somehow drained the heroes of their power and used that to fuel the bombs.”

“Interesting. Why?”

“You said he worked for the Tactician?”

“I did.”

“Then I think the Tactician is somehow still alive,”Pulse said. “I fought Stygian back in my day. Evil, sure, but not on that level. That bomb weaponized heroes’ powers, which was why it didn’t show up on any normal scan.”

“Alexander Bonaparte is dead,” Ms. Fletcher said. “I saw the body myself.”

“It may have been a clone. There is no one else alive that devious.”

Ms. Fletcher smiled. “As I said, Alexander Bonaparte is dead.”

“I know what you think, ma’am, but…wait. Why do you keep saying his real name?”

Ms. Fletcher smiled.

As she did, a realization came crashing down on Pulse. He instantly tried to shift into his laser form. 

Tried and failed. 

“Power inhibitor in your IV,” Ms. Fletcher said as she stood.

“You. You’re the Tactician!” Pulse said as he tried to get up, only for Silas to lay an incredibly strong hand against his chest, holding him down.

 “Mr. Bowers, what do you know about Nazi rocket scientists?”

“That the U.S. snatched up as many as they could for our rocket program,” Pulse said as he fought against Silas’s grip. 

Ms. Fletcher smiled. “Correct. I, and half of the Dawn Guard, objected to our government, having fought the Axis powers for years. But our voices were squashed. And why? Because the simple truth—the one people refuse to accept—is the ends do justify the means. It was then that something in me changed as I came to my own personal revelation. Powerful people are the only ones who truly have the ability to affect change. Not governments, not heroes, not wars. The iron will of an individual with means is worth more than the sum of an army.”

“You’re crazy!”

“No, I am simply aware of the truth. As you may suspect, women were seen as…less, back in those days. You have no idea what was expected of me from my male teammates. So, as Songbird, I could be a forward facing icon. But as the Tactician, I could shape the world as it needed to be. With both identities, I could control both the supply and the demand. Naturally, no one would take a woman seriously, hence the need to create Alexander Bonaparte. He served me well over the decades, doing as told and enacting my plans. Sadly, time catches up to us all.”

Pulse looked at Ms. Fletcher, the Tactician, with a mix of awe and terror. “There’s no reason for you to tell me all this. Unless…”

“Yes, I will kill you if you choose not to take my offer.”

“Offer?”

Ms. Fletcher pointed at the IV stand with two bags. “One of those is the medicine you are currently receiving. Top of the line Fletcher Foundation pharmaceuticals designed to counteract radiation poison and to foster cellular regrowth.”

“The other?”

“Poison,” Ms. Fletcher said flatly. “I press this button and you will die, peacefully.”

“Press it then.”

“Youth, so impetuous. Mr. Bowers, I chose you and the rest of your team because the world was unfair to you. As my team, I will empower you all to do real good in the world.”

“Your 'good’ you mean.”

“From time to time yes. They do not know about me. You and only you do. Before you make your decision, I would like you to see this.”

Ms. Fletcher pulled a tablet from her purse and set it on the bed. Tapping out a password, the tablet displayed a holographic display in the air. The image was of a handwritten note.

“What is this?”

“Reflex’s suicide note,” Ms. Fletcher said. “She was days away from killing herself. She was going to roll her wheelchair into her family’s pool and die. A final act to control her body on her terms.”

Ms. Fletcher tapped a button and the image changed. It was security footage of a quadriplegic woman in a military hospital bed. “This was the impromptu court-martial for WO2, Rosalita Martinez. Her entire crew and several civilians were killed in a helicopter crash. The fault was not hers, but a mechanical one. Yet in true military fashion, the blame was assigned to her. With my clout, I was able to halt the final documentation which would have earned her a stint in military prison followed by a dishonorable discharge and loss of medical coverage for her condition.”

Next, Ms. Fletcher showed a simple display of a hospital chart. One for Curtis Green. 

“He was terminal. Thanks to me and my foundation, now he is not. In fact, he was the first one I recruited and it was he who told me to seek you out.”

“Why are you showing me all this?”

“If you refuse me, you will not be the only one to suffer. Each of these rejects will be sent back to the life they were used to prior to my involvement. They will suffer…because of you.”

“That’s blackmail!”

Ms. Fletcher shrugged. “A way of looking at it. As their leader, you have a responsibility to protect them. But allow me a moment more to indulge myself.”

Ms. Fletcher turned the TV back on, and once more, Pulse heard the people cheering his name Pulse! Pulse! Pulse!

“You’ve been accepted again. Exalted again. Your sins washed away. The powers of the world, the real powers which run things, are vile. The question is, can you stomach my type of vile? You can choose to die, or accept me and make the world a better place.”

“What about the teams who died at The Cauldron?”

“I regret their loss. Just as I regret destroying the Dawn Guard all those years ago. But, they refused to see the future for what it is.”

“Which is?”

“Mine.”

Ms. Fletcher stood beside the IV drips. “Choose. Now. I dial this one up and you’ll recover in days. Or I turn this one on and that is the end of Andre Bowers and Pulse the Living Laser.”

Pulse looked at her. He thought of his team. He thought of their suffering. What decision would any hero make in such a situation? 

The TV kept replaying the crowds chanting his name, over and over. 

Pulse! Pulse! Pulse!

Andre made his choice. 

Ms. Fletcher smiled. “Excellent.”
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Chapter 1

High Lord Of The Night

MORPHEUS, HIGH LORD of the Night and the God of Dreams, observed the late afternoon sun, seeing it but not feeling the warmth of the celestial orb. The hands of his bared muscular arms curled over the stone balustrade of his palace facing the sea. An unnatural chill rode on the winds. It stirred his golden locks and beard as it passed, leaving the acrid scent of an eruption in his nostrils. Change was in the air but it was not of the seasons. He sensed that the natural order of things had been disturbed, an order established by him. 

His four children, the offspring of his human wife, had been set as guardians of the natural world, to ensure the transition from life to death to life again of all living things; plant, animal, human, and mythical. Their charge was a sacred trust, decreed in part as a measure of paternal trust.

He loved the mortals of the world. They had qualities long lost to the gods, his brothers and sisters of immortality. Through the long years of exile, he had observed the mortals, watched them be born, grow old and die. There was something about the mortality of his creation that brought out the best and the worst of traits. Love, loss, begettal, and betrayal all had a place in their world and a cost that was exacted with frightening precision. Overriding it all, regardless of the decisions made was the simple desire to live. This struggle, for better or for worse, surmounted all including the worship of the gods. His kin, the celestial immortals looked down with disgust on the decay-filled world that fascinated him so.

When he decided to take a human wife, they’d banished him to the world he loved, to learn the error of his ways. But it was not to be a permanent banishment, and now on the eve of his recall to the temples of the immortals, he found himself worrying that his children lacked the self-control needed to govern his mortal creation and would suffer in his absence. 

Of special concern was his eldest daughter, Helga. Of all his offspring, she was the most like the gods. Helga had no trouble believing in her superiority. She considered humanity to be subservient creatures, fit only to be ruled. This mindset did not sit well with her siblings who loved their human companions as the family they were. But to Helga, her human relatives were beneath her notice. 

And now, with his imminent return to the celestial temples, Morpheus was worried.

He pushed away from the railing and entered his palace. In the comfortable living room, beside a crackling fireplace sat his wife of twenty years. Calleigh was a willowy, raven-haired beauty that his daughter Helga took after in looks, if not in personality. A witch of renown, Calleigh served the capital city of Cathair as their chief healer. A hospital bearing her name had been established, with an attached school to teach others gifted with the ability to heal. 

Calleigh looked up from her knitting as she heard him enter. She smiled and set the needles down as he crossed over to her side. “Why do you look so pensive, my husband? What worries you?”

“The winds carry a tale of discomfort. Something evil stirs in the hills this evening. I am worried. The timing is ill, given my imminent departure.” He took her hands in his and pulled her to her feet, pulling her into an embrace. “I do not want to leave you,” he whispered into her raven hair. “It grieves me so.”

Calleigh lifted a hand to curve along his cheek. “The gods have forbidden our relationship. Had they known of our children, they may have even slain them. You leave for the good of your family.” She kissed his cheek. “All is prepared, Morpheus. I am prepared to go into exile. It is time to pass the reins to our children. The world is theirs to govern.”

Morpheus’s brows pinched in consternation. “So much depends on them now.” He sighed. “Are you ready?”

Calleigh nodded. “All is ready.”

“Then let us go.” He glanced around the place they’d called home for two decades and sighed. “I will miss this place,” then took her hand, leading her toward the door, “but I will miss you more.” 

He led her down to the stables and soon they were mounted and riding away from the palatial grounds. Two servants followed, driving a covered wagon filled with their most treasured possessions. It lumbered along behind their mounts leaving a trail of dust that floated in the light breeze. Just as the wagon disappeared from view, a woman stepped out onto the balcony, watching their retreating figures. She smiled, but it was mirthless and cold as an open grave.

“Goodbye father, mother,” said Helga. “You will not be missed.” She descended the stairs, running down them with a light step. She exited the grounds through the back and hurried out into the pegasus compound, eager to be away. The main barns of the pegasus hugged the edge of the apple orchard, a favorite food of the flying creatures. As she strode across the pasture, she whistled. She had nearly reached the stables when the light darkened and a pegasus landed just in front of her. Silvershadow was her best friend. If there was anyone in this world to whom Helga was attached, it was the winged creature in front of her. She ran to greet Silvershadow, rubbing her soft muzzle before climbing onto her back. Within moments, they were winging toward the dark mountain that was her domain. Her dark fortress beckoned her home and she went willingly, with no plan to ever return to the palace in Cathair.




Chapter 2

The Winter Witch

Helga hurried along the frozen forest path, feet barely touching the soft carpet of needles and leaves. Today is the day! she thought. It was a gorgeous day—for late fall—the sky a brilliant blue and the sun warming the air from its zenith. The forest faded, opening up into a fertile meadow, knee deep with ripe grass. In the meadow was a unicorn. The pale creature glittered in the sunlight, lifting its beautiful head from the lush crush beneath its feet. It chewed slowly, watching the approach of the eldest of the demi-gods. She ran up to the unicorn and careful of its sensitive horn, she wrapped her arms around it and gave it a hug. 

The unicorn rubbed her face on Helga’s, her soft muzzle nibbling at her cheek. Helga laughed and patted it on the cheek, then reached into her pocket and pulled out a knife. The blade flashed in the sunlight, as she stabbed the thin blade into the eye of the unicorn, shoving it through to its brain.  The unicorn screamed and stumbled, falling to its knees. Blood surged from the ruined socket, dripping onto its pristine coat. It fell onto its side, dainty hoofs spasming in the tall grass, kicking with the throes of death. 

Helga knelt beside the dying creature of myth, running her hand over its body, feeling for its spirit, for the soul that hovered just beyond its life force, a conscience now unbound from the mortal world. She placed her hands on its head and encased the unicorn’s essence in a spell of her own design, gathering the strands of the pulsing force, collecting the soul of the creature. With a tug, she separated its essence and watched as the unicorn’s orbs dulled, as life left the beast’s body. 

Helga’s excited eyes darted around the clearing. Nothing moved. She was unobserved. A slow smile spread across her youthful features. It was an ugly spreading of lips, more feral than human. Now I will know the truth of the souls left in my siblings’ care, she thought. I will not be denied what is mine! She straightened, placing the pulsing soul in the carrier she had brought just for this occasion. Without a backward glance, she left the clearing. Darkness followed in her wake, a darkness borne of the underworld, the darkness of one condemned.

She hurried back into her stony fortress, hidden within the Highland Needle, the mountain range that was known as the spine of the world. Snow-capped mountains were disrupted by active volcanoes, the smoke curling far above the verdant lands below. 

A cricket chirped in the low vegetation that hugged the path leading to the entrance to her domain. Helga passed the insect, which fell silent, then entered the disguised opening to her lair. It was shielded from view by the mist of a waterfall. The realm of the underworld had been gifted to her by her father, Morpheus, but she had chosen the location for its entrance. Its proximity to the Thunder Falls of the bear clans was not by accident. Many a soul was given to the falls during their final hours. Some escaped to her brother Caerwyn’s care, but others she had been able to snatch away from their intended destination. They would not join those souls awaiting rebirth to the living world. 

Morpheus had placed her in charge of the condemned, alone. At first, she had been content to care for those souls who had no possibility of rebirth. She had enjoyed their torment, inventing new and twisted ways to punish their perverted minds, for the evil they had performed in life. Their souls were hers to do with as she pleased.

But Helga had grown bored with those confined to her realm. Occasionally a new soul arrived, but the long stretches in between were boring and uneventful. She craved excitement, suspense, and the obsequious obedience that comes from total subjugation of an unwilling soul. 

She wound her way down to the caverns that lined the lowest level, to check on her pets. The unicorn’s soul quivered within its magical confinement. Helga laughed, knowing its thoughts. The death of a magical creature was forever. There was no rebirth possible, being that their souls fed the magical energy of the world. They were the rebirth of their mortal counterpart, in this case, a horse. Harvesting a mythical soul was needed for her experiment though, and she had planned for this moment. Helga had no regrets.

I have not come all this way, pushing at the very boundaries of life, to fail now. You will live on, my little unicorn, but as a new reality. You will serve me for all time. I am your mistress forever more. The cage vibrated, shaking in her hand with an inaudible rattle as the soul within it became agitated. It wasn’t just her words that scared the soul, it was their location, for they had left the staircase to enter a broad cavern of sheer rock. Lights sprang into being as she passed, the torches fed from the lava stream that was visible in the cracked rock beneath their feet.

Helga crossed over to the opposite side of the chamber where cages had been built, some wooden, some stone, some made of magic. Inside the cages an assortment of failed experiments laid, some dead, some barely alive. Helga paused by one cage and peered in at its occupant. An albino tiger lay on its side, great fangs curling past its black lips. The tiger’s chest rose and fell, shallow and uneven, its breath coming in ragged gasps as it struggled to breathe. Its eyes were open, the orbs glassy and white, staring blindly and unseeing at the bars. 

“Look, little unicorn. The sabretooth is not long for this world. Some would say it’s already dead, as it is in the underworld. Yet it struggles to survive, even though doomed to a shadowed existence in the world of the condemned.” The sphere trembled. “Oh, do not worry, my pet. Your soul has been freed. The sabretooth, it will become a wraith. There is no other journey possible, now. It will pass into the darkness and become one of my hunters, stalking the living on my command.” The sphere wailed. “I have need of many more souls, more souls than you have ever seen in one place.” Helga’s smile was a thin-lipped smear on her beautiful yet cruel face. “You are but the first of many.” She hung the sphere above the sabretooth’s body and laughing, walked away.




Chapter 3

Family Tea

Helga left the unicorn sphere hanging above the dying sabretooth, with a final pat on the magical carrier. “Take care of him, my pet. I will return shortly with some companions for you.” As she walked away, the soul of the unicorn quieted. She frowned. Perhaps the unicorn is not the best choice. Its heart is too soft, too docile, she mused. The natural predatory instincts of the sabretooth are better suited to the creation of an aggressive minion, but the failure with the sabretooth has proven that the more feral the mythical creature, the less suitable as a building material they became. Their natures carry forward.

Helga pondered the problem as she climbed back out of the depths of the earth. What I need is a creature that is in between the two, in temperament and endurance. She sought a creature with resilience but also unwavering loyalty; strength of being and presence of mind, yet loyal above all others.

She reached the cave opening and walked to the edge of the falls where a stone staircase zigzagged across the jagged face of the cliff. She climbed to the top where a flat slab of grey granite, smoothed by eons of flowing water, rolled away on either side of the stream that fed the falls. Helga placed her fingers to her lips and whistled. Silvershadow appeared out of the clouds, landing on the opposite side and galloping through the fast flowing waters, splashing noisily as she approached. She threw back her head and shook her liquid mane, diamonds dancing on the fine silk. Helga smiled a genuine smile. 

“Hey there, Silver. How is my girl?” The pegasus trotted up to her, ruffling her wings before relaxing them at her sides, then nudged Helga with her nose, nostrils flared. She sniffed then snorted and backed away, wings flapping. She neighed and eyed Helga, wary of her intent.

“Hush, it’s okay. The unicorn was dying. I just sped up the process. You could say I was merciful. She died a quick death, and I will care for her soul.” Silver shook her head and pawed the ground, anger in every curve, in every strike on the hard rock. “I know you don’t agree. But it is done. Now I need to go visit Alfreda. Can you find her?”

Silvershadow fixed a baleful golden eye on Helga and then snorted.

Helga gave the pegasus a mocking curtsy then said: “Why thank you, for consenting to my request.”

She pulled herself up onto the pegasus’s back then tucked her knees under the wing joins and wrapped her hands in her soft mane. She urged Silvershadow into the sky. True to her name, she faded into the clouds as she flew toward the land of the Primordials, where Alfreda ruled as high priestess. The primordial temple poked above the clouds, the tip of the pyramid a clear beacon at the height that they now flew. Helga disliked prying eyes, preferring to keep her location unknown. But her sister had something she needed badly.

As they approached the temple, the golden rod on its peak flashed with a brilliant light, and a concussion of energy cascaded down to touch the runes etched into every facet of the temple’s surface. It lit up, a pale blue light dancing down its surface. The temple awoke, alerting those below to Helga’s presence, as was her due as a goddess. Silvershadow sunk below the puffy clouds, emptying into the blue-tinted night sky, to land in a clearing in front of the temple. It was ringed with primordial servants and protectors, gathered five deep. The warriors among the crowd carried spears and were girded in leather jerkins and segmented bone helmets. Their faces, framed by long straight hair, were lavishly decorated with fierce red symbols, runes of protection and agility and bravery. Helga took them in at a glance then ignored them as they sank to one knee and bowed their heads. They were beneath her notice. She slid from Silvershadow’s back and approached the temple.

At the foot of the stairs, Helga paused as the door at the top opened and her sister, Alfreda stepped out onto the low balcony that ran around all four sides of the pyramid. Where Helga was tall, Alfreda barely reached her shoulder in height. But what she lacked in height, she made up for in sheer presence. She was as fierce as a vampire spider tackling prey a hundred times its size. Alfreda’s eyes narrowed as she spied her sibling and the assembled Primordial warriors.

“Be at peace, my people. It is a familial visit. Go about your duties.” The crowd dispersed but her warriors did not, rather taking up positions around the base of the temple. What they thought they could do, to protect her from another demi-god, was beyond her understanding but she knew from long association that they would strive to protect her anyway. Alfreda’s gaze focused on her sister. “Welcome, Helga. Will you join me for tea?”

Helga’s lips twitched, amused at the scurrying ants that made up Alfreda’s protection. “Of course, dear sister.” Helga walked up the steps and Alfreda led her inside the temple, pulling the thick mahogany doors closed behind them. “Come, I had just prepared a pot.” Alfreda led Helga to a plush settee of animal skin, dyed blue. It was flanked by bone-white tables, carved with more runes and images and so delicately fashioned, it was opaque. A matching low table sat on a simple reed rug in front of the couch. All three tables appeared to be fragile but were made of Mammoth tusk, the strongest substance known to exist in the natural world. Two wing chairs faced the settee.

A rose teapot sat on a golden tray on the low table, adorned with a fragrant hibiscus honey and creamy goat’s milk. Alfreda crossed over to a tall narrow cupboard and retrieved two teacups. “Sit where you like and be comfortable.” Helga took a wing chair and sat, watching her sister’s preparations as she placed the cups and a loaf of sliced fruitcake on the table. Alfreda poured tea into the two cups. “Honey? Milk?”

“No, thank you.” Alfreda handed her the cup then poured her own and added a good measure of honey to her own. She took the other wing chair and sat back to sip the fragrant blueberry blend. “What brings you to Faylea today, sister? Your visits are rare, as of late.”

Helga sipped her tea, then placed the cup back on its saucer. “I hear that father left Cathair, today, that he is finally returning to the gods.”

Alfreda nodded. “Yes, last I spoke to him, he was preparing a place for mother to go into seclusion, as the gods are displeased with her and he fears for her life. He is going to hide her away, I think. Being mortal, he only needs hide her for so long, in any event.” 

“So Cathair has been left to Caerwyn? He is to reside in the castle?”

“Yes,” Alfreda frowned, “but you know this already, Helga. Caerwyn is to take care of the human souls of that land. Why do you ask this?”

Helga ignored her question. “And what of Artio? Surely she is not content to play with the stars? And the moons? For the love of the gods, surely she has more ambition than that?”

Alfreda’s back stiffened. “Why do you care what the others are doing, Helga? You have been assigned your duties. You have been given dominion over the most dangerous of souls, to control the evil they represent. It is a great honor given by our father, to you. While the souls of mortals pass through our hands, you are responsible for the eternal management of the condemned, those twisted souls who cannot be redeemed. It is something you should be proud of.”

Helga picked up her cup and took another sip before replying. “I am the only one who could do it. The rest of you are too weak, too attached to the mortals in your care. And Artio always has her head in the stars. She doesn’t notice the mortal scurryings at her feet.”

Silence descended for a moment, while Alfreda waited out Helga’s pause in the conversation. “What do you want, Helga? Why did you come here?” she said, in a flat voice. Helga glared at Alfreda and she thought for a moment, that the flame of the underworld flashed in the ebony depths of her eyes.

A mask fell over Helga’s face as she stared into her sister’s cool eyes. “What I want is what should have been mine, from the beginning. I want a share of the souls of the living too. I want access to those souls that you and Caerwyn have entrusted to your care. I want to be able to work with souls that can be reborn, not just with those who are condemned and imprisoned in the underworld. Surely you see the appeal? Is it not natural for a god to wish to create?”

“Create? That is the question, surely! What is it that you wish to create, Helga? Come now, there is no way that you are interested in nurturing fragile psyches. You detest them. How about you try a direct request for once?”

Helga’s face darkened. “What I wish to do with my creation is my business alone. What I wish to ask is for you to donate some souls of the animal kingdom to my care. I promise, they will never perish, but live on forever within my realm.”

Alfreda snorted. “Is that supposed to be reassuring? You always had a hard time playing nice. I can only imagine what you do to the poor souls left in your care.”

“They are dead. It is not care they need, but purpose.” Helga smiled, her lips a thin stretching of skin.

Alfreda lifted a brow, scornful. “You always felt that as eldest, you should have first pick of everything. As if the order of our birth was the pecking order for intelligence. You are proud, angry and crass. I would not entrust something as delicate as an animal’s soul to you. It is not like a human’s. The souls of beasts and birds are fragile things. That is why so few mythical creatures are in existence.”

Helga stood, crossing her arms. “Then you refuse my request?”

Alfreda put her tea down and stood. She came just to Helga’s shoulder in height. “Yes, of course, I refuse, as would Caerwyn.”

“Always, you two side together. You are twins, not one soul,” she sneered. “You can make a decision independent of him.”

“This is my decision. The answer is no.” Alfreda did not flinch as her sister’s face darkened with anger. Helga’s eyes slid into slits of fury. 

“Then there is nothing left for us to discuss.” Helga turned and marched toward the double doors of the temple. She paused, head turning to gather Alfreda into her murderous stare. “Do not seek me out. Never enter my domain or my realm. Do so, and you will die, sister.” Helga wrenched open the door and disappeared over the threshold. By the time Alfreda reached the opening, Helga was climbing onto the back of Silvershadow. She threw a murderous glare to the warriors, who stepped back under the ferocity of the gaze. Eyes wild, Helga threw back her head and screamed, her temper flashing white hot. A shock wave of fury burst from her and the nearest warriors flew through the air to crumple on the ground twenty feet away, in all directions. Helga spared one last, vengeful leer in Alfreda’s direction and then they jumped into the air. The clouds roiled as the furious demi-god was swallowed into their grey depths.




Chapter 4

Loyalty And Loss

Helga clung to the back of Silvershadow, struggling to dampen her ire, and sort her chaotic thoughts. Fury melted her bones until all she wanted, desired, was to strike out at something and make it suffer until it screamed for death. It was the only thing that brought any relief to her pent-up anger. What she really wanted to do is strike out at her siblings. The three other children of Morpheus were the bane of her existence and stood between her and ultimate rulership of the world, a world that rightfully belonged to her as the first born demi-god. 

How dare they stand in my way? How dare they claim any portion of my inheritance, my birthright? If I could, I would wipe them all off the face of the planet. With no competition, my control would be complete. The puny mortals would have no hope other than to bow to me and worship me as the supreme goddess. With the fate of their souls under her command, there would be no more rebellion, no more interference. 

Helga gazed at the land flashing beneath her feet, head swiveling to take in the lush tropical forests of the Primordials to the peaks of the Highland Spine and then to the slopes and hillocks as they flattened into the plain of the river and the ford that separated the land of the Primordials from that of the Kingdom of Cathair. Far in the distance she could see the shimmer of the sea. All of this, it belonged to her. It was her kingdom, her birthright!

Slowly her anger dimmed but did not dissipate. Resolve strengthened within her. Her heart hardened. She had tried a direct request, whatever Alfreda said. She’d left her with no other choice. She would implement her plans.

Helga guided Silvershadow into a glide that ended at the base of the waterfall, the entrance to her domain. She slid from her back and headed into her cave, with a quick sharp step that set her divided skirts swishing as she hurried along the corridor. Lights sprang to life, illuminating the way. She returned to the cavern where she had left the tiny sphere containing the soul of the unicorn. She approached the sabretooth’s cage, curious to see if it still lived. The great cat was still, jaw stretched wide in a final scream, stiff with the rigor of death. Its great white fangs curved past its slack jaw, glistening in a foam of orange saliva, colored by the dim lava flow beneath her feet. Helga’s gaze was drawn to the sphere above the cage. The magical container was a brighter blue, more intense and crowded than what she had left behind. She tapped her manicured finger against its side. It tinkled with the sound of glass. “Hello, my lovelies! Are you ready to join with me in the greatest rebirth ever experienced by intelligent life?” The two souls in the sphere swirled, agitated by her words. “Oh, come now. There is no need to fear. The worst is over with now. Soon, you will join with the other souls I have collected here, for a very special union. There is strength in unity and I intend to unite many of you into a common purpose. She stroked the sphere. “You will be invincible.” The blue mist swirled faster and faster, into a tempest desperate to escape confinement. Helga laughed. 

A rumbling sound filled the cavern and a flash of blinding light filled the cavern. Frowning, she strode over to the edge of a great pit, where the lava flowed in a molten river in its depth. The edge of a cliff, newly formed, crumbled under her feet. Chunks of rock slid down the fresh scar, tumbling onto the lava below. At the base, black shadows roamed the floor, picks in hand. They hammered at the new cracks exposed by the recent collapse, widening the rifts and working ever deeper into the abyss. They glided with an unnatural gait, one reserved for those of the underworld. They were her immortal slaves, to be worked continuously for all eternity. Their obedience was never to be questioned. These charun were created by merging the souls of the condemned to the body of a demon, but they could not exist outside of the underworld. Not an ideal use of the charun, but she thought she knew the solution, and soon she would confirm it to all. 

But first, and most important, she must know that her theories were correct, that the key to walking the world unfettered lay in the souls of those not condemned.

The cavern grumbled bringing a smile to Helga’s red tipped lips. “Look, my pets! We are nearly there! The gods of old are awakening! Isn’t it wonderful?” Her smile faded and she sobered as the time to test her theory approached. She felt a tremor, a sliver of melancholy slide against her conscious but she crushed it ruthlessly underfoot. 

Helga swept out of the cavern and walked down a dark passage to a room carved out of the stone of the mountain. Inside, was an assortment of weapons and tools to make a smithy, dance with joy. The collection had been acquired over the years, stolen from the battlefields of the slain and hoarded against a later day, a day of her own making. She hefted a small crossbow, examining its length for any flaws or warping. Satisfied, she picked up several arrows and left the room, traversing the mix of corridors that slowly sloped to the surface, bringing her out below the Thunderfalls.

A trail sloped away down the hillside. Helga followed the path. It wound through dense woods and then after several minutes of walking it emptied onto a grassy meadow, where several curiously shaped stones lay in the crushed grass. Artio has been at work again, she said as she skirted the field. She and that man-child of hers might even be close by, and she didn’t want to be seen. She took a second path and climbed to the base of the falls where Silvershadow grazed on tender fern sprouts growing in a mossy area. 

Helga crouched down behind a boulder and drew one of the cross bolts, laying it on her knees. She cast a spell on the arrow, passing her hand over its length. The arrow darkened and trembled, before resuming its normal color. The cursed arrow looked no different from any other cross bolt. She half smiled at the bitter irony of her thoughts. A grimace twitched the corner of her mouth. She drew a deep breath and emptied her thoughts, then placed the cursed bolt in the crossbow and drew it to her shoulder. Aiming at the only thing she loved in the world of the living, she let the bolt fly.

The flight was true. The bolt burst into red flames as it struck the pegasus in the neck, expanding into a fireball that encompassed her friend in a stinking, searing smell of burning flesh. Silvershadow screeched, throwing her beautiful head back in agony. Her eyes widened, wild with fear, as she tried to fly and found that her wings were gone. A shrill scream echoed from Silvershadow’s lungs as the soul of the pegasus was pulled into the collapsing sphere of flame.  The scream ceased and into the echoing silence, the flame steadied. With a soft grinding of bones, the body of the burnt pegasus collapsed into dust, and Silvershadow was no more.

Helga walked over to the sphere and touched the ball. She could not sense a presence in the sphere. Alarm flashed along her veins, quickening her pulse. No, you can’t be gone! This has worked perfectly every other time! Silver where are you? Helga spoke to the unicorn as she had on her eighth birthday when she had been given the pegasus. Silver where are you? She whispered to the pegasus through the bond they had always enjoyed.

Slowly she felt a touch. It was a soul in great pain. The pain of betrayal, the pain of loss, and the sorrow of one condemned washed over Helga. A tear slid down Helga’s cheek, falling unheeded onto the dirt below. I had to do this, I had to. You must understand. The bond was cold. The unicorn’s soul remained, but her friend was gone. 

Helga picked up the sphere and carried it back to her domain and as she did so, her heart hardened to stone. The loss of this one last, crushed what soul she had left within her breast. The loss of this most trusted of companions broke something within her. She felt her former heart shatter on the stone floor of loss. It emptied of all feeling and in its place beat a heart of stone, never to be revived. 

Helga’s eyes glowed as she entered her dominion. She was the goddess of the underworld, and she would bring all souls to kneel before her. She would not leave one alive. All would serve her, or die. Forever.


A Word from Susan Fan




My love of stories began before I could read or write. My earliest childhood memories are of a make believe game I played with my sister, creating and telling epic stories inspired by a picture chosen at random from a National Geographic magazine. I spent my summers reading and writing sometimes serious, sometimes humorous works of fiction, imagining the worlds beyond my walls. I am an avid reader of literature, especially science fiction and fantasy. I love to bring new worlds and fantasy adventures to young adults and inspire them to join me on my make believe journeys. You can find me at www.susanfaw.com, on twitter @susandfaw or on Facebook at www.facebook.com/SusanFaw.
















[image: Image]







COUNTERCLOCKWISE

BY ED GOSNEY


COUNTERCLOCKWISE

BY ED GOSNEY




HE WAS ON THE MOUND, PITCHING.

No, that was wrong. That was where it all began. This was much worse.

He tried to stretch his arms above his head but the manacles wouldn’t go that far, not unless he lifted his feet up, too. That would make him look dumb. Dumb he couldn’t afford to look, not now, not when the jury was getting ready to convene. He had to leave a good impression so he sat up, looked serious, nodded at a couple of them who looked directly at him.

After they were gone, the judge told the bailiff to take him back to the holding cell. He didn’t mind. At least not yet. Nothing was permanent at this point, and maybe if he went over it again, all of it, from the beginning, he would finally be able to change things.

The iron door slid shut, clicked, locked, and in his mind he was on the mound. Pitching.

• • •

“Come on, Grease Tub, get it over the plate this time.”

Charlie Pizzetti turned the ball over in his hands, concentrating, trying to hold back the tears. He was twelve years old, not a baby, and he was disgusted with himself. He shouldn’t be crying just because kids were calling him names. It was bad enough when opposing teams did it, but now it was his team’s catcher. And that made it especially hard to concentrate. Bleary-eyed, he wasn’t quite sure what pitch Tony Sanders was calling for behind the plate. But he couldn’t wait forever and the umpire looked as if he were about to say something. Two balls and no strikes. He knew he had to get this one over the plate. Fastball down the middle.

The crack of the bat was so loud that you could probably hear it three blocks away, Charlie thought.

He turned around just in time to see the ball sail over the fence. Three runs scored and the game was tied.

As he touched third base during his home run trot, the batter, Jacob Moran, a kid who lived just a few blocks away from him and always found a way to annoy Charlie, said, “Thanks, Grease Tub.”

Something snapped in Charlie and before he could change his mind, he’d tackled the kid halfway between third and home. After some brief rolling around in the infield dirt, a couple assistant coaches quickly had them separated, and Charlie was ejected and found himself sitting at the far end of the dugout. It happened so fast it made his head spin, and for a moment he thought he might actually pass out. Just as he stretched across the bench and laid his head down, Coach Kapernek came walking back from talking with the umpire and the manager from the other team.

 “That was a stupid thing to do, Charlie. Sit up when I’m talking to you. The league can issue you a suspension over this. What a disappointment.”

This time Charlie couldn’t hold back the tears. “I’d take it back if I could. The whole thing. The fastball, the fight. I’d just take it all back,” he cried, squeezing his eyes shut as tight as he could get them, trying to staunch the torrential downpour before he completely flooded the dugout. He stooped down, covering his head with his arms, rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet. “Take it all back,” he muttered to himself, and then squeezed his eyes shut even tighter, wishing this wasn’t happening, that he was someplace else, and feeling so dizzy that he just knew he was going to pass out now.

Then he was back on the mound, pitching.

Moran was batting again, and Charlie was confused. He turned and looked at the scoreboard in left field. They were winning 4-1. But what about the three-run homer he’d given up just a few minutes ago?

“Come on, Grease Tub, get it over the plate this time.”

This was too weird. Somehow, for some reason, Charlie had been given a second chance. He didn’t know why or how, but he wasn’t about to blow it this time. Tony Sanders was an idiot and he could care less if the catcher saw tears in his eyes. He wiped his sleeve across his face, clearing his vision enough so that he could read the signal. Fastball down the middle. At least he’d been right about the pitch last time. He shook it off. Sanders gave him a crazy look and rolled his eyes, because Charlie Pizzetti never shook off pitches. He knew his team thought he wasn’t a smart enough player, and believed he didn’t have the guts to make decisions under pressure. Finally they agreed on a curve. Charlie didn’t have a great curve, but he didn’t have as much to lose as he did with the fastball.

This time the crack of the bat was slight, and Moran was thrown out by Billy Talbert, the second baseman, bringing the game to an end. This time the Grease Tub was a hero.

That evening Charlie couldn’t get over what took place on the ball field. Was it a dream? A premonition of a future yet to come, like in A Christmas Carol? He wasn’t sure, but decided an experiment was in order. It would have to be something small, something that wouldn’t have much of a consequence if he couldn’t repeat this astounding feat. Of course he could try something with no consequence at all, but where was the fun in that? Then it came to him, and he raced out of his room, down the stairs, and into the living room.

“Dad, I’m tired of you always hogging the TV, so I’m putting on what I want to watch.” 

Then he grabbed the remote from the arm of his father’s chair and started channel surfing. 

“Dang it, Charlie, give that back now.”

That’s enough, no need to press my luck, Charlie thought as he squeezed his eyes shut tight, just like he did in the dugout, and concentrated hard. Take it back, he said quietly, take it back. 

The TV sounded distant. Charlie opened his eyes and found himself standing in his bedroom. Unbelievable! I’m freaking awesome! Now for the real test, he told himself, solemnly going down the stairs, ready, just in case, to face his father’s wrath.

“Hey Charlie, want to watch the rest of the game with me? Johnson’s got a no-hitter going into the seventh.”

Wow, it must have worked. It really must have worked.

“No thanks, Dad. I’m just grabbing a snack.” He gleefully ran into the kitchen, cracked open a cola, and danced a jig all the way back up the stairs and into his room. Everything had just changed, and for Charlie “Grease Tub” Pizzetti, the fun was just beginning.

• • •

Charlie got up from the uncomfortable bed and walked across the cell. It didn’t take long, but walking reminded him of freedom. Sweat was trickling down his back, making his shirt sticky. The clock was ticking, and unless he could make time run counterclockwise again…well, his mind didn’t even want to go there. So he tried again, squeezing his eyes shut tight, saying “I wish I could take it back” under his breath, over and over again, afraid to open his eyes, still feeling the weight of the world crashing down on him, still seeing the blood. All that blood. He reached out blindly and his hand bumped into the cold steel of the bars. Nothing had changed, so Charlie escaped into his memories again.

• • •

He was a little older now, a freshman in high school, no longer the Grease Tub, instead sort of tall and skinny, with wavy black hair, but still not as popular as he wanted to be. So he told a couple of the kids he hung out with about his counterclockwise ability. They told some other kids, and before the school day was out, he was a laughing stock. There was no real way he could prove it. If he wanted to he could have predicted a few future events like who would answer a question in class or what the teacher was going to go over that day, but he decided this was not the kind of attention he wanted. The day was a waste and he had to go back seven hours to the moment just before he’d told his buddies his great secret about his special gift. It wasn’t easy. The furthest Charlie had traveled counterclockwise before this was two hours, and he had to squeeze his eyes shut and concentrate really hard.  

As Charlie lived the day over again and boredom set in, he decided to live for momentary bursts of glory. Charlie would become the daredevil no one remembered.

He’d never forget the first time he used his power at a truly daring level. It was Mrs. Bratowski’s gym class, and they were playing volleyball. Shannon Dressler, the hottest girl in the freshman class, was on his team. He was in the back row, and she was in front of him in the middle row. Charlie realized he had a lot of options. But he had made a simple rule for himself that he wouldn’t do stunts over and over on the same person, because for one thing, it just made the days too long, and for another, where was the fun in that when there were hundreds of kids in the school to play jokes on?

Shannon was beautiful, but she was not a nice person, and Charlie decided to give the mean girl the spanking she deserved. The thought of what he was about to do made him sort of nervous, but he knew the fallout from spanking her and the reaction from his classmates would be worth it.

Before the ball could be served from the other side, he took a few quick steps forward, swung his right arm back, and smacked Shannon so hard that the sound echoed off the walls. The gym erupted into a jungle of hoots, hollers, and whistles.

“You’re not as hot as you think you are, Dressler,” Charlie said as he backed away from her wildly swinging arms. Shouts of praise for Charlie rocked the gymnasium and his ego soaked in as much as he could get, because he knew it wouldn’t last long.

"You're a jerk, Grease Tub," Shannon shouted.

Charlie winced. It was a name he hadn't heard in over a year, but then he remembered that he was the one with the power, that he shouldn't let it bother him because this was his show, not Dressler's.

A shrill, piercing sound filled the air, and Mrs. Bratowski came charging at Charlie. Why not, he figured? Why not give them a real show? He was the star, and he was loving his life at this moment, even though in a matter of minutes no one would remember. As Mrs. Bratowski neared him, Charlie faked one way then ran behind her and gave her a mighty swat too, even harder than the one he gave Shannon. Now the noise was a mixture of laughter and dread. Things had gone way past the prank stage, and some kids were worried for him.

But to Charlie it was no big deal, and he ran into the boys locker room, squatted down, squeezed his eyes shut tight and wished it all away, reversing time. Now he was standing back on the court, waiting for the serve. Shannon was in front of him, Mrs. Bratowski was on the sidelines, and the boring game went on. And he was once more just plain old Charlie Pizzetti.

• • •

Even though he had this amazing power, Charlie was always hesitant to let things go on for too long when he needed to travel counterclockwise because he wasn’t sure just how far he could go back. But late one afternoon during his senior year he had to attempt a big jump. He’d forgotten to do his physics homework. He’d been so wrapped up in a research paper for English that it must have slipped his mind. So when Mr. Wagner told the class to pass in the assignment, Charlie decided it was time to test his limits yet again. Squeezing tight, concentrating, Mr. Wagner asking for his homework, don’t listen, concentrate, squeeze, last night, last night. And he was sitting on his desk chair at home, English paper finished. Now it was time to get down to that physics homework. Yes, Charlie loved his life.

• • •

“Hey Pizzetti, I heard the jury is ready to hang you now. Two hours and they’re on their way back to the courtroom. What a joke this case was.”

Charlie had learned to hate the jail guards with a deep passion, and even more so every time they put him back in manacles, because there was no mistaking that they always made it as painful as they could. Soon he’d hear the verdict. Maybe. 

He tried again on the way to the courtroom. 

Squeeze. Concentrate. Squeeze…squeeze. Take it all back…all back.

It was useless. His ability and the power he thought it gave him turned out not to be so great after all. It had abandoned him when he needed it most. And his reverse time trick never did let him become the Casanova that Charlie hoped it would make him. The few girls who said yes to a date in high school put quick stops to any make-out sessions he started. He tried pushing it a few times, but they never gave in and he always ended up feeling sorry for them, so he always backed off, most of the time feeling so humiliated that he would travel counterclockwise to just before he tried to kiss them. Once he even went back to the day before so that he hadn't even asked the girl out, to her knowledge. At least that way the girls couldn't compare notes and laugh at his feeble attempts.

Charlie was hoping things would change once he attended college. Just a few students from his class were going to the Ohio State University, so for him it made perfect sense to go there. With such a large campus, who would know that he used to be chubby and called Grease Tub?

Shortly after Charlie moved in to his dorm, he realized just how right he was. College life was very different, and now he had new opportunities. His Grease Tub days were definitely a thing of the past. He had thinned out nicely over the last few years, and he decided he really wasn’t a bad looking guy. But best of all, he started noticing that some girls were actually attracted to him. He could hardly believe his luck. 

Charlie wanted to impress, so he made sure that he was never a fool in any of his classes. Every time he gave a wrong answer, he squeezed his eyes shut, concentrated, and came out the golden boy. Tests were the same way. If he had a problem, he would go to the front of the room and grab the teacher’s answers and then take off running, hide, read the answers, and reverse time. For longer tests he would often have to do this several times, but it made no difference to Charlie, as long as he came out with an A. 

Charlie knew that Nadine DeWine, a really cute girl in his freshman composition class, liked him. He’d seen her gazing at him more than a few times, and decided to ask her out.

“Charlie, you must be the smartest guy on campus,” she told him over dinner. This was the kind of moment Charlie had waited for all his life, to be praised by a girl who really seemed to like him, and so he breathed in the odor of their pizza, noticed the hoop earrings Nadine was wearing, let the background murmurs of the other customers flow into his ears, soaking all of this into his memories. He didn't want to ever forget the sights, sounds, and smells, but most importantly how this made him feel. 

Yet it was all a lie, and deep down he knew it. He was smart, but far from the smartest. He’d cheated, and although it didn’t always feel right, he wasn’t about to stop. Not when things were going his way.

• • •

He really liked Nadine. Things just seemed to click between them, and soon they found themselves spending every spare moment together. Over spring break, she even went with him to his parents’ house.

Then in April, Charlie got a C on a research paper for his history class. He'd worked hard on it and was very frustrated that he would need to write it again. Sometimes it just got so tiring. No one else had days as long as he did with all his counterclockwise trips.

Before the bell could ring to end the class, Charlie must have read over the professor's notes on his paper twenty times. As everyone filed out of the room, Charlie, shut his eyes, squeezed, concentrated, and was back in his dorm room, books spread all around him, laptop with a blank Word page starring him in the face, telling him he hadn't even started yet. Two weeks back. That was his biggest reversal yet.

First he needed some rest before he could start working on his paper. He knew he wouldn't be able to concentrate since he'd been out late with Nadine the night before. And his roommate Ryan wasn't in. That was good. Ryan was a nice guy, but because everyone thought Charlie was such a genius, they'd always ask him for help with school work, and Ryan didn't have a problem waking up Charlie when he was stuck for an answer.

So where was Ryan? It was just a little after 6 p.m., and as Charlie lay on his bed, trying to relax and fall asleep, he wondered if he could remember much from this night when it originally happened two weeks ago. But nothing came to him and he wondered, for just a minute, if all his backward trips were having an effect on his memory. 

Just as he was on the verge of sleep, Charlie sat upright on his bed, angry at himself for being so incredibly stupid. Why hadn’t he tried to get a look at any of the papers that received good grades so he’d know what the professor was expecting? What an idiot, he told himself.

He was mad and felt like his face was beet red, and a thought came to mind that maybe he should just skip writing the paper altogether. He was so tired and the idea was so tempting. But two weeks? He'd have to wait two weeks and then be humiliated at failing the project, grab the papers off the professor's desk and run out of the room, find a place to hide and read them, then travel back in time two weeks yet again. The whole thing was crazy, and it hurt his brain to even think about it. No doubt he needed to sleep for a while before he could make any major decisions. But he felt like Grease Tub all over again.

He'd probably been asleep for two minutes, he figured, when he woke up to someone knocking on his door. He just couldn’t get a break.

"Forget your key again, Ryan?" he said as he pulled the door open.

“Do I look that bad that you think I’m a guy?” Nadine asked as she stepped into his dorm room.

This wasn’t at all on Charlie’s radar. Had she come over while he was working on his paper? He really couldn’t remember. He was so tired that everything was becoming one big blur. All he wanted in the world at this moment was sleep so that he could have a clear mind to figure out what his next move should be.

“Been working hard on your paper?”

“Yes,” Charlie answered through gritted teeth. His frustration had reached a new level and he didn’t think he’d ever been as enraged in his entire life as he was at this moment. He didn’t want to be mad at Nadine, but he felt as if he couldn’t help it. He was so upset at the situation and all the pressure he put himself under. 

“I thought you might want to take a break and go grab something to eat. Maybe even go to a movie tonight, if you think you have time.”

Charlie felt like laughing hysterically at Nadine’s use of the word time. She didn’t even begin to understand time and its consequences. No one did, not like him. 

“No,” he muttered, trying his best to keep his voice calm. “I don’t have the time. If you don’t mind, would you just go? I really need to get some rest.”

Nadine gave him a funny look and actually took a step backwards.

“Okay, Charlie, I’m sorry I bothered you. Sleep and an attitude adjustment is what you need.”

Then something inside Charlie snapped, and to him, Nadine was no different than Jacob Moran rounding third base and thanking the Grease Tub for serving up such a delicious fastball.

“No one talks to me like that,” he shouted. “I’m better than all of you.” 

He slapped her hard across the face, and it felt good. Before she could recover or say anything, he’d grabbed her wrist and swung her across the room. Nadine cried out as she crashed hard against his desk and slipped to the floor.

A kick to the stomach took the air out of Nadine’s lungs and Charlie knelt down beside her. 

He felt as if he didn’t have control of himself or his actions, yet he never felt more alive than he did at this moment. Maybe it was the fatigue, or some kind of temporal problem from traveling counterclockwise so many times through the years, but the reason didn’t really matter. He was in charge. Charlie Pizzetti was better than everyone else, and they needed to know that.

He knelt down and cradled her head in his hands and looked into Nadine’s eyes. She was hurt and scared, and it made him feel powerful. There was nothing like it in the world, he realized. Absolutely nothing.

“Charlie, please…please let me go.”

“Got your breath back again, do you? Go ahead and cry some more.”

Nadine screamed with as much force as she had left in her body, and Charlie’s first impulse was to run, forgetting for just a moment that he was like a god compared to the rest of humanity, that he was in control here. Infuriated that she could make him forget who he was, he smashed her head into the floor as hard as he could, then rolled over onto his back and started to laugh hysterically. 

There was a noise behind him and his door opened and there stood Ryan with several other guys from the dorm. He turned his head and looked at Nadine again. Her eyes were open but nobody was home, he realized. A pool of blood surrounded her head.

“I can bring her back from the dead, you know.”

“You killed her?” Ryan asked, voice quivering.

“I can do anything I want,” Charlie told them. “I have the ultimate power. I can reverse time.” 

He burst into fits of laughter while the others stood there with worried looks on their faces. They didn’t understand. Charlie heard sirens in the background. Somebody had either called the campus police or an ambulance or both. He knew that none were necessary. He would squeeze his eyes shut and go back now. Nadine would be fine. He really did like her, maybe even loved her. But he got upset, and the pressure was too much. He needed to do this. For his very sanity he needed to do this.

Squeeze, concentrate, squeeze.

Nothing, and now he could hear shouting out in the hallway.

Squeeze, concentrate, squeeze, squeeze, squeeze.

Everything was a blur after that, from being read his rights to the handcuffs being excruciatingly tight on his wrists to his ride in the squad car. Something had gone horribly wrong, and this time Charlie couldn’t go back.

• • •

Just before the trial began, Charlie realized that this was the first time he had attempted to travel counterclockwise after he had just gone counterclockwise. Maybe that was why he’d failed. And had that attempt negated his powers temporarily, or maybe even permanently? He couldn’t afford to think that way, because there was too much at stake, not just for him, but for poor Nadine. He had gotten so out of control, and she was so scared to see him like that. And now it seemed as if there was nothing he could do, no way he would ever be able to change things, to see her and hold her again. 







“Mr. Foreman, will you please address the court.”

“We, the jury, find the defendant guilty of murder in the first degree.”

Squeeze eyes shut. Concentrate. Squeeze.

“We, the jury, find the defendant guilty of murder in the first degree.”

Squeeze. Concentrate. Squeeze. Take it back, take it all back.

“—find the defendant guilty of murder in the first degree.”

Squeeze. Oh please, please, please. Squeeze.

“—guilty of murder—”

Squeeze. Squeeze. Squeeze.

“Guilty.”

Squeeze.

“Guilty.”

Squeeze.

“Guilty.”

Squeeze.


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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THE FLUORESCENT LIGHTS whizzed dizzyingly above her as Keres Tenebrae spun herself in the rolling chair. Bored, bored, bored. She had finished all her work and now she drowned in insufferable boredom. It didn’t matter that it was three a.m., she never slept anyway.

The door behind her opened and shut softly, but Keres did not stop spinning. It made her brain feel like it was being sloshed about in her skull. Sometimes that feeling made the voices go away.

“Keres, I thought I asked you to stop visiting me here,” Thanatos said in a mild and not unkind tone, but she could hear the frustration in it. She stuck her feet out to stop herself mid-spin. Her black boots left several deep scuff marks on the tile floor before she slowed completely.

“I’m sorry,” she said instantly, completely meaning it. She looked at her boss’s face, suddenly feeling guilty. She had forgotten that he’d asked her that. She forgot a lot of things.

He was dressed as a normal man, not as his alter ego. Combed grey hair, a grey beard, and thin glasses framed a middle-aged and kind-looking face. No one would ever guess that he moonlighted as the mysterious, infamous supervillain Thanatos.

“I am just bored,” she explained, sitting up straight in his chair. He sighed fondly. 

“Ah,” he answered noncommittally. Well aware of what happened when she got too bored. When the voices and the emotions filled her up, he always had a distraction for her. He moved to his desk, and after flipping through some paperwork, pulled out a newspaper article. He turned and handed it to Keres. She read it with little interest until a choice few words stood out at her.

“A charity gala? A ball?” she gasped, ice-blue eyes going wide. She turned to look at Thanatos.

“Yes, hosted by Riley Hirsch, too,” he supplied. Some part of her brain made the connection that she was the daughter of the Banshee and Achilles, but most of her squealed internally at the thought of pretty dresses, fancy food, and men in tuxedos.

“All of our...friends...should be there,” Thanatos said, putting special inflection on the word friends. Keres nodded.

“Oh! Oh! Can I go! Pleeeeaassse? I never got to go to prom. This would be magical!”

“Yes, my dear, you may,” he replied, and this time, she did shriek out loud. He winced at the pitch of it.

“But you must get the rest of your work done first,” he said sternly once she’d fallen quiet.

Keres nodded excitedly.

“Yes, yes. I can get it done!” She didn’t even know what he wanted her to do this time, but she would definitely get it finished in time to go to the gala. Tonight she would be a real-life Cinderella.

“Yes, of course. You’re always such a good girl.”

Keres glowed, the terrible emotions that were her constant companions vanishing for a moment with his praise.

“Thank you!” she cried, taking the to-do list from him enthusiastically. This would be the best day ever. She half-ran and half-galloped out of his office and into the street, excitement bubbling in her chest. It drowned out the sadness, at least for a little while.

• • •

Keres sat in Diana Strickland’s office, tinkering with the various awards and little collectibles that littered the room. This was her first stop for the day. Not only did she need to complete the task for Thanatos, she needed to prepare for the gala. She felt sure they wouldn’t let a skinny little plebe like her in, so she had to look the part. 

Thanatos had many irons in the fire. He always did. This ensured that one way or the other, he would get what he wanted in the end.

Today it was her job to keep one of those irons hot.

The sound of a key in a lock made Keres perk up. She sat up straight in the chair behind the desk, hoping to look intimidating. She always managed to, despite her tiny size. 

“Your bill is due!” she shouted cheerfully as the impeccably dressed lawyer walked in the door. The woman screamed, spilling coffee everywhere and dropping her folders. Keres laughed. Good luck getting that stain out of the pristine carpet.

True to attack-dog lawyer form, instead of staying frightened, the woman angrily turned on Keres. Until she saw who it was, that is. Her rage deflated quickly and she shut the office door, hoping no one would see.

Keres kept sitting in her desk chair while the woman stared at her. After a moment she pushed a plain manila folder across the desk toward Strickland.

Eyeing her suspiciously, Strickland approached the desk to get a peek of what Keres offered.

“Thanatos helped you climb the ranks, Diana. Now you’re a prosecutor. He knows you’ve got your eyes on your boss’s job. Why let him take all the credit for your successes anymore? You would be a better DA than him anyway,” Keres said sharply. She flipped open the folder on the desk so Strickland could see some of its contents. The city prosecutor stared at it. Twenty-year-old pictures and reports stared up at her.

“It’s a good thing it’s election time, then,” Keres finished sweetly, reinforcing the desires they already knew lay in the prosecutor’s heart.

“What does Thanatos want?” Strickland finally asked, finding her voice again. 

“He only wants you to make your choice. Like he always does,” Keres answered. She finally stood up. Thanatos never made anyone do anything, not even Keres. He gave them choices. The lawyer stepped forward and snatched up the manila folder to get a closer look.

“Is this...is that the Banshee?” Strickland’s sullen mood vanished in an instant as she realized what Thanatos had handed her. 

“Is it? A concerned citizen just wants to make sure that all the details of the case come to light during Achilles’s parole hearing.” 

Strickland paid her no mind now that she had the folder in her grasp. She already read through it, a hungry expression on her perfectly painted face.

They stood in silence for several long minutes while the lawyer devoured the information she’d been handed. Keres cleared her throat loudly.

“The door is over there if we’re done,” Strickland responded rudely. Her customary snippy tone returned. She didn’t even look up from her reading. Keres sniffed in annoyance.

“We’re not done. That’s what Thanatos wanted. But you still need to pay me for the inconvenience of delivering the message. I’d hate for there to be any footage of me visiting you in your office,” Keres commented brightly. She had needs and wants, and Strickland could provide for them at the moment. Keres would not steal. Stealing got you killed. But blackmail?

Blackmail would always get her what she wanted.

Now the lawyer did look up, her expression irritated.

“What?” she demanded, aghast. Keres stared back at her, her heart-shaped face as still as stone. She stared into Strickland’s brown eyes until Strickland couldn’t meet her gaze anymore. The prosecutor looked at the ground, unwilling to stare into the instability that raged in Keres’s brain.

“Alright, fine,” she said nastily. “What do you want?”

She probably expected that Keres wanted a typical favor. She didn’t. Nothing Keres ever wanted was typical.

“I want a ball gown,” Keres told her firmly, a petulant edge to her voice. Strickland’s gaze shifted and she stared at her.

“A ball gown? You’re blackmailing me for a dress?” she shrieked incredulously. 

“You’re one of the most successful prosecutors in the city. You come from money, I’m sure you’ve got plenty just sitting around. I want a ball gown to go to the charity gala tonight.”

Strickland’s mouth moved but no words came out.

“Maybe I’ll even see you there. There are so many people you could introduce me to,” Keres’s voice carried no threat. She sounded cheerful and excited.

Strickland frowned deeply. Muttering under her breath, she pulled out her wallet and handed Keres all the cash she had.

“Thank you!” Keres said primly. She smiled a huge smile that forced Strickland to look at the ground again. Then she turned and skipped happily out of the office, sliding the huge wad of bills into her bra. No one noticed her leave at such an early hour. On her way out she ducked behind the receptionist’s desk and plugged the camera system back in. Then she took the stairs out the back way—off to find her dress for the night.

• • •

Keres gazed fondly at her dress while the stylist combed her pale blonde hair. It was a jarring, outlandish, extravagant sort of design—perfect for her. A single layer of cream-colored, see-through tulle formed the base of the dress. Bejeweled red flower patterned lace stretched asymmetrically from the hem of the dress to the collar that wrapped around her neck. The red lace kept the dress from being completely translucent, but her athletic form would be on full display in the getup. Keres had never owned anything so nice in her life, and in that moment she loved it more than anything else on Earth.

A whimper from her lap broke her admiration of the dress. Keres looked down and gently patted the terrified Yorkie on the head. Animals hated her—they could sense what she was. But she adored them anyway.

“Shhhshhhshhh,” she shushed the dog sweetly, adjusting the bright pink rain jacket her owner had dressed her in. “You can go back to your mama when she’s done with me,” she finished brightly. The hair stylist let out a tiny sob but Keres chose to ignore it. She wanted to enjoy today. She wanted it to be perfect. And if it required her to hold the little rat-dog under pain of death to get one of the best hairstylists to work on her locks, then she would. Apparently showing up before the salon was open for the day and demanding that she let her in didn’t go over well. Desperate times called for desperate measures, however. She couldn’t show up in that dress without hair to match it.

Keres closed her eyes, trying to drink in the environment. She kept petting the shaking dog on her lap, more for her own relaxation than to comfort the dog. The dog would get over it.

“Done! I’m done!” the terrified stylist shouted some time later. Keres opened her eyes, surprised so much time had passed as she floated around in her own thoughts.

Her blonde hair was parted down the middle and twisted into two stylishly messy knots on the top of her head. Silver glitter sparkled around her part, dotted here and there with metallic silver and red confetti stars. The stylist had sprayed the rest of her hair silver and pale purple. The colors shone brightly against her pale skin. A broad smile spread across her face while the stylist cowered behind her.

“It’s perfect! Thank you!” Keres cooed, admiring herself in the mirror. It certainly wasn’t a style most people would choose. And that was the way she liked it.

She flounced out of the chair and dropped a couple of $100 bills on the floor at the stylist’s feet. 

“For the damages,” she chirped, crunching over the sheets of shattered glass that once sat in the window frames at the front of the boutique. She turned and set the little Yorkie on the floor. It shot away from her, seeking refuge in the closet at the back of the salon.

“And if you don’t want your little rat to disappear, you won’t talk to anyone, okay?” Keres said with another smile. She walked backward, out the front door of the salon, staring at the stylist until out of sightline.

• • •

The gala proved to be everything she thought it would be. She climbed up the steps to the Serenity City Metro Art Museum, balancing like an acrobat in the sky-high bright red stilettos she’d found. Between the scandalously revealing nature of her dress, the crazy hair, and her magnetic presence, everyone stared at her. Keres reveled in the attention.

Would she have been prom queen in a different world? Keres quashed the random thought. Tonight she didn’t want to think about that life. Tonight she wanted to be free. Not even the stupid thugs milling about the event, trying to snag a wealthy target, could ruin her mood. They wouldn’t be bothering anyone again anytime soon. In fact, they would probably find themselves well taken care of for the remainder of their days. One didn’t need to steal if all one’s needs were provided by the sanitarium.

Keres felt a sense of power as she glided through the glitzy crowds. Colored lights lit up the inside of the gallery and music pulsed through the atrium. She couldn’t stop smiling. She knew everyone in attendance, even if they did not recognize one another. She silently named them off as she saw them.

The Priest. Pendragon. Clover and Whispers. Oh, look—there’s the prosecutor. Keres paused to wave enthusiastically at Diana Strickland, who pretended like she didn’t notice. Keres laughed.

And look—there's Victoria and the little invisible girl, she mused. She would have to keep tabs on her for the night. Thanatos had big plans for her.

But a young man, dressed in a dark suit and wearing a lavender tie, interrupted her plotting.

“Would you care to dance?” he asked. Keres’s eyes widened. She had never been asked to dance before.

“Yes!” she replied, smiling at him. For once, a boy did not recoil from her smile. Keres felt almost normal.

And then she danced the night away. Some part of her continued to catalog the who’s who of Serenity City as she saw them, but mostly she thought about what fun she was having. During a break, as she sipped on a fancy mixed drink, she watched the glitzy and glamorous crowds. She hadn’t ever had this much fun doing something normal before.  Is this the life she’d missed out on when that damned hero destroyed her life and broke her brain?

Again she tried to shake these thoughts away, but she’d made the mistake of letting them in. They broke past her defenses and flooded her brain, tearing at her joy. Despair punctuated her elation, as it always did. Her mood deflated like a balloon burst by a knife.

Even in her best moments, the voices could not leave her alone. She could not shed the specter of her past, could not escape the spiral perpetuated by her powers. She felt doomed to drown in a maddening sadness forever. Tears started to leak down her cheeks.

All the joy and excitement she felt evaporated into thin air.

No...no no no nonono! The voice she knew was hers shrieked. Just this night...just one night...she repeated over and over again. She couldn’t tell if she spoke it out loud as well.

But the voices and the despair did not obey. They never did.

She had to hold it together, if only because it would ruin Thanatos’s carefully planned timeline for her to go full-blown psychotic in the middle of this charity gala. He loved her and cared for her. If she let him down she thought she would die.

A waiter clad in a tux walked past her, carrying a plate of tiny tarts. She snagged him by the sleeve and pulled him close to her.

Somewhere in her shattered brain, she could imagine a young and handsome man like him courting her. If things were different. If the voices were gone. If she was whole and sane and normal. She took his silver tray from him and set it on an empty table next to her.

Interrupting his polite protests to her behavior, she kissed him without warning or embarrassment. When her skin touched his, she felt a searing cold sense of stability that would never be hers. To her, everyone but the most damaged people felt like ice to the raging fire of insanity in her head.

He had a girlfriend, and parents who loved him. He worked nights as a fancy waiter at events like these, using his tips to go to school during the day. He had plans to become an art teacher. 

How sweet, Keres thought to herself, as everything he was flashed through her brain. She didn’t know anymore if she meant the thought to be sarcastic or not. 

But, as always happened, the despair that swallowed her poured into his head. Like a living thing, it rooted in his brain and sought out every bit of pain, humiliation, and anguish he’d ever experienced. Keres broke away from him after a moment. She knew how this would end, but tonight, she didn’t want to watch it.

She felt significantly more stable for the moment, grasping at the semblance of sanity that came from her contact with the waiter. The sorrow that had threatened to consume her abated after she shared it. For now, she felt better, but it wouldn’t last for long. She took a deep breath and smiled. Yes, she definitely felt better.

But the waiter definitely did not. He sobbed loudly from the floor, the worst moments of his life consuming him, as the worst of Keres’s life tormented her every day. She paid him no mind anymore. He’d served his purpose. She shuddered, wiping at the tears on her face with her hands. Mascara smeared everywhere. Ruined. Her makeup and her evening were ruined.

Without an inkling of shame, she turned and ate all the desserts the unfortunate waiter had carried on his tray. For a moment, her mouth tasted of chocolate mousse and raspberries instead of misery. It was a good moment.

But the wonderful illusion was broken. It wouldn’t be long before someone noticed the pathetic lump on the floor. Keres straightened, and as she did, she locked eyes with the girl in the blue dress across the dance floor.

The two stared at each other for a long moment, and Keres finally flashed a smile in her direction. A wide one that grew wider still when Victoria Westerdale tried to cross the room to speak to her.

Gotcha, said her voice in her head. 

She grinned again, turning her back to the other woman. She quickly made her way out a back staircase, making sure that the hero didn’t lose her. 

Catch me if you can. 
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Rocky Mountains, Sovereign Colorado – 1889

AS HE ALWAYS DID before a battle, Uriah prepared for death as best he could.

He ran hand clippers over the red fuzz on his head and shaved his face with a straight razor so his corpse would be presentable. He laced high leather boots over the legs of uniform pants made from material designed to stop handgun bullets.

To complete his pre-battle ritual, he stepped out onto his balcony. His. Not a familiar thought to anyone who lived under Professor Atomico’s mountain. The other soldiers and workers all lived in barracks and shared common dining areas. Atomico needed room for his machines, and humans didn’t require much space if you packed them in tight.

But when Uriah blossomed in his teens and became the keen soldier, the legendary red-haired killer, the Professor rewarded him with his own room high in the mountain.

As he always did before a battle, Uriah considered stepping over the balcony’s stone balustrade. A long free-fall, heart hammering, wind rushing by. Then a quick sledgehammer blow, his body broken by the sharp rocks down there.

Why didn’t he jump? Why did he stay with Atomico, continue to kill in his name, aid his quest to rule this country and eventually the world?

As if in answer, she came to him.

A light knock at his door. “Uriah?”

Embarrassed that his heart fluttered like a young boy’s, Uriah closed his eyes and breathed in the cold mountain air. Her voice. The words made of lilting tones, phrases struck on fine silver chimes by the hands of angels.

A master of manipulation, the Professor knew what time the raid was scheduled, and knew Uriah’s pre-battle rituals. He had sent her at the perfect moment.

Even though he recognized the manipulation, Uriah was still powerless. He hurried to the door and opened it. There she stood, Professor Atomico’s clockwork daughter. His single greatest creation, as far as Uriah was concerned.

Delilah.

She smiled at Uriah and all his doubts fled, as intended. Her porcelain skin was not, of course, porcelain. It was made by a Japanese genius recruited (or kidnapped) by Atomico. An ultra-secret combination of Indian rubber and a strange powder from Amazonia, Delilah’s skin held a permanent blush, suspending her forever in a crushing beauty. Once her inner mechanisms were running, her skin even got warm.

“Uh, hi, Delilah.”

Her silver-chime voice said, “Shall we walk to the aerodrome together?”

“Of course. Gimme a second.”  Uriah turned so quickly he banged his forehead on the doorframe. Between the stars in his vision and the tinkling bells of Delilah’s laughter, he felt as if he’d jumped off the balcony after all and woke up in Heaven.

• • •

They made an odd pair, the lanky red-haired killer, and the beautiful clockwork girl.

Uriah wore a uniform of green and brown splotches, a heavy pistol, a short sword, and a four-pound war hammer on his belt. Tall and gangly, he had a fighter’s nose and a looping scar across his face.

A blue silk sheath whispered across the gold joints at Delilah’s knees, where skin blended into metal. Her perfectly sculpted face, raven-wing hair, and stunning green glass eyes turned the head of every man she passed, even though they knew her heart was crafted from metal.

It made Uriah’s human heart flutter to think she chose to be with him. Chose to. A strange thing to consider when you were talking about a clockwork girl.

He couldn’t keep his eyes from seeking the tiny flesh-colored dust plug protecting the keyhole in the hollow of Delilah’s throat. The Professor had the key, but once he started her clock, she did as she pleased for the next twenty-four hours. To the puzzlement of every man living under the mountain, she usually chose to spend her time with Uriah.

While he damn sure didn’t have the brain Atomico did, Uriah still knew it took more than windup clock gears to make a creation like Delilah run. He had seen men in lead-lined aprons working on the secret “radium slugs” that powered Atomico’s other walking machines. Those machines had not one shred of beauty in them. They all contained horror and death.

Uriah figured Delilah had some kind of timer in her heart, which shut off her access to the power supply once the twenty-four hours were up. This made her ultimately dependent on Atomico. Like everyone else who lived in his mountain.

More and more people fell in around the couple, an ever-growing crowd headed to the aerodrome to either participate in or help launch the upcoming raid.

They exited the mouth of the tunnel and stepped into the sunlight of the aerodrome. A half-mile of mountaintop flattened by a steam-powered dragon of a digging machine. (Designed by Professor Atomico, of course.)

Dozens of people scurried about, tending four airships moored to steel anchors. The soldiers boarding the first three massive craft wore traditional uniforms, their waistcoats still the brilliant scarlet color of Atomico’s old allegiance, back when he was known as Professor David Henstridge, a subject of the English king. Since adopting the moniker of Professor Atomico, he had added a black eagle across the backs of the King’s scarlet tunics.

Atomico himself stood on an elevated dais, watching over the pre-raid work. With his long black overcoat and muttonchops shot through with gray, the old Brit looked like the proprietor of a Dickens orphanage. He saw Delilah and waved her up. She always stood with him to see the troops off.

Delilah squeezed Uriah’s hand and started to leave. “Good luck, Uriah. I’ll see you soon.”

On impulse, Uriah held onto her hand. “Wait.”

“What is it?” She cocked her head to one side, as she always did when processing something new.

Uriah couldn’t speak. Raised to maim and slaughter, capture and destroy, he felt something delicate here, something he feared his words would shatter. Instead, he reached out and touched her smooth cheek. Warm, which meant she’d been awake for a while. He hoped she’d still be awake when he returned. If he returned.

“Tell me. Please,” Delilah said.

“I... don’t know, I guess. Just—“ He gave her a fleeting kiss on the cheek and scampered away like an embarrassed little boy. He thought he saw a slight smile on Atomico’s hawkish face, but a steam wagon carrying the seven other soldiers in Uriah’s unit chuffed past, blocking his view.

Wearing oddly shaded uniforms like his, his compatriots all jeered when Uriah broke into a full sprint, trying to catch the transport wagon. The driver heard the jeers and opened his throttle all the way. The wagon rumbled past shocked onlookers, careening toward the far end of the aerodrome field. 

From the back running board, Herod and Jezebel, brother and sister, didn’t reach out to help. Instead, they saluted with their middle fingers. The siblings resented the special status the Professor gave Uriah, and let him know it at every turn.

Digging deep, Uriah sprinted faster. His fingers stretched for the back rail of the shiny wagon. The others groaned in disappointment when he hauled himself onto the running board. Uriah smiled in Herod’s stupid face. He had the same round baby-fat cheeks as his sister, but her mustache was a bit thicker. 

“Ahoy, Jezebel. Oops, sorry Herod, I mistook you for your sister,” Uriah said.

“Piss off, Uriah,” Herod said.

Uriah felt a jab of pain in his kidney as Jezebel punched him from behind. He faced her and smiled. Then he shoved her off the wagon. She tumbled to a stop at the bottom of their airship’s loading ramp, her hair full of grass and dirt.

The wagon braked and everyone stepped down, all the boys chuckling at Jez.

She came at Uriah in a rage. “You bastard! I’ll rip yer farkin’ balls off!”

Jezebel stopped short when Uriah rested a hand on his war hammer. He had long ago stopped trying to be cordial with them, and Atomico ignored his complaints about the nasty infighting and jealousy. As long as he got what he needed from them, the Professor apparently didn’t care if they cut each other’s throats during their downtime.

“Attention!”

Uriah and his fellow soldiers froze in place. Years of speaking across a training quad had given Sifu Li’s voice a timber of command like no other. The Chinese combat instructor looked like a mighty oak tree had somehow been dehydrated and condensed into a wiry little man.

Sifu Li strode in among them, the simple black cotton of his pants and shirt looking out of place among their special uniforms. His bare feet accepted grass and rock alike with indifference and the passive look on his face never changed.

“As our master is a genius, so is the man who leads our enemies—Erlichman. He has designed weapons of destruction and placed them in the hands of highly trained men and women, just as Professor Atomico has done with us,” Sifu Li said.

He stopped in front of Uriah but spoke to everyone. “What will make the difference then? Only the warrior whose spirit is pure and whose mind is clear will succeed. Do not go forth with anything other than combat on your mind or you will not survive.”

Sifu Li snapped a back-fist strike—Uriah’s arm flicked up like a rattlesnake and blocked the blow. Sifu Li locked eyes with him, then nodded and walked away.

The mood thoroughly dampened, Uriah and his squad boarded the smallest airship in Atomico’s armada, the Black Mariah. A shark to the three whales moored next to her, she was designed to insert Uriah and his fellow specialists into tightly guarded areas. And this mission would be her greatest test.

The Colonial Union was still knee-deep in financial shit from their twenty-year War of Independence, but they were recovering fast. And when they did, they’d take a long, hard look at “Sovereign Colorado.” The Union had airships and cannons, too. Lots of them.

But if Uriah’s team retrieved what they were after tonight, not even the victorious Colonial Union would be able to stand in Atomico’s way.

The steady chug of the Black Mariah’s steam engines mixed with the thrum of the bigger ships. They lifted off together and Professor Atomico’s fighting force headed out, looking for blood. Well, not quite. Blood would be a by-product of what they were really looking for.

From his window, Uriah saw Delilah and Atomico on the dais. He knew in his heart the Professor made her only to control him, but he still couldn’t take his eyes off her. She waved, and his hand rose in response.

Do not go forth with anything other than combat on your mind, or you will not survive.

Uriah crushed his feelings down and sat in a sling seat against the bulkhead. He closed his eyes, inhaled the smell of oil from his rifle, and waited to jump.

• • •

As he always did before a battle, Professor Atomico calculated his likely losses. He watched his little armada climb into the clouds and figured this one would cost him at least one airship and thirty-percent of his troops.

His sharp mind pictured the battle as if it were flickering on a kinetoscope right before his eyes. Most likely, Dauntless would go down early, since her task was to maneuver close and blow down the front walls of Erlichman’s fort. It did upset Atomico to lose Dauntless, seeing as how she held his best crew of gunners. Stafford, his batman from Britain, manned the most important gun himself. His gun was not aimed at the front of the fort, but at a crucial target to aid the insertion of Uriah’s team.

Emotional responses were not Atomico’s forte, having had them soundly beaten out of him as a boy at Oakham. Still, Stafford had been with him for better than forty years, since they were both youngsters serving at His Majesty’s pleasure. He would be missed.

When Uriah brought back his prize and Atomico ruled this upstart country, he would name his largest county after Stafford. He roused himself from his thoughts and found Delilah staring at him, waiting patiently. Her silver-bell voice said, “Have you finished your calculations?”

Ah, how had he created her? Even his ego couldn’t claim he created a machine that knew him so well. She had grown into... her own woman.

“I have,” he said.

“How many will come back?”

“How many do you care about?”

She cocked her head, processing what passed for her thoughts.

The thump of the massive airship engines had long since faded, so Professor Atomico heard the scuffling shoes skid to a stop below his dais. He heard the breathless man waiting to be acknowledged, but he didn’t look down. His people knew better than to interrupt him when he was having a conversation. He waited for Delilah to arrive at her conclusion.

“I suppose I care about all of them. They are people and I should care for them.”

“Should you?” Atomico arched an eyebrow at her. “It’s not as if they’ve ever done anything for you. And there is nothing wrong with admitting what you really want to know. Whether or not Uriah is likely to come back.”

Oddly, she laughed. She was truly the only person around here who surprised him.

“Have I said something amusing?” he said.

“I suppose you did. Something made me laugh. How do you know me so well, Father?” Delilah said.

Professor Atomico pushed a stray lock of jet-black hair back from her face. Real, grown in long ponytails by Chinese women solely to be cut and hand-punched into Delilah’s head.

“Well, I did create you, after all.”

A gentle clearing of a throat from below told him something was drastically wrong. Otherwise, the sweating young man wearing a red laboratory smock would wait in silence for hours if necessary.

“What’s wrong?” Atomico said.

The young man looked embarrassed and frightened at the same time. “We, uh, we lost a walking machine. It was a torpedo man, sir. It was armed in preparations for tomorrow’s test. There were casualties.”

One hazard of creating walking machines designed to carry out autonomous missions was they sometimes “thought” too damn much. Occasionally, the circuitry blocking off their internal power source while in storage would fail and one would wake up and stroll out of the storage area. On the rarest occasions, one made it out of the mountain.

Atomico sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. The young man paled. That personal tic often preceded a man facing a firing squad. Or worse.

“Where?”

“The machine made it all the way to the trading post in the pass. Sir, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to, I mean, please don’t...”

“Damn it, man, I’ve no time for your pleading. Tell me what happened,” Atomico said.

“The trading post was leveled—along with thirty feet of forest in a circle around it.”

The effect on Atomico surprised everyone. He let out a whoop and waltzed Delilah around the dais. He bowed and kissed her hand. “My dear, I shall see you this evening.”

He hurried off the dais and grabbed the young lab assistant by the sleeve. “Put together a team of wagons and goods. I want a new trading post built immediately to keep the people in the area supplied.”

“Sir?”

“People with full bellies ask fewer questions. If anyone does ask, tell them raiders from the Warrior Brotherhood attacked the trading post with cannons.”

As they hurried away from the aerodrome, Atomico heard Delilah’s musical voice.

“Father?” she said.

He turned, annoyed his whirling mind had to be taken away from the implications of the blast radius of his new weapon. “Yes, yes? What is it, girl?”

“You didn’t answer the question you said I really wanted to ask.”

Tripping over images of bombs, guns, and the layout of his new empire, Atomico went back over their conversation. 

“Oh, about the odds of Uriah’s survival? I shouldn’t worry, old girl; if one thing in this world is true, it is that Uriah will always come back for you.” 

• • •

Turbulence rocked the Black Mariah and Uriah’s stomach flip-flopped. Luckily, he’d only eaten toast with honey and some almonds to keep his energy up. Darkness had overtaken them in the hour since they left, but his squad stood out in the glow from the instrument panels. He gave them the once-over to gauge their readiness.

Jezebel and Herod had obviously eaten light meals as well. Even though they both looked green, neither had thrown up. 

Nelson stood at a window, gulping cold air and dry-retching, having long ago emptied his stomach. Twitchy to begin with, Nelson hated to fly and would shake for hours afterward.

George and Edward gazed out a window together, picking out constellations above. George, tall and thin. Edward, short and stocky. They were inseparable, always together. There were some in the mountain fortress who shunned George and Edward for their sexuality, but Uriah didn’t give a damn who they slept with; they were two of the best soldiers he’d ever known, preferring to work together with Professor Atomico’s marvelous repeating shotguns.

Tennyson snored in his seat as usual, and Horatio stood near the front windows, his sniper rifle hanging off one shoulder.

Uriah felt the deck tilt as the formation of airships dropped to their assault altitude.

“Gear check. Let’s get ready,” Uriah said.

Everyone set about prepping jump packs for war. Using the silk apparatus called “The Atomico Flying Wing,” they would jump at low altitude and glide onto the top of Erlichman’s massive hideaway. Designed on a Difference Engine called Maschine Gehirn, the fort was a three-story wonder of stone, wood, and iron. Masterful spying, subtle threats, and not-so-subtle torture had bought Atomico’s killers a rough layout of the fort’s interior. They hoped.

Uriah strapped his rifle across his chest and stood at the jump door. He looked ahead in the darkness, hearing only the whump-whump-whump of the Black Mariah’s engines...

BOOM. It started with a single ranging shot from one of Victoria’s repeating eighteen-pounders. The impact lit up the front of Erlichman’s fortress. All three stories of the fort belched fire to answer Victoria, and the bloody night began in earnest.

Britannia joined the fray, helping Victoria spew bloody hell into the teeth of Erlichman’s defenses as Dauntless peeled away for her broadside run.

The Black Mariah dove and circled east of their target.

The rumble and thump of cannon fire echoed like thunder through the mountains and the night sky lit up like sunrise. Uriah saw the round parachutes of Atomico’s main force. They fell in the firelight like red and black ashes, little sparks of light coming from their guns as they tried to live long enough to hit the ground. Atomico would spend dozens of lives tonight to maintain the appearance of the frontal attack. Maybe the life of every man in his main force.

A sharp pinch on his ass made Uriah jump. Jez breathed garlic in his face. “Wassamatter, golden boy, you nervous?”

“You ever wonder why Atomico named you after a whore?” Uriah said.

Before Jez could respond, a massive gun atop Erlichman’s fort went off.

Ka-whoom! The whirring sound of a colossal shell ripped through the sky, narrowly missing Britannia.

“Mother of God,” Tennyson whispered. “That thing could fire a bathtub for a shell.”

Fires from explosive shells burned everywhere now, on the fort and in the surrounding forest. Even from this distance they saw the gunners loading another deadly round into the enormous cannon. A ponderous thing to load and aim, the massive gun was at a disadvantage against the mobile airships. Uriah saw one target they’d be able to hit, though.

Dauntless began her broadside run with Stafford’s lonely gunner nest dangling below her gondola. Uriah hated to lose the crazy old Brit. Stafford had always been good to him, the way an uncle who likes to tip a pint is good to his favorite nephew, all drunken jolly humor and manly punches in the arm.

The display of firepower from the grand old airship Dauntless was something survivors would tell their grandchildren about. Double rows of repeating cannons installed just for this mission ripped open the front of Erlichman’s fort in a violent display of Professor Atomico’s new explosives. Men and equipment fell from the second and third floors to lay in twisted, bleeding heaps in front of the fort.

The single report from Stafford’s gun went unnoticed by everyone during all this. Everyone except Uriah. He saw the muzzle flash but didn’t follow the shell. The old Brit had an eye like a Kentucky rifleman. The hole in the roof would be there when Uriah’s team arrived. 

Even as the big gun on Erlichman’s fort swiveled toward Dauntless, Uriah kept his eyes on Stafford’s gunner cradle. Many a time Uriah thought he would die in a battle, and he knew how lonely it felt in those moments, wondering if anyone would know or care he was gone. In his time of sacrifice, Stafford would have a witness to say he was there, and he fought bravely.

Stafford’s sacrifice was not long in coming. Dauntless had flown so near to the fort, the boom of Erlichman’s big gun and the flare of the gas chambers aboard Dauntless were near simultaneous.

She fell. Simply and without ceremony, taking eighty men with her.

Uriah watched until the burning hulk above it obliterated the tiny speck of Stafford’s cradle. Then he turned, yanked open the jump door, and fell into the night.

For one fragile second, he hung above the popping and screaming sounds of the battle below. His gliding wing snapped open and he soared into the fight from a dark place the defenders weren’t expecting.

Uriah flinched as something fell past him, dangerously close enough to snag his lines. A failed chute. Twisting, turning, but never screaming, Nelson fell silently into the fires raging beside Erlichman’s fort, his fear of flying ultimately vindicated.

In the next moment, the roof was rushing up at him and Uriah heaved on his lines, flaring his glide wing. His boots slammed into the roof and he rolled, taking the force out of the impact. He detached his chute pack and went to work with his rifle. The rooftop gun crews finally realized they had company. Far too late, of course.

As his team landed around him, Uriah’s repeating rifle spewed death across the burning rooftop. Before anyone else could even ready their weapons, eight men lay dead.

No one spoke, but they gave Uriah grudging respect. He turned his back on his team and jogged to the hole Stafford blasted in the back corner of the roof. He took a map from his pocket and studied it. This is where they would find out if the spying, threats, and torture paid off.

George and Edward dropped through the hole first, shotguns up and ready, covering the rest of the team as they dropped in. They stood in a quiet hallway lit by gaslight fixtures and lined with split timbers, the surfaces sanded smooth and rubbed with some kind of lacquer. Warm and welcoming, unlike the cold stone passages in Atomico’s mountain. Uriah checked his map and pointed. “This way. Horatio, cover the hallway long as we go.”

They stayed low while Horatio stood behind them, aiming over their heads with his rifle.

Near a T intersection at the end of the passage, Uriah heard voices. One in particular booming and deep, with a heavy German accent. “The gunners on the roof have stopped shooting. Get someone up there!”

Erlichman. He would have a heavy bodyguard contingent.

“And Gerhardt, prepare a mining charge near the front wall. We’ll lure them in.” Erlichman rounded the corner from the left with five heavily armed men in dark green uniforms.

The big German really meant nothing to Uriah. The little man with wispy white hair and thick glasses next to Erlichman was the real reason for all the bloodletting tonight. Josef Gerhardt, an explosives expert.

Uriah and his team hit the floor. “Horatio!”

Horatio’s repeating rifled boom-boomed and two guards went down. Erlichman ducked back around the corner. His remaining guards retreated with him, blazing cover fire.

Gerhardt jumped around the corner to the right and scampered away alone. Uriah looked back at Jezebel. “You take Herod and Tennyson and get Gerhardt. George, Edward, and I will take Erlichman and his boys.”

Jez smiled that nasty smile of hers. “Gotcha.”

“Hey.” She froze at the tone in Uriah’s voice. “Alive, Jez. We take him alive.”

“Right. Boss.” With a steely glare, she headed off with Herod and Tennyson in tow.

Uriah left Horatio to guard their rear and went after Erlichman with George and Edward backing him up. Someone slammed a fancy set of double doors at the end of the hall and Uriah sprinted ahead. He ran headlong into a guard coming out of a side passage.

The man had a short shotgun with a pistol grip. Uriah barely had time to push it away from his face. The shotgun boomed beside his head, blasting his eardrum and burning his cheek. Dizzy, he clung to the gun as the guard tried to pump another round into the chamber. Uriah’s free hand snatched his war hammer from his belt, spun the pointed end forward and swung hard. It hit the guard’s forehead with a meaty crunch and Uriah had control of the shotgun.

Uriah stepped over the dead guard and waved George and Edward against the wall. He readied the short shotgun and eased toward the double doors, reached out for the doorknob.

Gunfire splintered the door from inside. Uriah’s reflexes saved him, but barely. He made wide eyes at George and Edward and the three of them giggled at his near death, a reaction only hardened combat veterans would understand.

Uriah retrieved a grenade from his belt. Basically a tin can containing a charge of Atomico’s new explosive wrapped in barbed wire, with a timer on one end. He set the timer for two seconds. He motioned what he wanted from George and Edward. When they nodded understanding, he knelt to one side of the ornate double doors.

George and Edward leaped over and their shotguns blasted the center of the double doors. They dove back before the answering gunfire could catch them and Uriah pushed the plunger on his grenade. He tossed it through the hole George and Edward blasted and the three of them hit the floor.

A split-second of shouting and scrambling inside the room. A sharp, concussive bang. Smoke and dust billowed into the hallway, followed by an eerie silence.

Uriah and the boys entered cautiously, shotguns up and ready. They weren’t needed.

Men lay dead everywhere, heads and bodies opened up by flying barbed wire, internal organs scrambled by the blast. Uriah stopped in his tracks. Before the grenade, this place had been someone’s creative wonderland. Warm wood panels had exquisite German forest scenes carved into them; oak tables held technological wonders like Uriah hadn’t even seen in Professor Atomico’s mammoth laboratory.

Tiny little clockwork fairies perched on clamps under work lamps, their wing panels made of quartz sliced impossibly thin. The blast had derailed a shining gold miniature steam train running through a German town recreated in painstaking detail.

There were many more things, none of them practical, all of them frivolous, useless, and wonderful. Uriah felt a stab of regret he had destroyed so much of it.

A gasp from behind a desk snapped him back to reality. Uriah motioned and George hung back to cover. Uriah and Edward eased around a desk made of heavy timber.

Dietrich Erlichman lay flat on his back. Blood ran from both nostrils, but his upper body seemed relatively unscathed. The damage had been to the parts not covered by the desk. His legs were bleeding badly, a welling steady stream indicating arteries had been severed.

Erlichman’s eyes rolled open as Uriah knelt next to him. The old German struggled to breathe and Uriah laid a hand on his chest. “It’ll be over soon.”

The dying man smiled at Uriah. “Only for me. But the world will suffer. You all will suffer. I know what your master has under that mountain.”

Uriah nodded at George and Edward. “Watch the hall.”

George and Edward moved into the hallway, giving Uriah suspicious looks. He’d deal with it later.

Uriah whispered to Erlichman. “What do you mean?”

“You think only Professor Atomico has spies?”

Erlichman pulled Uriah so close he could smell the iron of blood on the German’s breath. “Pitchblende. The Curies know. It is dangerous, powerful. Atomico calls it ‘radium,’ Peligot calls it ‘uranium.’ You know it, yes?”

“I think so. Does it make people sick? Make their hair fall out?”

“Yes!” Erlichman’s eyes bulged. It took great effort to speak. The pool of blood around his legs grew larger by the second. “It will do more... if Atomico can harness it. It will... destroy the world.”

“What? How?” Uriah said.

Erlichman didn’t answer. In fact, he never said anything again. The human light faded from his eyes, he let loose his last exhale. When Uriah stood, he felt tired. Not physically. His spirit was exhausted, spent, used up in Atomico’s pursuit of war. The table with the clockwork fairies caught his eye. He saw a lone survivor undamaged by the blast. 

His clumsy fingers turned the tiny gold key on her back, just a click or two. Fine musical notes came from the fairy’s mouth, and everything stood still. He couldn’t place the song, but it brought Delilah to mind. On impulse, he shoved the fairy into a cargo pocket on his thigh. 

He joined George and Edward in the hallway and they ran back the way they’d come. When they reached the original point of entry, Horatio was nowhere to be seen. George and Edward looked uneasy. They covered both directions with their shotguns.

They all flinched when Jezebel’s head poked through the hole in the roof. “What took so damn long?”

Uriah, George, and Edward wasted no time shimmying up the rope dropped to them.

The battle for the front of the fort still raged. Britannia passed in front of the moon, smoke pouring from her gondola. Her steam engine had been shot to pieces and she drifted on the wind, but her gun crews still pounded the front of the fort with repeating cannon fire.

Jezebel said, “We already put up a flare, Mariah’s circling around. Pickup should be less than two minutes. We got our prize.”

The burning fort allowed Uriah to see Gerhardt quite well. The slight little German had a swollen eye and held one hand with the other. It looked like his pinkie finger had been hacked off with a knife.

Uriah glared at Jezebel. “What the hell is this?”

“Hey, he’s alive. Little sauerkraut-eating sonnuvabitch blew the top of Tennyson’s head off with a shotgun. Or hadn’t you noticed he wasn’t here?”

Truthfully, Uriah hadn’t noticed. His cheek burned and his ear still rang from the shotgun blast and he felt a bit off balance, both emotionally and physically. He clung to the only thing he knew for sure. Orders.

“The Professor wants him healthy. He has to be able to work.”

Herod shook Gerhardt by the collar and grinned at Uriah. “Oh, he’ll work just fine. And we caught him. We’re the heroes this time.”

“Whatever you say, Herod. I’m not in this to be anyone’s hero,” Uriah said.

Jez brayed her annoying laugh and got in Uriah’s face. “Ha! You’re just worried Daddy is gonna give us that fancy little room of yours on top of the mountain. Maybe make us some clockwork friends, too.”

Usually the quiet one, George spoke up. “I don’t think he has to worry about that anytime soon. Uriah killed Erlichman.”

“No!” The scream from Gerhardt surprised them all. He twisted out of Herod’s grasp and went for Uriah with clawed hands, only to catch a rifle butt in the head from Jez.

The little German fell to the rooftop and rolled over with tears in his eyes. He held out empty hands, imploring Uriah. “Vat haff you done? You destroyed some-sing beautiful in the name of a thief.”

Gerhardt’s soul-wrenching cry stabbed Uriah’s heart deeper than any dagger could have. The beautiful workshop and its demolished treasures flashed into his mind.

The sound of the Mariah’s engines stopped any other conversation. This next part required concentration from everyone. The back quarter of the airship’s gondola detached and lowered on a steam-powered winch to become the “Atomico Combat Scoop.” The contraption swung about a foot above the rooftop and though Mariah was moving slowly by airship standards, the metal ramp would crush the shinbones of anyone who didn’t time their jump right.

Gerhardt’s words were still bouncing around in Uriah’s head. The ringing in his ear and the powder burn on the side of his face distracted him further and Uriah missed the subtle looks, the nods of agreement passing among his comrades.

The pickup scoop swooped toward them and Jez threw Gerhardt in and rolled in after him. Once they’d all made it in, the pilot applied the throttle and up they went, soaring away from the burning fort.

The huge gun atop the fort had somehow survived and had, until now, been concentrating on trying to bring down the crippled Britannia.

Even though she was a slim fighting machine, the Black Mariah still couldn’t be missed when she swooped down so low. Uriah saw the gun crew bringing the giant cannon to bear on them. He brought his rifle up, but the clockwork fairy in his pocket dug into his leg. He paused and patted it to make sure he hadn’t crushed it.

And so it was he didn’t have combat on his mind when the critical moment came. Too late, he felt the hands on his shirt, felt the lift and push. Uriah fell from the sky for the second time that night, twisting around to see Herod and Jezebel laughing down at him.

Wind rushed past, stars spun above him, the crack of branches as he reached the treetops. Snapping, poking, bouncing and bruising his body, the branches slowed Uriah just enough to leave him alive after his body thumped onto the forest floor.

The Black Mariah’s shape still blotted out stars above him, making Uriah feel as if he could reach out and touch her.

The big gun on the fort bellowed into the night sky.

The treetops above Uriah erupted in flames and flying shards of wood. Though the gunner’s aim was off, the explosion still rocked the rescue scoop on its winch lines.

A figure fell out of the rocking gondola, toward a rocky break in the trees. The high-pitched scream told him Jez had spent too long leaning out to gloat. At the crunch of her body hitting the rocks, Uriah’s eyes rolled and he welcomed the darkness.

• • •

Professor Atomico stood over the sandbox, staring down at the blast pattern. Bound data sheets and design books containing the works of every brilliant mind he could locate lined shelves on the cold rock walls of his office.

The sand box dominated the center of the room. A wide rectangle of oak planks contained tightly packed sand that could be shaped into various terrain models and with added scale pieces, could be made to represent any location he desired. Presently, it featured a tiny scale forest at the mouth of a mountain pass, along with little bits of the destroyed log and mud trading post.

Atomico’s engineers had carefully plotted the blast pattern and the correct numbers of scale model trees were down in a wide circle around the origin point. In the center of the damage stood a tiny torpedo man. A man-shaped walking machine with armored skin and a hollow torso, which held fifty pounds of the Professor’s new explosive.

In the kinetoscope of his mind, Atomico watched a platoon of these torpedo men march into the ranks of a Colonial Union army arrayed on the battlefield. The blast radiuses multiplied in his quick brain and he saw a single rank of torpedo men taking the first battlefield easily.

The door opened behind him but he didn’t turn. He knew no one would dare to actually enter and disturb him. Save one.

Delilah tiptoed in, though her delicate gears could never be truly silent.

He said nothing as she approached, just watched her as she circled the sandbox. Her musical voice asked, “Do you see trees or people?”

Ah, how had a manmade machine come to be such a brilliant girl? Why couldn’t she be a flesh and blood daughter?

“Child, what I see is the future. And none of the fools on this continent yet grasp it.” 

Delilah cocked her head to the side, considering this. “But they know of your machines. Surely they know they have to change their way of fighting.”

“They’ve purposely set up their government to be run by committee. When they see what is happening, they’ll fight each other, argue, make speeches, and take votes. Instead of a sharp rapier, their power is slow and ponderous, clumsy to wield.”

“A big cannon is slow and ponderous. But once it’s pointed your way, it can cause a lot of damage,” Delilah said.

His laughter surprised even him. So quick, so bright. He had known Uriah would fall for her sculpted features, but her “personality” had cemented her hold on the young man’s heart.

“That is a clever observation,” he said.

The scuff of feet in the doorway made Atomico look up. Normally, he’d ignore whoever it was when he was with Delilah. But he saw Dupuis in his dirty red lab coat and excitement seized him.

“Uh, Delilah dear, I’ve a bit of business to discuss with Monsieur Dupuis. Could we beg a moment of privacy?” Atomico said.

“Of course, Father.” She came close and bussed his cheeks, but as she turned to leave, she paused. “Father, may I ask...”

“Yes? What is it?”

“I have just over one hour left and Uriah hasn’t returned.”

The results of the impromptu test of his torpedo man and the fact that his fighting forces would bring him the final piece of the puzzle tonight had him giddy. “Of course, of course. You want to be awake when the conquering hero returns.”

Professor Atomico retrieved an ornate key on a chain around his neck. He moved the dust plug and inserted the key at the base of Delilah’s throat. As he turned the key, she looked at him with those brilliant green eyes.

“Perhaps one day I won’t need a key.”

The smile on his face died like a guttering candle in a cold breeze. Although his heart knew she was only a machine, he didn’t like it when she talked like this. Like a daughter who was growing old enough to leave home.

“Perhaps,” he said.

Atomico put the key away and Delilah left without a word. Now the mood felt soured, ruined. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out why. Why the hell should he care about a machine?

Dupuis saw the look on Atomico’s face and dispensed with conversation. He merely handed over some sheets of paper and waited nervously while the Professor read them.

“If what I hear of Herr Gerhardt’s explosive design is true, do you think he’ll be able to pull this off?” Atomico said.

“If he ees cracking mountains as they say, then oui. I believe he will,” Dupuis said.

Atomico read through the calculations once more. “And if we used one of my radium power slugs as the base for this bomb?”

Dupuis looked horrified. “Monsieur, I would fear for ze world as we know it.”

Atomico offered him a cold smile. “Magnificent.”

• • •

“Uriah.” 

The silver bells of Delilah’s voice called in the darkness. He heard her giggling nearby, her laughter more like a ringing chime than ever, tiny, delicate, halting occasionally, and then starting up again.

Uriah pried his eyes open, which was hard because dried blood sealed the left one shut. Stars shone through tree branches high above him and the loamy smell of the forest floor filled his nose. Delilah’s laughter came to him again.

His memory flooded back, causing a dull throbbing at the base of his skull. The raid, the burning fort, twisting and falling away from the Black Mariah. 

He heard the tiny bells again and realized what they were. Erlichman’s dogs. Their handlers kept tiny bells on the dogs’ collars so they could keep track of them in the deep woods. The jingling sounds grew near, but stopped. Uriah heard the bell ringing furiously as the dog growled and tore at something on the ground. He hauled his aching body to a fallen log and peered over the top.

Men on horses followed Erlichman’s black German Shepherds, checking for survivors among the fallen soldiers surrounding the fort. Each time the dogs found a moaning man dressed in Atomico’s red and black, the men on horseback would laugh as the dogs tore into him. Once the dogs had their fun, the riders shot the wounded man and moved on.

Two horsemen separated from the rest and followed a dog into the woods near Uriah. He took a quick mental inventory to gauge his chances. Ribs aching, likely fractured, dried blood from some unknown head wound, but he felt fairly steady. His legs and arms seemed to be okay, but if he lived through this, he’d ache for the next six months.

Scattered around him, he found his short sword, pistol, and war hammer. Good enough for a minor squabble, but there were at least twenty men on horses and forty more on foot around the fort. Word of Erlichman’s death had obviously spread. The men on foot were doing unspeakable things to both living and dead soldiers who wore Atomico’s colors.

The closest dog pricked up his ears and looked in Uriah’s direction. Though he knelt behind a tree, he knew the dog already had him. Training, experience, and discipline kicked in and he levered his tortured body into motion.

He sprinted straight for the dog and the horsemen following it. In the darkness, the men couldn’t see Uriah yet and a man running straight at it seemed to confuse the dog. By the time it decided to start barking, it only managed a single bay.

The short sword dispatched the poor beast as cleanly as he could and he sprinted hard at the two riders. Both reached for guns as the moonlight revealed Uriah charging them. He threw the sword, spearing the first man through the sternum. The rider fell from the saddle without a sound, but the second man called out an alarm as he swung a rifle around.

Grabbing the rifle barrel, Uriah twisted the man out of the saddle. He landed on top of Uriah, making his battered ribs scream in protest. He heard other horsemen charging their way and he wanted badly to be out of there, but the downed rider had other ideas. He forced the barrel of the rifle slowly toward Uriah’s face. 

The moonlight gleamed off the war hammer as it looped up and back down. It smashed teeth, and tore lips to ribbons. Grabbing the back of the soldier’s collar, Uriah raised the hammer to finish him. Maybe it was the pathetic mewling sound of the wounded man, or the memory of the destruction in Erlichman’s office, but Uriah suddenly had a belly full of killing.

He pushed the man away, leaped onto his horse, and rode.

Through whipping branches, shallow creeks, and muddy bogs, him and the thundering horse both covered in muck from the splashing. He rode and rode until he no longer heard pursuers and then he rode some more.

He stopped in a high mountain pass and walked the winded horse for a long time, allowing it to slowly cool down. And allowing Uriah plenty of time to think. Somewhere along the way, he decided he’d had enough. Enough destroying beautiful things in the name of power and greed, enough living under that pressure cooker of a mountain waiting for Professor Atomico’s other bastard children to kill him.

His mind kept coming back to one thing. The sole reason he couldn’t simply keep riding.

Delilah.

He stopped at a clear mountain creek to let the horse drink and a plan popped into his head. A crazy plan, but then Atomico didn’t get where he was by not trying crazy things. Like father, like son.

Uriah mounted up and rode to what would most likely be his death. By the time he arrived at Professor Atomico’s mountain, the sun had spanned the sky and set again. He’d left the mountain at sunset to do bloody work. It seemed only right to be home at the same hour, set to do bloody work one last time.

Instead of being sneaky, he simply strolled past the first guard he saw. After all, he lived here. On his way up to the aerodrome, he even accepted a congratulatory slap on the back, accompanied by “Damn, I heard you were dead.”

• • •

Professor Atomico found his clockwork daughter deep in the mountain’s base, in the area where his specialized force lived. A hollow cavern with real wooden barracks built inside, the whole affair lit up brilliantly by his steam-powered electrical lighting system.

Tired, his mind abuzz with formulas for new explosives, designs for weapons, and oddly enough, tax rates for his new empire, Atomico rubbed his aching neck and wondered if this was what real fathers dealt with.

If only he hadn’t wound her timer again. If only he’d let it run out in his office, she would never have known Uriah was dead. He would have had to rebuild her brain from scratch, of course. Trying to pry Uriah out of her various memories without changing who she was would be impossible. Here he was worrying about the feelings of a machine again, which was much more than he’d ever afforded any human in his life.

Delilah couldn’t cry, but her face showed him her heartbreak.

“What are you doing down here? We should go up to the aerodrome and look at the stars,” he said.

“I want to talk to them. About Uriah,” she said.

“These men... are not like Uriah, my dear.”

“I know they don’t like me. I know they don’t understand what I am. But I still need to know,” Delilah said.

“What, child?”

“How he died.”

Atomico offered her a tired smile. “Bravely, if I know our Uriah. From what I’ve been told, he traded his life for Erlichman’s.”

He knew, of course. The boys had told him Jezebel and Uriah argued over her cutting off Gerhardt’s finger, how they fought and accidentally fell out of the rescue scoop.

Tripe, of course, the whole story. But he’d deal with it later.

He put a hand on Delilah’s arm. “Let us leave, Delilah. Perhaps we should go to Uriah’s quarters, make sure his things are in order.”

He was the most powerful man in the West, soon to be the world, and his words felt weak and ineffectual. Hollow.

Shouting started from the barracks, distracting them both from the conversation. 

A scream of pain like he hadn’t heard since fighting in Africa told Professor Atomico this was no small squabble among the boys. He hurried from the passage to see a sight both terrible and magnificent.

• • •

Bandoliers of grenades across his chest, Uriah stood over Horatio with a bloody sword in one hand and his war hammer in the other. Horatio screamed and screamed as he held the stump of his right elbow. 

Uriah had come upon them cooking dinner under an exhaust shaft and everyone was scrambling for weapons. He caught George reaching for a shotgun and brought the war hammer down hard, cracking George’s skull.

Edward screamed in rage and racked a round into his own shotgun. Smooth, quick, like a snake born to strike, Uriah drew his pistol and shot Edward through the throat.

Herod drew his own pistol, but jerked the trigger in panic and pulled his shot wide. Uriah spun and fired. The round caught Herod above the right eyebrow. He fell like a stone and lay there twitching.

A sound to the right made Uriah swivel around.

Sifu Li appeared from a side passage like a wiry spirit drawn to war. He had only a sword in his hand. “Are you man enough to face me with a blade?”

“Well, sure. You and my father made me that man,” Uriah said. “But I’m a lot like my father, as well. I don’t take chances.” Uriah fired his pistol.

Sifu Li went down, clutching his right thigh.

Atomico stepped into the open, his hands spread. “Enough!”

Uriah glared at him over the pistol’s sights.

“Why are you doing this, Uriah? Have I not treated you like my own son?”

“You mean like a tool you discard once you get your use from it?” Uriah cocked his gun.

“Uriah, please don’t.” Silver bells struck by angels.

With those three words, his blood rage disappeared. The arm holding his gun suddenly felt heavy and he dropped it to his side. When Delilah stepped into view, his world became small, consisting only of him and her. He shook himself out of it. There was still work to do if he wanted them to have a chance.

The tromping of boots in the passageway set him into motion. Uriah put his pistol to Atomico’s head as the first armed soldiers came into view.

“Back away,” the Professor said.

Delilah put her hands up, pleading. “Uriah, please.”

He looked at her beautiful face and delicate green eyes. “Will you come away with me?  Right now?”

She cocked her head to one side and everything went silent...

“Yes.”

Uriah’s heart leaped and he shoved Atomico up the passageway before him. “Then follow me. If everyone cooperates, I won’t hurt anyone else.”

The Professor looked nervous. For the first time, his calculations hadn’t seen something coming. “Uriah, why are you doing this? I know something happened out there. Between you and Jez, but why?”

“You had a chance to stop the infighting, the constant backstabbing. But you didn’t listen. What you want is all that matters. People are lowly things you use to help you obtain your desires. I’m through. I’ve murdered enough people for you. Now shut up and move.”

The three of them progressed along the passageway, taking the rising fork, up toward the aerodrome. Atomico’s soldiers followed them, their numbers growing by the second.

Professor Atomico found some of his fatherly calm. He spoke in soothing tones. “Uriah, please help me understand. Do you feel as if I have done wrong by you?”

“You and I have both done nothing but wrong,” Uriah said.

The old man had no response. The steady climb was taking its toll on him. He didn’t have a young man’s legs and his breathing showed it.

Uriah peeked back and saw Delilah quietly following them. She didn’t say anything, just listened. He had to force himself to look away from her, to focus. A few more minutes, that’s all they needed.

Atomico knew Uriah’s heart. “She is hard to look away from, isn’t she?  I made her just for you.”

“Shut up.”

Delilah caught up and kept pace with them. “No, what does he mean, ‘for you?’”

Atomico slowed as they reached the end of the passage. The cold air coming in from the aerodrome gave him a bit of relief. He turned and saw a parade of armed men and women behind them. He ignored them and looked into Uriah’s eyes.

“I wanted you to be happy, to know love.”

“Bull. You wanted a way to control me, like you do everyone else around here,” Uriah said. He shoved the old man into the open air and pushed him down behind the rocky opening of the tunnel. Gently, he guided Delilah behind a large rock as well. Unhooking the bandolier of grenades, he pushed the plungers on four and tossed the whole thing back down the passageway. Sounds of panic echoed from the tunnel, but he’d given them plenty to time to get clear. His goal wasn’t to kill soldiers.

The explosion spewed dust and chunks of rock out of the tunnel’s opening and Uriah had to hold Delilah to keep her from falling down.

Once the dust settled a bit, he saw the tunnel had collapsed nicely. It would take hours to dig through, and by then he and Delilah would be long gone.

“Let’s go, ‘Poppa.’” Uriah directed Professor Atomico toward the end of the airfield where the Black Mariah was moored. 

Atomico saw she had full steam and stood battle ready. “You’ve been home for longer than I suspected. You really are a clever boy. I do wish you’d believe me. I had nothing to do with whatever happened out there, Uriah.”

“That was just a wakeup call for me. It’s so much more than my experience. I don’t want to help you be a destroyer of worlds. Let’s go, Delilah. I’ll give you a hand up the ramp.”

He smiled and guided her into the Mariah’s cockpit. She stopped— “Uriah, the key.”

Uriah realized Atomico’s brain had leaped ahead, as usual. The key hung from a silver chain in his hand. “Stay with me and the key is yours, Uriah. You can do whatever you like with it. You can even give it to her.”

“We’ll find another key,” Uriah said.

“Not like this one. It’s made of a special metal. Her inner mechanism needs that contact or it won’t work,” Atomico said.

Uriah pointed his pistol at the old man’s head. “Give me the key.”

Atomico shrugged. He whipped the chain around and threw it off the side of the mountain. Uriah screamed in rage and clipped the old man on the head with his pistol. The metallic click of the hammer going back signaled Atomico’s final moments.

“No.” Once again, the musical tones of her voice stopped him. Delilah smiled at Uriah and said, “We’ll find someone. He didn’t think of me on his own, he needed help. We’ll find the same kind of man he found. A man with a Difference Engine.”

For the first time, Uriah saw a weak, spiteful old man where his powerful master had once been. He holstered his gun and released the mooring line.

“You may one day rule the world, but it won’t be with my help,” Uriah said. He left Professor Atomico lying on the aerodrome deck, a peculiar little grin on his face.

“The prodigal son always returns, my boy. It’s his destiny.”

• • •

The pink edge of the sky signaled the coming dawn. Uriah rubbed his eyes and checked their heading. The gleaming clockwork fairy he took from Erlichman’s fort lay on the instrument panel. Its delicate workings had taken a beating in his adventures and he feared it would never work again.

“Nonsense,” Delilah said. “We’ll find someone to fix her.”

Uriah smiled and touched Delilah’s perfect face.

“You do that a lot. Touch my face.”

“I like it. Do you... ever want to touch my face?” Uriah said.

“Would you like me to?”

He desperately wanted to shout Yes, but he couldn’t bring himself to even whisper it, afraid if she complied, it would only be coded actions from the Professor and not genuine.

Her melodious voice drove the worry from his mind, and they talked and talked in the hours they had left. The words spoken didn’t even matter to Uriah. The lilting ring of her voice cut him off from everything else, narrowed his world until there was only her.

Delilah.

When she “fell asleep,” Uriah strapped her safely into a seat next to the pilot’s wheel.

Flying toward the horizon, he thought this must be his destiny, his punishment after all the hurt he’d caused, for bringing a world-beating power to a man like Professor Atomico. His heart would ache and ache for her with no respite. He likely deserved that and much more.

Still, he flew on, hoping against hope to find another genius with a Difference Engine. Someone who might be familiar with the inner workings of a clockwork girl.
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SEREN’S AURAL FORM cast a soft, amber glow on the white walls as she glided down the hall. Though she was much more comfortable in her physical body, she couldn’t fly in that form. As she approached the entrance she sought, she glanced at each fine line outlining a room’s doorway. She passed several that gave off warm glows that ranged from browns to reds to oranges. These gave way to yellows, then to greens and finally blues.

If her mother’s coloring hadn’t been so distinct, she might have had to search each chamber until she found the right one. As it was, only two sozarians could claim that perfect shade of lightest blue. Her mother—the sozarian ruler—and one of her many sisters. That she, the eldest, hadn’t inherited her mother’s coloring irked her to no end.

She shifted into her physical form—similar to the K’Gaons humanlike shapes, but without the beastly lower half and the great horns of the males—and pressed her palm flat against the center of the door.

Seren entered her mother’s chambers, approached her bed, and knelt on the soft, violet cushion before it.

Her mother lay there in her physical form. Judging from the weak glow her aura cast, she was too weak to assume an aural form. Her time was rapidly drawing to a close.

Seren’s time was now. She began the sozarian death honor in a gentle but clear voice.

“Honored elder, it is my sincerest wish you take comfort in these, your final moments, in all that you have given me in life. You’ve shared knowledge so that I might gain wisdom, patience so that I might gain persistence, and—”

“Seren, please. My final moments are few, but my words are many. I have others yet to speak with. Let us not waste time on formalities. Please, come close and listen.”

Aetha had never been a particularly affectionate sozarian, but she reached for her daughter’s hand now. In a rare moment of heartfelt love, Seren acquiesced to her mother’s unspoken wish and gripped one large, warm hand within her own.

“Seren, my beloved daughter, I had so much yet to teach you. You are far too young to assume such a great responsibility.”

“All shall be well, mother. Rest now. You’ve done everything a mother can do to prepare her daughter, and I will—”

“Please, Seren. As my time grows near, communicating becomes more difficult. And there is still so much I have left to do.”

Seren waited patiently while her mother recovered her energy. What more her mother thought she had left to do, Seren couldn’t imagine. The most important thing was officially passing on the throne to the next ruler. Oh, she understood her mother might want to say goodbye to her mates, and probably one at a time instead of all at once. Though the latter would be far more efficient, it lacked her mother’s romantic touch. Despite her lack of affection toward her daughters, she showered her lovers with all the love she’d withheld from her own kin. But romancing her mates shouldn’t be a priority, especially now. As long as Aetha had enough time and energy to communicate with Seren, the rest was just a matter of desire.

Finally, Aetha’s aura grew vibrant once again, though her soft blue glow remained just a shade beyond white.

Seren merged her own aura with her mother’s to ease the burden of communicating.

Mother, I listen.

Good. Regrettably, I cannot place the mantle of leadership upon you. One of my daughters must take my place, and as the eldest—

“It should be me, Mother. No one else can rise above me. Even the thought is—” Seren didn’t even know the word for the emotion rising within herself.

She had a name for the emotion evident in her mother’s aura, though: fear.

Seren pulled away from her mother’s pulsing aura. The pulse turned to a flicker, then to a weak but steady glow.

She’d probably expire soon anyway. What could it hurt if her beloved daughter hurried her death just a bit?

She leaned close to her mother, close enough to merge their auras, but held back.

“Seren?”

There it was again, the fear, in the bright flares and flashes of color. What could her mother possibly have to fear? Unless she had seen this coming. If she had, then why call Seren to her death bed? Aetha must have wanted this, but was too weak to ask. Seren could come to no other conclusion.

She loosened her control of the aura surrounding her, allowing it to encompass her mother’s form as well.

“Seren! You can’t—”

Quickly, before anyone heard her mother’s frantic cries and came to stop her, Seren absorbed what was left of her mother’s energy until all that was left behind was her mother’s physical form.

A male voice shouted from the entry, “What have you done?”

Seren spun around to find one of her mother’s mates, possibly her own father, floating in the entry. His already vibrant red aura deepened to nearly black. She had never seen a stronger coloring. Whatever emotions were fueling his energy, they were more powerful than anything she’d ever felt.

She stood with her back straight and chin held high. 

“I have borne witness to my mother’s final wishes. Unfortunately, she didn’t have the strength to make my ascension official. However, as the eldest daughter—”

He assumed his own physical form—more closely resembling the thickly-muscled K’Gaon—and rapidly approached her. “That was not what your mother wanted.”

She made a mental note to deal with his insolence at a later time.

“How would you know? Were you spying on us? How dare you!”

“No! I would never. When her aura first began to fade, she told me you weren’t ready. Those were her words.”

“Now you accuse me of lying? I—”

Several more sozarian filtered into the room, drawn by the turmoil she and her mother’s mate were casting about. All of them assumed physical forms to better understand the communication between the two. Her mother’s chamber was suddenly filled with sozarians to witness the events occurring therein, all of whom would help determine the outcome of this debacle.

Her mother’s mate made his formal accusation and, with so many to witness their actions, Seren was helpless to stop him.

“I, Qanu of the Sozari, charge you with acting violently,” he said, “and leave you to the capable hands of the council.” 

Qanu’s physical form dissipated and he glided out of her mother’s chambers, presumably toward the tribunal.

Seren followed in her physical form. He may have been in a hurry to get there, but she was scrambling for an excuse for her actions. Their fellow sozarians followed quietly.

Once they reached the tribunal, the likeliest outcome became readily apparent.

Eight red-hot glowing auras, including Qanu’s, lined the far wall, casting their garnet flare onto the smooth white panels behind them. One of these sozarians was her father, though no one knew which. Still, the betrayal stung. Every single one of these sozarian was willing to stand against his own daughter.

They weren’t even there! If only in her own mind, Seren railed against the injustice.

The eight auras, connected as they were, communicated among themselves.

With so many observant bystanders, Seren had no choice but to await their final word. Perhaps one of them held some semblance of loyalty.

That loyalty, apparently, remained to one another. Her mother’s mates all stood as one against her.

“Aetha has communicated her concerns with each of us at some point during the last planetary alignment cycle. We know not who she had in mind as successor, only that it was not to be you.”

Seren slowly turned to check the aura of each sozarian present. All of them seemed a sickly gray color indicative of apathy. None shone vibrantly, beckoning to communicate with her and possibly take a stand at her side. Not even one.

If she thought she could get away with it, she’d have absorbed every ounce of energy from the room, destroying them all.

“Very well, then,” she said. “What does the council say?”

Discord thrummed throughout the tribunal as a multitude of sozarians all tried to broadcast their thoughts at once. 

Seren’s own aura pulsed violently at the outburst.

“Silence,” she called out in her deep but feminine voice. “Everyone, please. The council must be heard on the issue before anything else can be said or done.”

One sozarian, surrounded by a light-blue aura, glided forward. She stopped just short of Seren. Before her, a slight form—a human youngling—took shape. The child-human’s large brown eyes made the sozarian, most likely her sister Gogue, look innocent and kind.

Since the only other sozarian with such aural coloring was now dead—her energy buried deep within Seren herself—the one standing before her had to be Gogue. Seren knew her sister too well to believe the façade of goodness.

A flash of intuition struck her. Why Gogue had inherited their mother’s coloring and none of her other daughters had, no one knew. And it had never mattered. But now that Gogue was apparently the council’s appointed speaker, it mattered.

It was everything.

Had Aetha wanted Gogue to rule in Seren’s stead?

“Seren.” Gogue’s high, child-like voice was a deliberate contrast to her own. It couldn’t have been a coincidence. How better to drive home the point of Seren’s guilt than to portray her as the opposite of innocence itself?

“Gogue. Has the council decided on a course of action?”

“Yes, we have.” She smiled as though she were doing her eldest sister a kindness, as though the words to follow would herald an act of benevolence. “You are hereby banished to the nearest inhabited planet—Earth.”

“Banished.” Seren held her emotions in check. She wouldn’t give her sister the satisfaction of an outburst. “For how long?”

Those innocent eyes grew even larger, mocking her with their pretend concern. “Why, forever, of course.”

Visiting Earth was one thing—she had often dreamed of doing so—but this? They didn’t even know if they had the physiology of the human systems correct, not for certain. Any physical form she manifested could dissipate or explode. She could even die under the wrong circumstances. And all for what? Because she’d hastened her mother’s imminent death?

Gogue and everyone else in the room stood silently, awaiting her response. She could—and would—argue her reasoning for her actions, but it wouldn’t benefit her in the end.

“I formally challenge the decree of the council. The punishment does not fit the crime. I did not take a full lifetime from another being, only a few fleeting moments—relatively speaking. But this exile to another planet? You may as well kill me now.” That, she hoped, would do the trick. Implying that they were inflicting harm upon her, even inadvertently, might have been enough to sway the council.

Gogue answered the challenge. “You took a leader from her people.”

“She was already dying, near death,” Seren insisted.

“Not her,” Gogue said. “You committed an act of violence. Our highest edict forbids violence, especially against another sozarian. In committing this crime, you’ve shown yourself unworthy of leadership. You took a leader—yourself—from her people. I would say you may as well kill yourself now, however, exile better aligns with our ways, as you well know.”

Not having thought of the matter from that stance—and reeling from her sister’s harsh words—Seren could think of no rebuke in that moment.

“This doesn’t necessarily mean death,” Gogue said. The wisdom of her words, delivered in such a youthful voice, had a profound effect on Seren. Though she couldn’t quite place the emotion coursing through her, it wasn’t negative.

Another form took shape before her, a male human with a vibrant red aura. Qanu.

He smiled and the fine lines at his temples gave him a truly forgiving and understanding appearance. “Seren, no one wishes you harm. We do, however, need a good and just ruler. Perhaps,” he paused to glance around at the various sozarians present, “perhaps you could return someday, after you’ve proven your worth.”

She should feel hopeful, but Gogue’s words had stirred something within her and Seren was no longer sure exile was something to be feared. Curiosity, more than anything else, bade her reply. “And how might I manage to prove myself worthy?”

Gogue’s high-pitched voice whined a disagreement. “It’s too late. Nothing can undo the act that has already been done.”

“Until there is a new ruler,” Qanu insisted, “and unless the council disagrees, I propose allowing Seren a second chance. Earning that chance will not be easy.”

“But—” Gogue attempted to interrupt him, but another sozarian manifested a physical form to interject.

“Gogue, you’ve had a chance to speak. Qanu has something new to add to the conversation. You must let him have his say.”

Gogue acknowledged protocol, but crossed her arms and pouted just as one might expect from the child-form she wore. Perhaps that was why she always took the form of a species’ youngling.

“Thank you,” Qanu said and moved several paces behind Seren, where he could face all of his fellow sozarians. “Pending objections from the council…” He paused to allow anyone to offer additional thoughts. When everyone remained silent, he continued. “Seren is hereby temporarily exiled to the planet known as Earth. During her time there, she must bring the humans together under a single ruler who will direct them to live as we do, as a peaceful society should.”

His words finally brought that nagging thought to the front of her mind. It doesn’t necessarily mean death, Gogue had said. A single ruler…of Earth.

Even if she couldn’t rule on Orh'neon—which was unlikely now—who was to say she couldn’t rule on Earth?

“I find Qanu’s terms of discipline acceptable.” If she failed to bring humanity under her thumb, she might have to present a case for her return to Orh'neon. The worst they could do was tell her no. Either way, she had little choice in the matter so, rather than burning her bridges here today, she would leave peaceably. Respectfully, even.

Seren left the tribunal with high hopes, surprised to find her spirits buoyed when she should have felt nothing but defeated. At least her sisters wouldn’t be able to establish rule while she was gone. She hoped they wouldn’t anyway. That opening Qanu left her—which she intended to question him about later—would probably be enough of an objection to keep the council from even accepting nominations for a new ruler. But that was only if someone made the objection in her stead.

Perhaps Qanu would serve as her proxy, since her second chance was his idea in the first place. Why had he suggested such a thing? He saw her absorb her mother’s waning energy. He should have been the last sozarian to stand up for her.

Now that she had plans to rule Earth, she cared little for the answer. But just in case things on Earth didn’t go her way, it would be nice to have a plan in place for her return.

• • •

Seren trailed her fingertips along the smooth raised bar in the wall, stopping at a familiar entry. Inside her mother’s chambers, Qanu was waiting for her.

“I thought you might be here,” she said.

Still wearing a physical form, he was kneeling on the cushion beside Aetha’s bed. “I wish I’d had the chance to honor her life while she was still here, but since that has been taken from me…”

He stood and turned to face her. “You are curious why I, of all sozarians, would advocate for your return to Orh'neon, yes?”

She nodded and approached with caution.

“You already have the answer, Aetha has ensured it. Honor her life once more, then you tell me why I spoke on your behalf.”

Qanu stepped aside and waved a hand toward the cushion on the floor.

Seren warily studied him as she moved to take the appropriate position, shifting from the sozarian physical form to one closer to human so she could comfortably kneel. 

“Honored Elder, it is my sincerest wish you take comfort in all that you have given me in life. You’ve shared knowledge so that I might gain wisdom. You’ve shown patience so that I might gain persistence and compassion so that I might learn…”

Tears burned her eyes as the answer hit her full-force. “Forgiveness,” she finished.

Qanu’s warm sozarian hand rested atop her head as she struggled to compose herself. She’d had no doubt at all her mother would forgive her actions. She hadn’t expected that same forgiveness to come from anyone else—she hadn’t thought anyone would ever know what she’d done in the first place.

In that moment, she felt like a child. A child whose father had finally decided to show some indication of the love he felt for her. If that was true of Qanu, he was far too late. She had never needed him before, and she didn’t need him now. In that moment, she knew she would never return to her homeworld.

There was nothing for her here.

Seren brushed her tears away and stood, resuming a sozarian form. This brief moment of weakness changed nothing for her.

“Qanu, please escort me to the launch bay.”

Down more smooth corridors, around shimmering corners, and past floating auras of various shades, Seren followed Qanu until they reached the launch bay. A tiny oval ship the size of an ostrich egg on Earth waited with its hatch open and loading ramp extended. Her thrusters already engaged, the small transit ship fairly hummed as she hovered in place.

Seren manifested a much smaller version of a human, small enough to fit inside her ship, Nephise, and left Orh'neon without a backwards glance.

As soon as she settled into the plush seat, the loading ramp retracted into the ship’s structure, curving perfectly within its walls, and her hatch sealed closed.

“Nephise, display visual representation of K’Gaon’s Manifest, all Earth Iterations.”

“Visual Recall: Complete K’Gaon Exploration Manifest.” A projection screen slid down from the ship’s dome above her head as Nephise began the launch sequence.

For the duration of the journey, Seren watched Earth’s history told from the perspective of one of the alien races who had visited the planet many times.

• • •

Seren woke some time later and idly wondered if Orh'neon still existed or if she’d slept and traveled for too long. With a soft hiss, Nephise released an outer seal and her hatch slid open. She extended her loading ramp and waited patiently for Seren to get her bearings.

Pressing her thumbs into the sides of the arm rests, Seren injected a serum that would infuse her limbs with strength and her mind with clarity. After a few moments, she felt much more alert. She stood slowly, stretching each limb and muscle as she moved.

Shifting into her aural form would have been easier and faster, but she wanted to ascertain right away whether or not this human form could survive on Earth. As far as she knew, she was the first sozarian to visit this planet. She could easily leave this form in a hurry if she needed to. For the moment, she wanted to experience Earth in every way possible. She wanted to not just see it, but feel it.

Slowly and cautiously, she emerged from Nephise, but paused at the end of the ramp. She was almost fully exposed to this new world. Cool air touched her skin in the darkness.

In the soft glow of Earth’s moon, Seren studied the grass surrounding her and Nephise. She’d seen visions of it before, imagined what it must have been like. But the stories the sozarians had picked up from human technology fell short of reality. The “blades” of grass looked far more delicate than their name implied, even though they were enlarged due to her super small form. With a single finger, she tested one flat, green edge. It was soft, surprisingly so, and not at all sharp enough to cut her. Perhaps being so small had dulled the edge by comparison. She couldn’t fully experience this world in such a tiny form. Throwing herself fully into her new surroundings, Seren manifested a full-sized human body, dissipated her current form, and stepped into the new human Seren.

The form, far too large for Nephise’s ramp, was already standing in the grass, its feet crushing patterns into two patches of flattened grass. Amazingly, the blades yielded to her feet rather than cutting into them. Everything she thought she knew about Earth came into question. Perhaps this place wasn’t dangerous at all.

The humans could still be a threat, though. They were, by far, the most destructive force on this planet. She’d have to tread carefully, and hide Nephise, but with her ability to manifest a perfect and appealing form, Seren doubted she’d have much trouble bringing them under her control. The females with flawless faces, called makeup, large breasts, long legs, and curvy but somehow lean figures tended to be the most popular, though males still held the highest positions of power. Her best bet would probably be to get close to one of the world leaders, then assume its form to conquer the rest.

She knelt close to the small, egg-shaped ship. “Nephise, to keep you safe, you must remain hidden. Which do you prefer? Sky or earth? Perhaps I could find water before we run into humans.”

Nephise answered in her calm, soothing voice. “Find a hillside, it can be small. Dig a den and bury me therein. That should keep my temperature regulated while I hibernate until your return.”

“I’ll find a nice spot for you right away.”

• • •

With Nephise tucked in safely, Seren strode across an open field with building excitement. The moon in the clear sky high above her tracked her progress toward other, smaller but brighter lights.

By the time the sun rose, Seren had reached her first human city. She took a moment to witness the wonder of a world of life awakening, pondering the quickest way to gain control of them all.

Her aural form might serve her better, at least at first. Humans tended to guard their world leaders well. Dissipating her new human form, she lifted into the light of Earth’s dawn and sought out the nearest technological communication device. Anything would do for now: a TV, a computer, a tablet, or cell phone. Within minutes, she found a teenager turning on a computer and using a search program to find music videos. The language displayed on the screen was English. Not, in itself, especially helpful since that was the most common of Earth’s languages. She pulled away from his consciousness and sought another. In an apartment nearby, she found a woman dressing a toddler while watching the news on TV.

A popular national news service was reporting on local wildfires in California. 

Having discerned she was definitely in the US, and knowing this world leader’s location, Seren lifted herself high into the sky and quickly made her way across the country to Washington.

She carefully descended into the White House, searching for this nation’s leader. Rounding a corner, she passed straight through a man absorbed in the reading of a report. Aside from a brief shudder, he gave no indication he’d sensed anything amiss. Apparently, she was invisible to humans in her aural form. That could come in handy if she needed to make a hasty retreat.

Following one hallway after another, she scanned each well-appointed room then moved on until she found her target. Seren backtracked to a bathroom, as it seemed the most reasonable place to “dress.”

In a new human form, one with the appropriate ratio of curves to lean muscle and long blonde hair, she left the bathroom and went straight to the president.

“Mr. President,” she addressed him using what she thought was proper protocol, but when he looked up at her, he seemed alarmed.

“How did you get in here? Who are you?”

“Please be calm. You’ll have your chance to formulate a response after I’ve spoken.”

“Security!”

She raised both hands in what she hoped was a reassuring manner. “You must at least give me a chance to speak.”

The room filled with people faster than she could imagine. People with guns.

They couldn’t kill her, but they could certainly damage her physical form. Then again, if those bullets penetrated while she was still inside that form…

She wasn’t sure what would happen, but she needed to either flee immediately or attempt to talk them out of shooting her.

“Mr. President, please listen to me. I—”

A pair of rough hands seized one of her arms, wrenching it behind her and pulling up at a painfully awkward angle.

They wouldn’t listen to her. Worse, she had no idea what they were going to do. Violence, the sozarians believed, was never a reasonable solution. But Seren had never truly accepted that. In this instance, violence was the only answer.

She lifted her aural form out of the human body, which dissipated as she rose. Releasing her hold on her aura, she watched as the familiar glow spread throughout the room and touched the energy of every living thing therein.

Seren exercised no control whatsoever, allowing her aura to absorb energy at will. Within minutes, the only energy in the room was her own. She gathered her aura close again.

Radios crackled with static, announcing the impending arrival of even more guards. She was safe because they couldn’t see her, but she couldn’t rule them that way, either. She had to find a way to be present but remain safe from their weapons.

Guards marched into the room, looking around with dismay. Some touched two fingers to the necks of fallen allies. Seren couldn’t remember if that was some sort of death ritual or if perhaps humans had means of absorbing energy as well. She highly doubted the latter, but had to at least consider it. If that was possible, then the humans represented a greater threat to her than she’d imagined.

She watched as the group tried to make sense of what had happened. A woman peered into the room from the open doorway.

“Is it safe to enter?”

“Stay back!” one of the men cried out, holding out his arm to ward her off.

Unsuccessfully, Seren noted. As soon as the woman saw the president slumped over his desk, she wailed and ran toward him. It took three of the men to restrain her. She fought for a few moments, then sagged in their arms and wept openly.

Seren couldn’t imagine an emotion that would cause such a reaction, but the men holding her back seemed to be the biggest issue. At least to her mind they were.

She sought out the energy of the weapons, but could feel nothing from them but cold emptiness. The weapons were somehow dead. Only useful at the expense of a human’s energy. That was helpful to know, but they still represented a threat. If they didn’t have energy she could manipulate or absorb—rendering them useless—then she could do nothing about those weapons.

The chatter of the humans briefly distracted her. If she couldn’t disable the weapons, then she had to disable that which powered them: the humans themselves.

Carefully avoiding the woman, Seren deliberately reached out with her aura and drained the strength away from those guards nearest the ones holding the woman captive. They fell to the floor, dropping their weapons as they went, but retained a portion of their energy sufficient to keep them alive and breathing. Seren, satisfied with the results, touched the guards holding the woman.

When they joined their comrades at her feet, the woman hesitated for a moment.

Seren watched with mild curiosity.

The woman shook her head, then looked around the room. The few remaining guards still standing quickly fled. Her gaze landed on the man slumped over the desk. As the woman ran to him, Seren reflected on what his death meant for her.

Whatever he was to this woman mattered little to her. His death represented a first step in the right direction; the first of the world leaders Seren had conquered in her quest to rule Earth.

Still, if she was to rule, she had to be known.

Once again, Seren would manifest a physical form. For the first time, however, she doubted the wisdom of her previous approach.

She needed a form bullets couldn’t harm. One humans would recognize and fear. One that symbolized infinite power, or as close to it as humans could comprehend.

Seren left the oval office, rising up through tile and wood, into a clear, bright day. On the ground, chaos reigned. Humans arrived in machines on the ground and in the sky. Reaching out to touch the machines left her with the same impression as the guns. They were dead things. She couldn’t absorb their energy to destroy them because they didn’t have any to begin with. But somehow, the humans managed to possess these machines and control them. Something like Nephise, but not. Nephise had a life of her own, energy and sentience. Though ships like Nephise allowed her kind to board them for travel—especially since they were created by the sozarians in the first place—the sozarians didn’t necessarily control those ships.

But the humans did board the machines in a similar way. What was the difference? The machines weren’t sentient, so the humans didn’t need permission to board. They just did as they pleased, directing the machines to do their bidding.

That was the key. She needed to manifest a machine that could withstand the assault of the humans’ weapons while damaging their machines. Seren had never manifested a physical form without life, a dead form. Could she do it?

She reached out and allowed her aura to touch one of the flying machines. Though the blades circling above its bulbous body looked dangerous, they couldn’t harm her aural form. With a focused push of her aura, steel bent upwards at odd angles, sending the flying thing into a spin from which it couldn’t recover. The dead beast crashed to the ground below, taking its occupants with it and crushing those too unfortunate to have escaped its path.

With a burst of renewed excitement, Seren sought the energy of Nephise. Once she found her and dug her up, she manifested a small physical form once more and dove inside. “Recall K’Gaon Manifest, earliest known iteration.” 

Nephise’s pleasant voice replied, “Visual recall. K’Gaon Exploration Manifest. Parallel Iteration 493-12.” The screen rolled out of her forward wall and on it, an image played. A young male K’Gaon wreaked havoc on an unsuspecting population of early humans. According to the manifest, it hadn’t been his intention to start a war. But as soon as the humans saw him, they attacked.

To be fair, he did strike an intimidating figure. Though small for one of his kind, this K’Gaon towered over mankind. That his legs more closely resembled that of a beast didn’t help. Nor did the massive, curved horns atop his head.

“Recall K’Gaon Exploration Manifest, Parallel Iteration 494-12.”

The display skipped ahead to Earth’s next incarnation. This time, the K’Gaon was a female, which made the best sense because they lacked the horns of their male counterparts. She obscured her lower half in fog. She also approached men when they were alone and offered them three wishes to gain their trust.

That excursion went much better. The humans had even given the K’Gaon’s their own name: djinn.

That was what Seren had been searching for.

• • •

Seren exited Nephise and shed her most recent form. She rose high into the sky and aimed for a large, heavily populated city surrounded by as much dead material as she could think of. Soon, she found herself hovering above a city square surrounded by tall buildings. The shape was wrong for what would fill it, but the size was perfect and that was all that mattered.

People filled the streets and sidewalks, all of them oblivious to their impending doom. Soon enough, the peril they were in became obvious. 

Rather than trying to manifest the solid, dead material from nothing, Seren used what was already there: from handheld devices to cars and the technology that directed life on this planet; and the buildings surrounding the square. She reshaped all of it until it stood as tall as the buildings once had: a male K’Gaon form, made entirely from metal and whatever scraps of mankind had gotten caught therein. The tips of his great horns reached high into the sky, piercing the clouds above. Far below, asphalt cracked and crumbled under his weight. 

Reaching out with her aura, she acted as a conduit from the living beings who survived the metamorphosis to the giant metal being she’d created.

His breath of life was born in a flare of new aura, purest white, that darkened and flashed through a full spectrum of colors before settling on lime green.

“Welcome into being, Djinn 2.0. I am your creator, Madame Seren.”

The reply came in a lovely male tenor. “It is my sincerest wish that you take pride in the life you’ve given me, Madame Seren. You have given me a physical form that I might experience and influence the world around me. You have given me aura of my own so that I might enjoy free will. And you have given me purpose in this world that I might find joy and pride of my own. What are your wishes, Seren, that I might fulfill them?”

“I wish to occasionally merge auras, Djinn 2.0. We must bring this planet under a single, peaceful rule. With your help, I can do that.”

“Your wish, Madame Seren, is my command.”

A small hatch in Djinn 2.0’s chest opened, revealing a special place she had created for herself within his heart. Her throne, in all its bloody and metallic magnificence, awaited.

Together, Seren and Djinn 2.0 left a path of destruction from New York to Washington. They trampled anyone and anything in their path. Armies approached by land and air and sea. Djinn 2.0, infused with Seren’s abilities, destroyed every man and machine who dared attack. Short of destroying the entire country to end the threat, the humans—the American ones, anyway—had no choice but try communication. Violence, it seemed, would not help them. Seren briefly reflected on the irony her species would undoubtedly appreciate.

Using their own technology to contact a news office, Seren made her demands. The world leaders refused to negotiate.

Rising from the body of her first creation, Seren assumed her aural form and flew toward the furthest point from Washington DC she could think of. Somewhere in Asia, she created another djinn and repeated her demands. If the humans didn’t bend to her rule soon, there would be none left by the time she finished.

A representative of the humans raced to meet her on the sixteenth floor of the tallest hotel in the city. As it turned out, that brought him almost eye-level with her—sitting inside Djinn 2.1’s chest—only he remained a few feet below her, which suited her perfectly.

“Madame Seren,” he addressed her as she’d instructed. She’d made it clear she would not tolerate disobedience. “Communications Officer Isaac Boone, reporting as ordered.”

“Are all of the so-called world leaders in agreement?”

“Yes, ma’am. Once it became apparent you could easily do the same in any country that you’ve done here and in America, everyone quickly agreed to your terms.”

Seren popped the hatch on Djinn 2.0 and rose from her throne within. “Now that we’ve established a singular rule, it’s time to bring the world into peaceful coexistence. Begin with the heavy artillery, then work your way down.”

The young officer, keen to do her bidding but uncertain as to exactly what she was proposing, hesitated. “Ma’am?”

“Destroy all weapons and machines on Earth, with the exception of my djinn, of course.”

He gave a sharp salute, then spoke into a device attached to his vest. “Your orders are to destroy all of Earth’s weapons—”

Outbursts of indignation interrupted his delivery.

Seren sat in her throne, completely at ease, and shut the hatch to Djinn 2.0 with a genuinely happy smile on her face. With three of the massive machine’s long strides, she crushed several tanks—humans within and all—into indiscernible plates of mashed metal. 

Either the humans destroyed their own weapons or she would do it for them. The method made little difference to her; the end result was all that mattered. One way or another, humanity would live peacefully amongst themselves, as equals under her supreme rule, whether they liked it or not.
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You’ve probably never heard of me, and that’s totally cool. I prefer to work in the background. Considering the type of work I do, it’s probably best done behind closed doors.  Some people say I’m ruthless. Brutal. Relentless. That I enjoy their suffering too much—that I’m too good at making them suffer—to be anything but evil. In my defense, they’re authors and I’m an editor. Hey, love hurts.

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

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

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

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

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

P.S. If you want to google me and find out where else I might be (I’m everywhere), search for West1Jess. Do not, for the love of all that is sacred in this world and the next, google Jess West. You’ve been warned.
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I KNEW HE WAS UNCONSCIOUS, but I still whispered to him, “Hey, you okay, mister?” 

No response. 

“What are you doing out here?”

Nothing. Maybe he’s dead.

At first, I really wanted to leave him there and pretend I never saw him. 

Serves him right. 

This part of the dark, uneven woods was near my regular shortcut route, a section off Cove Street where a thick chunk of the Piscataquog twists to the east before it links into the Merrimack River. Hidden under leaves and dirt, a set of metal jaws mistook a frumpy forgotten man for a black bear.

When I shook his shoulder, I felt a slight zip of static electricity. I could see he was alive, barely. He was lucky I came by. No telling how long he was out there.

Some idiot left a forty-pound cast iron bear trap with its anchor chain spiked into the ground out here. I shook my head and glanced around the back edge of the woods.

I tried to help people whenever I could, within reason. But I was only fourteen, a ward-of-the-state runaway living with some meth heads, so I was careful. I tried to stay below the radar and wanted to keep it that way, otherwise that shoplifting stuff might catch up with me.

It was chilly, damp, and this poor old guy looked like a rumpled gray paper shopping bag. I thought he might be the homeless guy people around town called Mumbles, but I wasn’t sure. Never got that close to him before. This guy smelled awful, like the wet pine needles of the earthy woods mixed with piss, body odor, fear, and the stale stench of days ago beer. There was also quite a lot of blood.

That brisk October evening in New Hampshire was the first time I had ever witnessed that much blood, in all its forms. First, the caked blood: dirty dark dried blood above his dingy sneakers where the bear trap took a hungry bite of his calf, just above the ankle. Then the blood on his arms, sleeves, and hands where he clearly tried to free himself from this deathtrap. And there was sticky reddish blood directly around the wound that looked like a messy finger painting.

I knew I had a better angle than he ever would, so I tried to pry the powerful trap open. I pulled and strained and let the metal dig into my palms as I pulled. 

It’s so much harder to open than I imagined.

“Sorry, dude. That thing’s a beast.” 

Nope, not going to happen.

Tried to get the spike out of the ground but couldn’t do that either. 

He was out there in the hidden Manchester woods, and likely going to die there. He knew the risks. 

Being alone, being homeless, being invisible: nobody notices, nobody cares, nobody comes for you. 

This accident was the embodiment of what it says on those New Hampshire license plates: Live free or die.

“I’m trying to help you because I’m it. Without me, you’re done.”

I could barely hear his light, strained breath of unconsciousness. But in that moment I imagined that he gave me full approval to do whatever I could to save him.

“Gotcha.”

So I made a choice. 

I’ll help him, somehow. 

A choice I would both regret and revel in for the next four years, and one that would set my entire world on a path I had never seen ahead of me.

When I looked down at him again, feeling helpless to free him but powerful enough to save him, I knew I had to find him some help, find a house, a person. The trees in those shrouded afternoon woods proved to be pretty isolated. I ran to the closest house, a small single cottage which was quite far away, and after taking a brief moment to reconsider, pounded on the front door. I needed someone to help me get this guy out of this bear trap before he died of exposure, thirst, starvation, loss of blood, or shock. All the vultures were stalking Mumbles that day.

I pounded the faded old door again with the bottom part of both my fists. “Hello!” I called out a couple times. “Anybody home? I need some help out here.”

Nothing. 

The homeless guy probably called out for a while too when he first got bit by the deadly steel shark in the woods. 

I need to get home soon.

That’s when I imagined some crazy old Live-Free-or-Die hunter who lived behind that weathered door was probably responsible for putting that nasty trap in the woods in the first place. And I bet he even died a few winters ago and nobody knew or cared about what he did either. 

I guess that ornery old bird gets to take another one with him to the afterlife.

“You caught Mumbles, dude,” I said to the door with a serious amount of venom, feeling protective now of the poor old rabbit caught in the snare.

I should go get the guy some water, or food, and probably go all the way into town and call the cops. Well, that’s problematic. I’d have to ditch the stuff I swiped and they’d want to see ID, and I’d have to lead them back here. Too complicated. Should I go get one of the meth heads? 

The house where I stayed was pretty far from there, so going home and coming back would be tricky—and a big pain—once it got really dark. No street lights out here. Not sure I could even find that poor stinky dude again if I had left. And what if there’s another trap out there in those woods. 

Don’t want to end up stuck in the dead man’s spider web, too.

Then I considered all my options again. 

If I could just get him out of the woods, I could maybe drag his butt down to the main road and hope a passerby in a car takes care of the rest with their fancy smartphones and whatnot.

Near the old cottage, I saw that Live-Free-or-Die bear trapper had a shed. 

Nobody helped me, but I still help people, that’s my problem.

It had a small padlock on the front, but I could almost pull it open enough to reach in because that sun-wind-rain-and-snow-beaten gray wood barely secured the front. The padlock was solid, but the door and door frame weren’t. I tried to peek in to see if there was a shovel in there. Maybe I could find a way to dig up the whole trap.

With a palm-sized rock, I pummeled the bracket around the lock and weakened the wood within a dozen, vigorous blows. I paused for a moment to listen for anything, noticing my own breath dance in the cool evening air.

“This thing’s fighting back,” I said under my breath.

Not a sound, except some crickets and night critters preparing for another cool one.

I found a second stone, flatter than the first, and wedged it under the galvanized steel bracket and then struck it several times more. When it fell to the dirt, I noticed the shed door’s rotted lower corner. I thought I might be able to use my size to yank the door and maybe force the bracket or the door’s hinges to let me in.

Nope.

It took at least another fifteen minutes to get enough leverage to crack and splinter the old door, and then a little more time to break the bracket away. It was getting later, and starting to get dark. I was mad because I knew that I’d lose my chance at a good corner to crash in my house by being so late. 

That sucks.

It was so dark in the shed I had to wait a moment for my eyes to adjust, but I could immediately smell the stale shed’s purpose. The trapped scent of old dried grass, oil, and gasoline made me realize that this was mainly the small home of a push mower. There was no shovel here, no crow bar. 

Useless crap. 

Lots of old paint cans were stacked on a dusty white aluminum, cobweb-covered shelf that had clearly been demoted from someone’s bathroom many years ago.

I reached in the corner behind the shelf thinking some dowels and an old baseball bat might be a shovel handle and received a handful of cobweb goodies for my trouble. 

Even the spiders are long since dead here. 

A folded green tarp fell down behind the dingy white shelf. I could almost smell the old toilet that wasn’t even there. On a back ledge, next to a couple rusty rakes, a solution arrived. I had to bring it out into the light to fully appreciate the scope of what I had found.

It was my only hope. My singular plan. My only salvation. 

And his. 

Mr. Mumbles could be free. I could finally go home. He could hitch-hike his way to a hospital and I could get the heck out of there.

An old rusty hacksaw. 

Not an elegant solution by any means, but an answer to my needs. 

With its wooden handle and curved top, it appeared, to me, up to the task. 

It had small white shavings of plastic in the jagged teeth of its old blade. Upon reflection later, I realized that these were likely the trimmings from a PVC pipe somewhere on his property. 

Not only did Live-Free-or-Die try to catch black bears, he also must’ve considered himself something of an amateur plumber. This was all his fault.

The feeling of progress at that point was refreshing, and also knowing I was finished in the filthy shed was a relief. 

But I also had a plan.

If my parents stayed around long enough, they would have been proud to know that I came up with it all on my own. Maybe if they’re living in their swanky Beacon Hill condo and they read about my heroics in the Globe, they’ll finally come back for me. 

Proud as the day I was born, they’ll say.

So I decided I had to do it. I couldn’t let this guy die. I saw the flag patch on his coat and realized that while he fought for his country, not sure if anyone—until now—had ever truly fought for him. But I would. 

No more time to waste. He could die of thirst. Or this cold snap I feel coming might do him in.

“Onward and upward, Mumbles. We hit rock bottom, but both our lives will start getting on track after tonight, believe you me,” I said when I returned to him.

I knelt down, took a deep breath and tried to sound like I thought a surgeon might in that moment.

“Oh yeah. Seen this many times. You’re in good hands. I’ll get you back up collecting cans in no time, sir.”

I started the half-raw, half-precision task of cutting through his leg, just above the trap. I had already taken my belt off and was ready to stop the bleeding once he was free, but once I really got into it, I knew it was going to be more work than I thought.

More blood.

He was conscious now. He was pretty delirious and aggressive: screaming, howling, and punching me, and blood was everywhere. I told him to lie still and he would be free. I kept pointing at the bear trap because I assumed he had forgotten what happened. 

“Stay still!”

We tussled more and I had to sit on him to finish, but it was quite a red mess, even in the near darkness. Can’t remember if there was a moon that cold night, but the crisp, twinkling stars were telling me that I had made the right choice. 

You’re helping him, I thought.

Mumbles started to convulse a little, but I told him that the most intense pain was almost over and that my belt would hold him together while we get him on towards a hospital. 

I was careful to promise that I wouldn’t be the one taking him there. No need to lie to the guy.

“It looks messy now, but we’ll get you cleaned up, just work with me!”

He was out again. Probably from the pain, delusions, or just the shock of seeing some teenager—good-sized for his age—hacking off his lower leg as he woke up. 

But I knew I was being heroic. 

Like a long-ago doctor before there were medical schools, or a war-time medic making a tough call in the field of battle. Maybe I was a medicine man in a past life in some tribe that my parents’ ancestors belonged to. 

They’ll tell me I’m from smart, brave, warrior people, son of kings and royalty, destined to be chief someday, or something like that, when they come to take me home.

• • •

Since it took so long to get him free, I decided any road would do at this point. Even if it took until morning to be discovered, he’d be far better off than pinned down in the leaves and underbrush. And what if an eastern coyote started feasting on that pinched leg held firm in that vise. I know I saved him from so many horrors. 

Anything is better than that, and I’m sure someone will come down this road. 

He was heavy, so pulling him under the arms was my plan for a while, but I planned ahead and had already rolled him onto the green tarp from the old shed and dragged him across the long gloomy back yard. 

“That’s where I found it. It was in there, in the back. And I almost didn’t see it,” I said proudly to my unconscious patient with his makeshift tourniquet.

Around the house, I found a long dirt-road driveway ahead of me and within another half-mile or so, I thought we’d be out onto a small road in the tiny neighborhood. 

Unlikely to be found way out here, but maybe.

I adjusted his position several times because I didn’t want the rare passerby to miss seeing him, but didn’t really want my rescued friend to get run over.

“Are you okay?” I asked him several times, but he was totally out. “Probably going to leave you around here somewhere and then you watch for headlights, okay?”

I even told him that he could get a prosthetic, use a cane, or likely get one of those cool tech implants if he went back to the vets hospital. “They give those cool robotic legs and hand implants to Army vets, right?” I asked. He said nothing.

I also made sure that he was on his side a bit because I know from the addicts that throwing up is a pretty awful way to go and if this guy wakes up puking, all this gross sawing will have been for nothing. As I was trying to adjust his arms, and shoulders for a good position and one that put no pressure on my strangely effective belt tourniquet, I thought I heard a noise. 

It sounded like a car, maybe a couple streets over. Yes, I heard something. Between the crickets, cicada and night bugs and frogs and owls or whatever, I could hear someone driving around. 

I also noticed that Mumbles was still oozing a lot of blood. I tried to use the lower piece of his pant leg under the belt to hold it all in place, but my belt probably wasn’t tight enough now. I had no real idea how to make a tourniquet, just knew stopping the blood was a good idea. His pulse was weak the one time I tested it. 

I’m not a surgeon, so it probably was a little sloppy.

I decided to wipe more of the blood off my hands and check his status one more time before I ran over to see if I could flag down that car. 

I know the pulse is easiest to get at the neck or his wrists, but I couldn’t find it.

Zizzzzzzzz, zap.

That’s when I first sensed a new surge of strength course through me, like a wall-socket jolt given to me just as he died. The pain immediately made my eyes water and my head throb and it felt as if my entire brain was on fire. A strange shiver flew down my back and my fingertips tingled with numbness. My vision went foggy and my mind started showing me a wild assortment of hallucinations. I witnessed far off rice fields, gun battles, black bears, and all manner of lights, colors, and madness.

The car had found us on that road, and as it approached, the bright headlights were almost blinding. Then a spotlight from the driver’s side, and the quiet intensity of blue lights filled the scene.

Only then could I see just how bloody we both were and how dark it had really become. 

That New Hampshire cop, with his sidearm drawn, had no idea what he had stumbled on, but assumed the worst.

“Get down on the ground. Hands above your head, now,” he shouted from behind his patrol car door, and then called for back up before he approached me. All I heard him say was “10-36, 10-27, ambulance needed, my location.”

• • •

I was tired, thirsty, and light-headed, not just from my exertions over the past few hours, but also this rush of new power that was channeling its way into my nervous system. I sensed memories and did all I could to put those feelings on hold. 

I wanted to just go home.

As the officer approached, he kept directing me to stay put, and that I was under arrest.

“What happened here? What did you do?”

My mind was distracted by strange thoughts about far off places, echoes of thoughts and experiences that were not my own, and even the visions of the deaths of countless other souls. This is what was delivered to me that night as the homeless man died.

What happened next is a blur.

I do remember feeling quite surprised that this officer would treat a good samaritan like me as if I was a common criminal. He should be thanking me for coming to this man’s aid, especially when no others were around. We were kindred spirits and brothers now, this police officer and I, because technically I was this poor homeless guy’s first responder. 

I’ll probably get a key to the city when they figure out what happened here.

“He’s dead,” he said taking the old veteran’s pulse, “What happened? Are you alone here? Do you have any weapons?”

He was nervous, but so was I. One small part of my mind was concerned with the items I stole at the pharmacy. 

He’ll find them in my pants pockets if he searches me.

“I said do you currently have any weapons on your person?” he bellowed louder. Before I knew it he started cuffing my wrists and I couldn’t let that happen. I don’t know why I imagined that resisting arrest and assaulting a police officer while I’m completely bloody would be a better choice than explaining what had happened and just accepting the shoplifting charges.

But that’s how I got sentenced to spend the next three and a half years in youth detention, the state’s Juvenile Corrections. 

I did everything I could to never help anyone ever again.

That’s also when the world stopped calling me Vincent, and everyone started calling me Hacksaw. My woods story became folklore in juvie, and I allowed it because I was so busy thinking about my real transformation. This new power was inside me and growing, and it came with strange memories of missions in what I assume were Vietnam or Laos. It was only by some stroke of luck that I didn’t use all my strength when I resisted arrest. 

I’d be serving adult time in a Class A felony, maybe even a death sentence, if I had really hurt that officer.

I chose to study my new powers and be very, very patient.

• • •

Over a year later, I got another unexpected infusion of power when a fellow corrections resident came after me. This aggressive loudmouth—a wiry, seventeen-year old punk everyone called Coop—announced that he would fight the biggest guys in Sunuhu. Why? This stunt was to prove to everyone he was tough and deserved some degree of respect. 

I was still only fifteen, but I was first on his list. Life out here in the hardship of northern woods New England had been hard on Coop, and he showed it in the burn mark near his left ear, the self-inflicted scars on his wrists, and his dead, narrow eyes desperately demanding that people pay attention to him.

“Hey, Hacksaw! I heard you think you’re the real deal. Some kind of serial killer, chopping people up,” he said. 

“Leave me out of this, Coop,” I said, scowling at him. “I tried to save that guy.”

“Yeah, right. That’s why they say you were covered in his blood,” Coop said with a wicked grin on his face. “We’ve all heard the stories. But me? I’m not afraid of you at all.”

He started swinging and punching and swearing at me. I could almost sense his impending death.

I really didn’t want to fight him that day, but just pushing him forcefully away from me meant that he fell back and landed in an extremely precarious way. It was such a serious head injury, he died that morning right there next to me in the bathroom near the sinks and shower stalls. Everyone who was watching him attack me ran away, assuming that real trouble was close behind.

His death and the ensuing electrical energy and power I received became my whole focus for my last two years in corrections. It was my singular focus. 

Contain it, hide it, control it, and study it. 

Coop’s dark energy and his haunting memories came to me slowly from his young life of violence. It was a private horror film that played itself inside my head, mostly in the wee small hours of the morning—as the nuns at the orphanage used to say—that included cruel behavior toward animals, the pillow suffocation of an older abusive relative, and the intentional drowning of a poor kid from his neighborhood. The dark thoughts and memories of this young monster were cold as steel and utterly vile, but I knew I could use them, and the power that came with them, for good. 

Who cares what filth is hidden inside an old car battery, under your hood? As long as it starts your car on those cold, dark winter mornings.

I left the bathroom, but was detained almost immediately in the hallway. 

A number of the other boys ratted me out to the corrections officers, but I told them that Coop just slipped. Because he had no marks on him except for the head injury where he fell, they actually believed that I wasn’t involved. I got a couple shot demerits, but it was not going to get me in any more trouble.

After the controversy died down, a couple of Coop’s crew tried to give me some trouble, but I told them to leave me alone.

“Go away,” I said calmly. “I’m busy formulating the plans for my future.”

Their snide faces laughed at me. 

When they started to get aggressive, and both took a couple swipes, I chose to remind them that Coop ended up dead by “playing with fire.” I was calm, but annoyed.

But the two didn’t heed my warnings, so it required a mild display of my hidden strength. I just slapped one guy on the side of the head, open handed, and the other got a mild punch in the chest. They ceased their attack at once.

“You’re crazy, Hacksaw,” one grumbled in pain as they ran down the hall.

“I actually prefer to be called Victor now,” I said, not really expecting a reply.

From that day, they kept their distance and never spoke to me again. 

• • •

In my time that remained at the John H. Sunuhu Youth Service in Manchester, I became the model offender in the entire Correctional Service Department. I kept mostly to myself, spoke often of rehabilitation to my case officers, and mentioned my desire to seek gainful employment in all my individual and group counseling sessions.

Privately, I mostly meditated in the deep swamp of power, memories, knowledge, experiences, and sensations that were mixing in my mind. I had many new gifts from each of them, residual kernels of useful knowledge from the lives of the dead that would make my life better, more impactful, more epic. This cinema was my favorite place to visit and I found that if I concentrated hard enough I could reach it without first passing through a deep cycle of sleep.

When I was released, I imagined the possibilities of never revealing my true abilities until they were expanded to a level beyond anyone’s ability to comprehend. Or to contain.

I was becoming superhuman. 

The strength pulsing through my core buzzed like a strobe in my spine, humming at a frequency that only I could hear in deep meditation. 

But I decided I must collect as many of these gifts as I could. This meant work as an orderly at a nursing home for a couple years. I was there as so many died. The things I witnessed now in our temporal world were extraordinary because of my heightened awareness, but the gifts I received from these individuals’ essences were on another scale entirely. 

At first, I wasn’t eager to kill anyone; I suspected that it might taint the transfer process, or negate it altogether. But I was relatively impatient for more people to die, to pass away, or to simply let go of their mortal coil, and join me, or join us in my powerful ghost mind.

I don’t feel that their souls were trapped within me, only their raw power, and the impressions and afterimages of their knowledge, experience, and memories. 

It was the perfect crime. 

I stole, but only that which was being cast away, lost, or leaked out into the ether, at the moment of death. 

The nuns told me, "Those who endure death and grief in their life will be stronger for it.” Now I knew how right they were.

And what I could do with this new gift was something that only a mind inhabiting the truth and judgement of so many minds — good and bad — could discover. My intellect, reasoning, judgement and ambition had amplified exponentially with my expertise, knowledge, and power.

I tended to meditate for longer and longer stretches each day, after my collection shifts at the nursing home. Sometimes I used to go to the hospital on my way home on the slim chance I might be there exactly at the moment of passing to add more to my completeness, but it often felt more fruitful to go home and simply explore the gifts I had already received, in silence.

I tried working in a morgue, even tried to become a crime scene photographer, but the aftereffects were too dissipated even after fifteen minutes. Unless I was there at the exact moment of passing — in those seconds following the final breath, the last heartbeat, or the withering extent of brain activity, it was too late. It diminished too quickly. I was also too distracted to undertake the training to become an emergency room attendant: medical school was not a place for my powerful mind. 

And I thought about visiting countries where starvation and epidemics were rampant, but realized that the transferred memories of those poor souls would be just glimpses of the mundane lives of the downtrodden. I wanted and needed the rich experiences of full, abundant lives to wholly maximize these gifts of death.

• • •

Now more than a decade later, with hundreds of gifts bequeathed to me, I can say that this is truly my world, and although many of these poor souls have been completely forgotten by their petty families and friends, I remember them all. 

I grow wiser, more powerful, and invincible every day.

I cannot be hurt by knives, bullets, or fire now, and I have boundless strength and energy that I have—to date—only tested in private. 

My shrewd and cunning mind, thanks to the whispers of dead bankers, politicians, and businessmen, has made me wealthy beyond my wildest imagination. I bought my small coastal Massachusetts island and I’m preparing for the next phase in my development. 

I am clearly the next evolution of humanity—a conduit to collect this generation’s power and experiences and focus it like a prism, balance it like a fulcrum.

When the time is right, I will arrive. We will arrive. 

I feel as if I am the head librarian of a massive archival mind filled with the best and worst of visceral human experiences. My skills have made me the conductor of a symphony orchestra of life energy, each deep with decades and decades of knowledge and memories. I am the general of an invisible army that serves but one man, and that military grows in strength and capability each day.

Now when I am near someone approaching death, I can smell the scent of their last breath, and its struggle to hold on. I know the fear in their eyes and the hope that perhaps a loved one or dear friend will be on each side to guide them across the darkness.

I console these people by whispering to them that they can come with me. “I will hold a part of you here with me, with us, for all time. That you can rest easy knowing. Sleep now, friend. Your energy will be used well to serve me and my bright future as a new higher order of human.”

• • •

That’s when it happened.

I decided to work for a time as an enforcer with a crime family, the St. Germains in Providence, assuming that I’d be on hand for a whole range of untimely deaths. I very rarely actually pulled the trigger myself, but I was there for a number of shoot-outs, stabbings, and beatings, many that led to successful transfers. 

Mr. St. Germain sent me and another big guy, the “muscle” he calls us, to accompany his son Jimmy, to collect tribute from a rival syndicate’s boss. It was a tense time in Rhode Island’s underworld because a number of minor crime organizations were contesting the St. Germains' decades-long dominance. Mr. St. Germain himself expected the region to break out into an all-out mob war within a few weeks. 

“We’re here to see your boss. I’m Jimmy St. Germain,” he said to the security guys at the door of the old brownstone.

“We know who you are. You need to—“ the henchman said, attempting to signal that he would pat us down.

“We’re not going up there unarmed,” Jimmy said. “Besides this is just a courtesy call, a friendly visit. We’re just gonna talk to your boss, just us guys, with all of you around.” The way Jimmy smiled at him, wagging his condescending index finger at their crew, I thought it would get bloody right there on the street. “You’re not afraid of having three St. Germain guys down here are you?”

Within a few minutes, we were upstairs and surrounded by a roomful of armed thugs in what looked like their command center.

Mr. Strumpfler, a small-time loan-shark-turned-mob-boss, signaled for his guys to try to calm down, but everyone was on edge, especially a number of technicians in the room installing a LAN for the syndicate.

“Yeah, Jimmy,” Strumpfler said, “let me show you what we’re up to. This is a local-area-network, with a virtual private network, and behind… a firewall,” he said proudly, sounding like he was reciting some buzz words he’d just learned an hour ago. “My guys have secured a new computer network to my… associates,” he smiled, “all over New England, from Portland, Maine to New London, Connecticut.”

“Why are you telling me this crap?” Jimmy snapped.

“Because I can help set this up for your dad: moving money, wire transfers, off-book investments, all sorts of financial stuff becomes possible now without the Feds poking in.”

“Well, he doesn’t care about your friggin’ network,” Jimmy said, “I just came here to collect the new tribute that my father says you owe.”

I could sense the end of Jimmy in that moment. His own cells, throughout his body, from those delivering oxygen to the synapses firing in his brain, they all knew: he was about to die. 

It was hazy what happened first, because I was almost giddy preparing for the new energy.

When the shooting started, Jimmy killed the boss, and a bunch of his men before he got himself shot. The other St. Germain enforcer who came with us went out in a blaze of gunfire that took out a few more of them before he went down. 

I was hit a few times, but bullets only tended to make small holes in my clothes now and rarely even broke the skin. I shot a few goons myself who were still being aggressive just as I wanted to enjoy the process of accepting the energy gifts of all those fallen around me. 

I could see that Strumpfler had a long sordid career, and my insights into the St. Germain family also jumped in a heartbeat. This firehose of data—memories, echoes, experiences, was coming fast—faster than ever.

At that moment, the server network in the room shorted out from all the gunfire that had impacted the computers, and another rush of energy swelled within me. An unexpected kind.

It was a new pulsing sensation, and one that included a rush of machine-based information, memories, and experiences. I sensed an infusion of millions of lines of code, terabytes—no petabytes of data storage, and I was slowly beginning to comprehend it all. This was miraculous. 

I could see their entire multi-state computer network behind the firewall, across the VPN, and across the region through their backchannel darkweb connections, even sensing a few nodes up near Manchester, New Hampshire, where this all started for me. Their entire business, its assets, its plans, personnel, activities, and every facet of data came along with the incredible upgrade I received.

This bloodbath brought such incredible bounty to my collective.

• • •

As I exited the building, killing a few more thugs on my way down, I realized that I was now ready to assume my greatest achievement. I was becoming an evolution of mankind that included our technology. I was a singularity. Man and machine, but in the hands of a man strong enough, deserving enough, to handle the machines. 

This would be my long-awaited Hacksaw’s formulation, like those nasty kids sneered in juvey: “That Hacksaw, he’s always formulating something.” 

No, I corrected myself, this is Vincent’s arrival.

Then the surprise. On the sidewalk, heading back to Jimmy’s car I sensed something new. The deaths, the life energies, the echoes, the memories, the secrets, the experiences I had just been given weren’t just those in that Strumpfler building.

No. 

I was sensing the energy from many, many others: lawyers, accountants, business people, bankers, stock traders, software engineers, and more among my casualties. Everyone on that network died at that exact moment when the network went down. The pulses of energy, the gifts of their deaths, were pulled across the network to me when the local energy transferred. I have now become a lightning rod of death, even across artificial networks.

And now truly understanding this power I possess, I am formulating plans to send cascading failure across the entire world wide web, the full global internet, and capture the shared energy death of anyone on their device, portal, or computer at that point.

And I’m very close to understanding how… 

Are you online?
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JUST AS HIS EARS stopped ringing, another missile hit not far from his position. The high-pitched squeal was his whole world. That and the fear. He could actually taste the fear. The base hadn’t seen any kind of conflict in several months, maybe even closer to a year.

Eli Zoeller thought the assignment was perfect until now. All his other colleagues were sent into Kabul, where hundreds of journalists had been killed over the past five years. The enemy of the United States had made a point of executing reporters as a protest to the western media and what they believed to be its negative influence on the world.

When Eli found out he’d been assigned to a base in southern Farah, a province in the western part of Afghanistan, he took all his friends out to celebrate. But now, he’d give anything for one of those drinks they’d shared a few weeks ago. 

Gunfire had broken out all around him. He’d long since dropped his camera and recorder. It was no longer about the job. The war had come to him, and Eli just wanted to stay alive. He ducked behind a stack of sandbags and covered his head with dirty hands. He’d wanted to make a name for himself, obtain the story of a lifetime—he just hadn’t expected his life to be so short.

“Run, now!” a soldier shouted. It took Eli a second or three to realize the man was talking to him. If he hadn’t been so terrified, he might have thought better about standing in the middle of a shoot out. Bullets whizzed by. Between the explosions and gun shots, Eli could hardly hear the wails of agony coming from all around him, but he knew they were there.

Dust kicked up, making it difficult for his pale eyes to see anything more than shadows. His heavy boots pounded the sand and he stumbled more than once. Ahead, he could see a gathering of soldiers behind a makeshift covering. He dug deep and pushed himself toward it, feeling the sweat pour down his forehead, stinging his eyes. No matter how many times he’d heard how hot it would be, he wasn’t prepared for such immense heat.

Eli dived behind the wall as if sliding into home plate.

A soldier firing an AT-4—a massive launcher Eli had once thought was called a bazooka—stopped long enough to shout: “Loading up civilians on the South side of the base. Get yourself over there, ASAP.” He pointed and Eli didn’t hesitate.

“Black on ammo!” another soldier cried as Eli started off downhill toward the caravan.

A series of humvees sat parked, soldiers motioning for the civilians to hurry up. Eli loaded in and found hot metal to plant down on. The vehicles were nothing like the luxury Hummers back home. Eli realized how green he really was the first time he got into one of the tin cans.

Surrounded by metal and terrified civilian contractors and DOD officials, he closed his eyes and prayed. After saying, “Amen” to a prayer he barely knew how to pray, another sound, this one louder than any other, echoed and reverberated through Eli’s chest. The soldier outside his window looked upward, a smile on his face.

“What was that?” Eli shouted as the soldier climbed into the driver’s seat.

“Salvation,” he said in what Eli immediately recognized as a southern drawl.

“Air Force? Marines?”

“No sir. Literally, Salvation.”

Eli stared at the back of the driver’s chair, his mind processing what had been said.

“You mean the Salvation?”

“The very same,” he said, starting up the vehicle. “Hold on tight.”

A voice came over the radio. “Split up and rendezvous at oh fourteen hundred. Be safe, boys.”

Eli let a mile or three pass beneath the tires. Salvation hadn’t been seen in almost a year. The attack on Miami was devastating in every sense of the word. It wasn’t just the first real attack on U.S. soil since Pearl Harbor, it was the end of an era. Superheroes and villains had fought for decades, neither side ever truly having the upper hand. Salvation, the leader of the heroes, squared off on South Beach against nearly the entire Dark Cabal. When it ended, Miami didn’t exist anymore and no one had seen any of the supers or villains since.

“You sure it was Salvation?” Eli asked.

“You seen another man flying through the air at sonic speeds before?”

It was kind of a dumb question because several of the supers could have done that.

“Not to mention he was glowing—only he glows.”

That was true. Eli couldn’t believe it. Salvation had returned and his first stop was…Afghanistan?

Another mile passed as the military vehicle bounced and rumbled beneath him. The driver screamed and Eli’s world went black. He could make out the sound of metal crunching and the sound of fire crackling. A beat later, the smell of gasoline jarred him back to reality. He surveyed his surroundings—bodies were everywhere. The woman he’d been sitting next to, Deborah Vaughn, according to her name tag, was slumped over. Eli didn’t need to be a doctor to know she was already dead. Everyone was dead, including the soldier who had been driving.

Eli rushed toward the door to the humvee and pushed. It wouldn’t open. He shouldered it, but it held tight. Fighting back panic, he glanced through the place where the windshield had been. Whatever had attacked them had done extensive damage to the front end. He knew he needed to get out. He’d seen a lot of movies and wasn’t sure if they were right—but he was pretty sure the thing would eventually blow up if the fire made its way to the gas tank.

He crawled back to the window near where he’d been sitting. The glass had been blown out, but even then, it was a tight fit. Carefully, he began pushing himself through, feeling small pricks and cuts on his hands from the leftover shards. He flipped out, head over feet and landed on his back. The wind rushed from his lungs like he'd just been hit by a baseball bat in the gut.

Struggling to breathe, he forced himself onto his hands and knees and began crawling away from the veritable time bomb. Once at a safe distance, he rolled over and faced the truck. From this vantage point, he could see the front wasn’t just damaged, it was completely crushed as if it had collided with something but nothing was there.

In the distance, Eli could still hear explosions and gunfire. He’d never really thought about the smell of war but it was unlike anything he’d ever encountered. Sulfur and ash. Death and feces. The smells were overwhelming.

It turned out, Hollywood wasn’t completely crazy. Fire erupted from the back of the Humvee and the metal carcass lifted into the air, tumbling end over end. As it flipped, the tail end crunched against…nothing…and bounced back the way it had come. The vehicle had just slammed into thin air like it was a brick wall. It was like there was an invisible forcefield in the middle of the hot Middle Eastern desert.

Eli was sure his eyes were playing tricks. He’d heard of people seeing crazy things in the desert. They called it a mirage—cool pools of water and palm trees, or large cities that disappeared when you got close. Eli had even heard a story of a soldier who’d thought he’d seen a dozen or so naked women playing volleyball.

Edging forward in the direction of the truck but not toward its exact position, he held his hands out like he was walking in the dark. As he drew near to where he would have guessed the invisible wall should be, he slowed down. He reached out, but felt nothing. Eli laughed. It was a macabre scene—blood, chaos, and a man laughing, alone in the middle of the desert. He shook his head and let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. His relief ended when a hand appeared out of thin air, scrunched up the front of his shirt and yanked him forward. He passed through the “nothing” and found himself standing on solid ground. The sand and desert could no longer be seen and the air was crisp and cool. And Eli was staring into the face of someone he thought he’d never see again.

• • •

Face to face wasn’t really a fair description. Eli’s eyes were chest level with what he could only describe as a giant. Trower the Tower stood before him, one of the many superheroes who had gone dark last year.

“How did you find this place?” The man’s voice was almost humorously high in comparison to his size.

What he referred to looked like a massive military base. Eli looked over his shoulder to the place he had just been standing but he no longer saw the desert. It was as if he was teleported into another…world, or realm, or…something.

In the distance, he could see a mountain range. Not like desert mountains—an actual snow -covered, rocky mountain range.

“Wh—where are we?” he asked.

“I asked you how you found this place.”

“I—I didn’t find an—anything. I w-was being trans—transported out of, of a war zone—”

The words caught in Eli’s throat as he found himself being hauled up onto the big man’s shoulder.

“Whoa! What are you doing?”

“Shut up.”

Eli punched the Tower in the back but soon gave up. It was like punching steel or rock. His hand hurt and he felt tears welling in his eyes. He thought he might have broken it. Watching as the asphalt passed beneath them, he craned his neck to look up and saw people watching as he was carried down the street. He felt like a fool. Like a child. But that’s when he noticed it. These weren’t just people watching him, but…they were all supers. The same supers who were last seen on the beaches of Miami. But what were they doing here? In Afghanistan?

Another boom rattled everything and the Tower stopped walking immediately.

“Relinquish him,” said a voice, strong and hard. “Now.”

Trower put Eli down and it took a moment before he found his feet again. As Eli spun around, he could already see the bright red glow of Salvation. His knees weakened at the thought of being so close to the man who’d saved the world on more than one occasion.

For a heartbeat, Eli thought he was going to receive some answers but instead, he just acquired more questions.

“Is he one of them?” Salvation asked.

“Don’t think so.”

“Then why are you taking him there?”

Where? Where was he taking Eli?

“Because he saw The Mirage.”

Salvation let out a deep breath and Eli sensed the hero was about to speak.

“Excuse me?” Eli said.

Salvation stared and lowered his gaze, locking eyes with Eli. The man was beyond words. Golden blond hair cascaded down his back. He wore bright white everything. A long flowing cape blew in a gust of wind that Eli didn’t even feel.

“I—I don’t kn—know where I am. But if you jus-just let me go—”

“No!” Tower’s normally high voice boomed from behind Eli.

Salvation raised his hand to silence the big man.

“How did he enter?” Salvation said, looking to Trower.

Trower was easily a couple of feet taller than Salvation, but the atmosphere shifted noticeably. It was as if Salvation’s question brought with it a dump truck full of shame.

Trower’s head hung low.

“I brought him in,” he said, his voice returning to normal.

“And why did you do that?”

“His truck—their vehicle crashed and he survived. They slammed into the wall. Had he died, it would have been much easier to clean up. But now, the breath in his lungs presents a threat to our secured existence.”

“Our very name is a nod to the fact no one would believe him even if he reported the whole thing. Once he left, we’d have cleaned up the remains of the vehicle and they’d never find this place upon satellite searches.”

Eli shifted uncomfortably as Salvation took a step forward.

“Now we have to kill him.”

“What? Wait! No, you don’t. That’s ridiculous. I won’t say anything. I don’t even know where we are. I was in the back seat—”

“Silence!” Salvation’s voice rippled through the buildings.

Eli was crying now.

“Please,” he said, voice quavering.

“Just take him with the others.”

Trower reached down and pulled Eli back onto his shoulder. Eli fought, kicked, punched. He knew what he must have looked like. A toddler in the throws of a tantrum being dragged out of the grocery store by an embarrassed father.

They entered a facility through a nondescript metal door and Eli screamed louder.

“If you continue screaming I will be forced to silence you.”

Eli resolved to quiet blubbering.

“Please,” Eli whimpered. “Just let me go. I just want to go.”

Another door opened into relative darkness. He could feel the bounce, bounce, bounce, of the two descending a staircase. As they reached a clearing, the smell of vomit met Eli’s nose. He tried to look around, but it was still dark and he was in a very inconvenient position.

That’s when the jeers started.

“Oh, another?”

“Who is it?” said a man with a thick British accent.

“I don’t recognize him.”

“Looks like he’s crying,” said the first man.

The creaking of a door tipped Eli off that he was about to be caged like an animal.

“You don’t have to do this,” he said. “Please, just don’t.”

“Begging didn’t work for any of us, lad,” said a voice from the cell next to him. “Save your dignity. You were the fool supervillain in a time of no supers. Deal with the consequences.”

He was what? A supervillain? Eli wasn’t a supervillain. He wasn’t even a villain. They had this thing terribly wrong.

Trower locked the door and stomped away.

“What is this place? I didn’t do anything. You’ve got this all mixed up!” He was rattling the bars on his cage but if Trower heard anything at all, he gave no indication of it.

It was so dark Eli could hardly see anything at all, so when the voice spoke he was startled.

“So what did you do, boy? Rob a bank? Hold the president hostage?”

“Aye! That was me!” shouted the man from across the hallway. They all laughed.

“So what was it?”

“Who’s there?” Eli said, backing away.

“Don’t be shy, son. We are all one in this place.”

“I don’t even know what you mean,” Eli said. “I am an army journalist.”

“A journalist, eh? Papers?”

“The internet. P—please, who are you?”

He wished he hadn’t asked. Out of the darkness stepped a man—but he wasn’t fully a man. The lower half of his body was mechanical. Hydraulics hissed as he walked toward Eli. They were in the same cell. Why did the good guys put him in the same cell with a world renown supervillain?

“Doctor Winter?”

“Ah! You’ve heard of me. I am flattered and humbled. So, a journalist you say? Are you any good?”

“I—uh—no. I don’t think so, really. I’m on probation.” His head hung low and then shot up as if he suddenly realized he was talking to the dastardly Doctor Winter. “But I’m not like you! I’m not a supervillain. I was just taking photos and conducting interviews on a base outside of Farah.”

The half-robotic man laughed and soon the whole prison was laughing with him.

“No powers?” the man said when he’d finally settled down.

“Powers? What? No, I don’t have powers. I told you I’m just a journalist.”

The man took another robotic step toward Eli and Eli could feel warmth spreading through his pants.

“You hear that Vipe?” Winter was looking across the hallway to a cell where a man stood, back against the bars. “They’ve lost it now. They’ve become just like us! This kid says he has no powers. They’re just arresting anyone now.

“It’s like the world’s gone mad and the great Salvation has become their king.” Whip Viper turned around. Eli cringed at the sight of the bright red snake tattooed on the man’s face.

“Why am I in here?” Eli whispered, barely able to find his voice.

“Same reason we all are,” Winter said. “You’ve found yourself on the wrong side of the law. On the wrong side of Salvation.”

“E—Everyone in here is a supervillain?”

“Not everyone. Most of them just have powers.”

The man sat on a bench, his legs hissing and popping.

“Everyone is in here for a reason, my boy. Except you it seems.”

The man was oddly sincere for a violent murderer who’d once taken Chicago captive by ice storm. His eyes looked dull and old.

“How long have you been here?” Eli asked.

“I was one of the first. You could say these are my people now.”

“Here, here!” came the chant of a few voices.

“But why are they here?”

Doctor Winter patted the bench. “Come. Sit.”

“I’ll stand—if its all the same to you.”

“Suit yourself,” Winter said and then placed his head against the cold stone wall before continuing.

“After the Battle for Miami, the supers apparently decided we’d all had enough. They began gathering up anyone with powers—whether they were using them or not—and brought them here. The only one able to come and go as he pleases is Salvation. The rest of the heroes live up on the surface under constant scrutiny. Any of them step out of line and they end up here like Loch Ness.”

He pointed to a woman in a cell a few paces down. Eli couldn’t see her, but he was familiar with the woman. She’d been one of those who fought Winter in Chicago as well as the Dark Cabal in Miami.

“You ask me, I’d say Salvation has become the real villain around here,” she said in a thick Irish brogue.

“If I could just talk to him,” Eli said, “I’m sure I can convince him I am harmless.”

“Didn’t work for any of the others, why would it work for you?” As Winter spoke, several of the prisoners cried out in agreement.

“They are all just like you. Several of them don’t even know how to use their powers. They just registered on ‘the test.’”

“Test?”

“The test was designed by Richter, a hero with the ability to gauge the power of anything in existence. His name, as you could guess, indicates he can judge earthquakes but it goes so much further than that. He can look at anyone and determine their strength and will. If anyone registers as a super-powered individual, they come here.”

Eli looked at his surroundings, at the relatively small clustering of cells. He counted sixteen in total, but it was hard to see. There could have been as many as twenty. Each one was occupied by two or three prisoners.

“This is it? These are all the super-powered people they’ve found? What are there like fifty of us—I mean, of you?”

“Oh, heavens no.” Winter laughed. “This is just one small portion of what they call The Mirage. Throughout the fortress there are a dozen such rooms.”

“Why don’t you just…use your powers? Break out?”

“Son, if it were that easy, don’t you think we would have? We can’t use our powers within The Mirage. No one can, not even the supers.”

“But I saw Trower—”

“You saw him, what? Pick you up? You weigh a fraction of what he weighs. He could pick you up even without his super strength.”

“But Salvation—”

“Ah, yes. Salvation is another story. He is the only one who maintains his abilities within the fortress. No one knows where this place came from, but Salvation runs it.”

“And none of the supers are upset?”

“We suspect they are,” Winter said. “They are prisoners in their own right. But what are they going to do? Even if they all had their powers, they’d still be hard pressed to stop Salvation.”

“But all of them together, plus you guys—you could stop him, right?”

“It’s a pipe dream, son. We’ve done all we can. Techro even managed to summon his drones before Salvation installed the EMPs. They couldn’t find the place. They just hovered around outside in the desert until their batteries drained.”

“So what do we do?” Eli asked.

“We escape, of course.”

“But you just said—”

“I know what I said, boy—what is your name?”

“Eli. Eli Zoeller.”

“Yes, Eli. I know what I said, but listen between the words. We have become the good guys and the good guys always win, right?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think this is some kind of comic book or movie. If no one has powers, how do we stop him?”

A door creaked and heavy footsteps followed. Trower the Tower stood just outside of Eli’s cell.

“You,” he pointed to Eli. “With me. You,” he pointed to Winter. “Do not move.”

“Yes, oh god of my existence,” Doctor Winter said with a crooked smile. More laughs bellowed from the other villains.

When the cell door opened, Eli stepped out.

“Follow me. Try nothing stupid and I will not have to carry you like a baby.”

Eli didn’t respond, but he followed the Tower closely. They ascended the stairs and exited into the open air of the complex known as the Mirage.

“Where are we going?” Eli asked.

He was met with only silence.

A short while later, he saw a raised platform in the distance. He thought he’d once heard something like it referred to a dais. It appeared like something a king or queen’s throne would be housed on. It was made of rock and the only thing on it was a man. As Eli drew nearer, he could begin to see features upon the man’s face. The closer he got, the more unnerved he became. Where his eyes should have been was nothing but smooth skin, not unlike the man’s cheeks. His nose and mouth remained intact.

“Eli Zoeller, is it?”

When Eli didn’t immediately respond, the Tower shoved him.

“Y—Yes sir.”

Eli was sure he hadn’t shared his last name with anyone since being in the Mirage.

“Why are you here?”

“What?” Eli asked. “Why am I here? I don’t know why I am here. You tell me.” He looked up at the Tower, who glared down at him. “Sir,” he added.

“My name is Richter. It is my job to know.”

“To know what?”

“Yes.”

“Excuse me?”

“It is my job to know what, where, why, how, and when. It is my job to know all things.”

Eli shifted his stance, realizing only now how much pain he was in after the crash. His neck ached as he looked up toward the eyeless man on the platform.

“Why have I been taken prisoner?”

Richter laughed. “You are no prisoner, Eli.”

“Then I can leave?”

“I didn’t say that either. You are a guest here at the Mirage. This is a place of complete peace and order.”

“I don’t want to be here. I want to go home. I want to…just…I want to leave.”

Richter tilted his head as if pondering some great secret. His head snapped up and even though he had no eyes, Eli could tell he was looking directly at the Tower.

“He has no powers?”

Tower stayed silent.

“Why is he here? Why have we risked our sanctuary?”

The sonic boom that was becoming too familiar to Eli sounded just moments before Salvation descended from the sky to stand next to Richter on the dais.

“What is this about?”

Richter leaned over and whispered something into Salvation’s ear.

“Let him go.”

“But Sal,” Trower started.

“Let. Him. Go. We are not villains.”

Eli’s heart perked up for a beat, but when he remembered all those being kept locked up he soured again.

“What about all the others?”

“The others?” Salvation asked.

“Below. Not all of them are villains. Not all of them are evil. What about Loch Ness?”

“You are trifling with something you do not understand. Everyone within this complex is capable of doing great evil.”

Eli felt a burst of indignant righteousness rising up. “Including you?”

Salvation’s glow radiated. He floated a bit and glided toward Eli.

“Watch your tongue or I will change my mind.”

“I’m sorry, Salvation. It’s just—you seem to be sentencing people for crimes they did not commit.”

“Powered individuals cannot be trusted.”

“That is apparent,” Eli whispered. He could have kicked himself. If he would just shut up he could go home and everything would go back to normal. But would it? How could he live a normal life knowing that hundreds, if not thousands of potentially innocent people were being held captive for a crime they might commit?

“Final warning, Eli Zoeller of Philadelphia Pennsylvania.”

“How did you…?”

“4532 West Horrace Avenue.”

“Are you threatening me?” Eli asked.

“I also know where your parents live. Where your brother, Joshua lives. You will remain silent about this place. I would hate for harm to come to any of them.”

“This is blackmail!”

Salvation grabbed Eli and flew upward. As they rose, Eli felt the change of climate from the cool of the Mirage to the blistering heat of the Afghan desert.

“Keep quiet and you’ll have no reason to worry about a thing,” Salvation said. “The Mirage does not exist. You did not see me, nor anyone else. Is that clear?.”

Eli hesitated. Salvation let go. He felt the air whipping at him, his stomach lurched.

“Okaaaaaay!”

In a breath, Salvation snatched him up again.

“Good.”

With that, Eli heard the sonic boom, but felt it this time as well. They were flying at a speed far too fast to gauge. Eli couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t even think and soon, he blacked out.

• • •

 Eli awoke on a bed—not a comfortable one, but at least there was a pillow under his head. He’d seen the inside of the infirmary only one other time since his assignment outside of Farah started. He sat up and looked around. Things looked very normal. 

He stood and felt the aches and pains he knew was a result of the humvee crash. A medical attendee rushed toward him. You shouldn’t be up and about yet, Mr. Zoeller.

“What happened?”

“Your transport crashed,” the woman said as she helped him back into his bed. “You were the only survivor.”

“Crash? Crashed into what?”

“We…we don’t know. Whatever it was, it was no longer there when you were found. Lay back, Mr. Zoeller.”

He didn’t. He stayed upright, sitting on the edge of the bed.

“So we were attacked?”

“Quite so, Mr. Zoeller,” said a high-pitched voice from the door way.

“Trower?” Eli asked.

The man looked behind him, around him. “Are you speaking to me?”

“I—I’m sorry, you just…you look like someone else.”

“Commander Orwell Bronson, I don’t believe we’ve met.” He reached his hand out to shake Eli’s, but Eli didn’t receive it. “It’s okay, son. You must be very shaken up. That was quite a crash.”

A moan came from the bed next to him. He looked over to see a man—but not a whole man. The bottom half was metal.

“Winter?” Eli said under his breath.

“Never feels like winter around here, son.”

“I just don’t understand. I—I saw Salvation and Trower. I spoke to Doctor Winter.”

“Eli, those supers haven’t been seen in over a year. I don’t think you’re thinking straight. As I said, you were in quite a crash.”

“Salvation didn’t save us from the attack earlier today?”

The commander cocked his head as a puzzled look appeared on his face. “Today? Mr. Zoeller, the attack was last week. You’ve been alone out in that desert for days. You’re lucky you survived at all.”

Commander Bronson placed one of his huge hands on Eli’s shoulder and helped him lie back in the bed.

“A week? It was only hours—a day at most.”

“I’m so sorry, Eli. You must have had some kind of dream. Likely caused by the fever.”

“It was all so real. So very real. There was a city in the middle of the desert. Well, not really a city, but a compound.”

“I assure you, Eli. There was nothing out there at the crash site.”

“Salvation is keeping…” Eli remembered Salvation’s threat. Even if it was a dream, he wasn’t willing to take a chance.

“Keeping what?” the commander asked.

“Nothing. I just don’t know what I saw out there.” Eli’s face narrowed.

“Stranger things have been seen, son. It must have just been a mirage.”


A Word from Steve Beaulieu




I hope you enjoyed reading “Prisoner of War” as much as I enjoyed writing it. The story was inspired by the pilot episode of The Inhumans in which a rover bumps into the forcefield surrounding Attilan. I wondered what things would be like if something like that happened here on earth.

I love writing. I love coloring comics (digitally) and I love putting together these anthologies. You are reading the fourth volume in a (currently) four volume series.

The first one: It’s A Bird! It’s A Plane! A Superhero Anthology.

The second one: World Domination A Supervillain Anthology.

The third one: Collateral Damage A Superhero Anthology.

If you’d like to let me know what you think of “Prisoner of War” or if you just want to say hello, feel free to email me at stevebeaulieuwrites@gmail.com. If you’d like to find out more about me or read more of my stuff, sign up for my monthly newsletter. I promise not to spam, and I’ll send you free stuff.


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 the other volumes: 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 World Domination.




You may also want to pick up the rest of th books in the series Superheroes and Vile Villains.
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