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      STAN LEE

      Who else?
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            JOIN THE CAUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you love Superheroes and Vile Villains, sign up to join the cause! Every hero (or villain) needs a “person in the chair” to direct them!

        

      

      
        
        Sign up now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          

      

    

    







            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      “Now, I have nothing against comic books—I read them now and then when I was a kid [when] I was all out of Hardy Boys. But the assumption everyone had back then, both the adults and the kids, was that comics were for kids, and when you grew up you moved on to big-boy books without the pictures.” —Bill Maher

      I like to think I am respectfully controversial.

      I like to think everyone’s opinion matters.

      I like to think people can make their own decisions about what is valuable to their own lives.

      But let this be clear: Stan Lee was a legend. Stan Lee was one of the most influential men to have ever lived.

      The above quote from Bill Maher set nerds and jocks alike clamoring for a chance to tell Mr. Maher what they thought of his words against the Father of Funnies.

      It may seem silly to some that I would believe Stan Lee has done more to shape this country than most presidents. It may seem childish that I have a collection of thousands of comic books and my office walls look like Marvel threw up on them. But to me, superheroes are more than ink on a yellowing page. To many, superheroes are an escape from the mundane, a chance to imagine bigger, greater things. Comic books take us to a world where the bad guy doesn’t win. Where he gets his tail kicked and we can all cheer about it.

      Stan Lee set out to do—and achieved—the impossible. He gave America hope that Captain America isn’t just a man from a bygone era when it was as simple as punching a Nazi in the face. His heroes were super and his villains were vile, and that is what this collection, all those before it, and all those yet to come are about.

      Within these pages (or virtual pages) you will read stories from both veteran authors and newbies who all have one thing in common: they freaking love superheroes!

      The world around us is scary. How often do you wish Superman or Ironman would swoop out of the sky and carry some evil villain into space and leave him there to float? Did you ever wish Spider-Man would swing through the streets of your city webbing up the criminals and hanging them from a light post for the police to find them? I have.

      My hope is that you’ll be able to escape from the horrors of today for just a little while. Take a respite to dream with us as the good guy prevails.

      Although it was first spoken by J. Hector Fezandie in an 1894 graduation address at The Stevens Institute of Technology, Stan Lee gave the phrase the umph! it needed: With great power comes great responsibility.

      Remember, you have the power to change someone’s life with a word or deed.

      Be a hero to someone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          

      

    

    







            Application Letter, Lord Damage

          

          BY THOMAS A. FARMER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From the desk of

        Lord Damage

      

      

      To my most esteemed rivals in the United Justice Society,

      I, Lord Damage, would like to humbly offer my application as a superhero. I'm sure this must come as a terrible shock to most of you, but I assure each and every cape out there that I am completely serious. I have, to put it simply, gotten fed up with evil, villainy, deviltry, and everything else.

      I'm sure, especially after the stunt Astral Cyborg pulled two years ago, that you're going to be quite skeptical of my application. I am, after all, Lord Damage. We've been butting heads for at least ten years (sometimes literally. I'm looking at you, Bronze Lady), but it's simply time for all that to end.

      Ordinarily, in a letter like this, one would be expected to explain one's powers, perhaps give them some sort of useful rating system or equate them to superheroes of the past. Perhaps, were I feeling edgy, I might equate myself to supervillains of the past, but why would I waste my time and yours on such a trivial matter?

      The fact is, I'm quite sure I've punched each and every one of you in the face at least a dozen times. I've also been punched squarely in the nose (or shot, or zapped, or mind-crushed, or whatever it is Crimson Crown calls it when he does that thing) more times than I particularly want to count.

      But that's why I'm here.

      Let's face it. When I've fought you in single combat, I've beaten each and every one of you. I even out-fought Ironjaw and out-raced Clockbreaker when you lot convinced me to take part in that ridiculous Christmas contest last year.

      Ok, when I said I wasn't going to compare my powers to yours, that might have been a bit of a lie.

      So why am I telling you all this?

      It's not just because it's fun, I promise. If that's all I wanted, I could just send a letter to the Super Library and have them make a nice compilation. I think they have every fight on record except the first few, back when they were just getting started, and no one recorded anything except Sunfist, or maybe Major Paine if they had a thing for old-school villains.

      Listen to me. It's a good thing I don't have one of you tied up over a pit of spikes or something because, guess what, you caught me monologuing.

      I'm going to get right to the point, I think.

      Even if I win the first few fights, you manage to best me in the end. It happens every time. I had Black Spot and Captain Courageous knocked out, five-seconds left on my death ray's charge timer and what happens? Kitty Chaos comes out of nowhere, distracts me by turning my throne into cheese, and then Flux kicks in the door. You remember the rest.

      Or what about the time I stranded the entire Alpha Team on Enceladus? Frozen under ten meters of ice, you were. I actually had you helpless for three whole days, and then Sun Guy shows up. He's a glass cannon, I think, and the irony of it was he brought Glass Cannon with him, except they also brought Big Jake. The less said about my dental bills after that fight, the better.

      Early on, I thought the problem was teamwork. You know, that thing the Good Guys are always going on about when they're not talking about “the power of friendship” or “my bones! You broke all my bones!”

      So I got some help.

      And guess what?

      It.

      Got.

      Worse.

      So, maybe I just picked the wrong sort of help, I think. I kept looking, and each and every one of them, except one, let me down. For some of them, having a minion was actually worse than fighting by myself!

      Then, last week, I was talking to Mister Sinister, and we realized something. Evil is dumb. I don't mean that evil is stupid, no. Otherwise, we'd never have any Mad-Scientist villains or Slightly-Disgruntled-Engineer villains, or that one time we had an evil math teacher. No, when I say evil is dumb, I mean the vast majority of the people I've worked with over the years just have no common sense.

      Frankly, it's gotten embarrassing.

      So, consider this my formal application. I'm not going to attach a resume, because you are my resume. Well, you lot and that big hole in the moon, but I maintain that's at least 40% Sunfist II's fault. I certainly didn't ask him to flare up right there when we all know how flammable Exodus Dust is. I mean, isn't that the point of using it in the first place?

      I'm going to go out on a limb here and assume that most of you still don't believe me. I'm also going to assume this letter isn't staying on Doublecast's desk, no matter how much she tries. I half-expect that, by the time she finishes with it, at least ten of you will have copies.

      You're looking around you now, aren't you? Wondering who else was gutsy enough to steal from Doublecast. I like that. We'll be good friends.

      Either that or Doublecast just out and gave everyone a copy. I suppose that could happen, but it's much less dramatic.

      But, hey, if it helps my case, I'll throw you a bone, and maybe it'll amuse you in while you're deciding the best way to say, ‘yes’ to this. You want to know why I decided evil was dumb? Here, let me tell you a couple of quick stories about all the ways evil henchmen have let me down:

      After cutting my losses early on, especially after the first few encounters where I had to fight more than one of you at a time, I decided that what I lacked was numbers. I may be incredibly good-looking, talented, and strong, but I'm still just one person. There's only so much I can actually do when I have to deal with a half-dozen capes with who-knows-what powers.

      So, I made my first classic villain mistake. I was Lord Damage, after all, and I didn't need a partner, not like you heroes. What I needed were minions!

      I'm sure you remember them. I disappeared from the planet for about six months, then rumors of a great faceless army reached Earth? I conquered an entire planet in that time!

      As a side note, remember Shooting Star? This was why he up and quit villainy altogether. He got it in his fool head that you could conquer a planet in just a few hours! Can you believe that? When I told him it took longer than that just to get a decent map of the surface, he threw up his hands and said he quit.

      Additional side note: Shooting Star wasn't my partner, we just happened to meet up on the way to Kelthus 7 and he tagged along.

      Anyway, I'm off track here. I hired an entire army of Abraxian mooks. They looked amazing, let me tell you. I don't think any of you ever saw them before Kelthus 7, but the first time they put on a parade, it was shiny. All that black leather and those glossy face masks? It did my heart happy to see that much competence in one place.

      The plan was simple. I was going to take Kelthus 7, then on to Morian 2, and then probably roll over to New Space Atlantic City for a few days of downtime.

      Except, I didn't.

      You lot showed up about six weeks after I conquered Kelthus 7 and gave some speech about freedom and light, and to be perfectly honest, I stopped listening. There were seven of you! Seven! What good were you going to do against my legion of Abraxians?

      Well, you remember.

      It turns out you can't conquer a planet in hours, but you can liberate one in, let’s see, four days, was it?

      I was incensed!

      I went and hired another Abraxian army, twice the size. Looting an entire planet made me rather wealthy, after all. This time I opted for the “deluxe” troops. Each one was supposed to be a hundred times more deadly than any other soldier in the universe.

      For a while, I suppose it worked. I remember the first time you fought one of those death squads. Just four Abraxians wiped the floor with your best team. That was a good day for evil, even you have to admit that.

      Then you powered up. At least it wasn't “friendship” that time. You had to find a real thing to actually increase your power, but sure enough. Six months later, Ironjaw, Clockbreaker, Doublecast, White Dragon, and Shadow Girl all showed up at my doorstep with new gear and a whole host of new powers.

      The five of you cut a dashing figure, but I was no fool. I wasn't about to engage your whole team by myself. That's what I hired the universe's best mercenaries for. But, of course, I forgot one important thing. You're superheroes.

      Needless to say, that army didn't last long.

      When I got back to Earth, I thought the problem was that the mooks just weren't skilled enough. After all, Abraxians can't learn new things. They come out of the tank pre-programmed with everything they need to know

      That's when I met Inferno.

      We got along really well for quite a while, which came as a complete surprise. I fully expected him to be no help at all. I watched Major Paine lose a bunch of fights because his sidekicks were no good. Turns out being a violent narcissist with a god complex wasn't exactly good for his people skills.

      In retrospect, I suppose that should have been a red flag.

      But, no, Inferno was different! We got along well and even worked well in the field. The two of us even managed to take down several of your best capes. When we got that double KO on Sunfist II and Marxman, I thought it was going to be a cakewalk the rest of the way. I knew I could take Ironjaw and Inferno took out Clockbreaker himself.

      Then Doublecast got in a lucky fireball. It caught me right in the back of the head (remember, evil is dumb, apparently) because I turned around after blocking the first one.

      Double. Cast. Yeah. We all forget stuff.

      Anyway, I'm trying to get my vision to focus again, and Inferno comes up beside me. I think he's going to cover me for a second or even engage Doublecast while I'm down, but no. He's a villain, after all.

      The last thing I remember seeing before I woke up halfway into Jupiter's atmosphere was that oversize mace Inferno carried.

      He was sure glad to see me when I got back, though! So I thought maybe I misremembered. Surely, he was just swinging past my head, and Doublecast got me again, then 'ported me into space. She's done that before.

      We took out Dialect and Condor that weekend, strung them up, and when Kitty Chaos and Marxman showed up?

      Wham.

      I came to plummeting into the sun that time. When I got back, Inferno was quick to explain that it had all been a misunderstanding, but I wasn't having it. His head is probably still rolling around in Saturn's E ring.
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        * * *

      

      Loyalty. What I needed was loyalty. The heroes were all loyal to each other, I told myself, so that's what I needed.

      Turns out Convergence watched me take out Inferno and wanted his spot. He said he was tired of getting kicked around by you capes and even by the other villains.

      Like always, the first few fights went our way. Convergence knocked capes around like it was his job. Which, actually, it was. He was quite good at it, too.

      Convergence was also the one who got me to start thinking that maybe “evil” wasn't enough of a requirement. Sure, he was intelligent, but Convergence wasn't exactly the most, let's say, independent person around.

      Every time I came up with a plan, Convergence thought it was a good plan.

      Each idea I had? Convergence liked it.

      There was one time I was fighting Marxman and Big Tex, and you guys had me pinned down. I was actually pretty impressed with your shooting. I asked Convergence for ideas, but he didn't have any. So I asked him to use his powers to, I don't know, make the capes shoot at each other instead of me.

      He did, and I used the break in the gunfire to move closer. Then Corona showed up and negated Convergence's powers. She negated Marxman and Big Tex's powers too, but that just meant they were “really good” instead of superheroic.

      Convergence could have stopped Corona. She's a flier! He could have maneuvered her into the ground or a wall or into the line of fire. All he had to do was put some distance between himself and her because his powers had longer range.

      I limped for a week after Big Tex shot me in the leg.

      After the fight, I realized Convergence was waiting for orders. Well, I fired him on the spot. I even did it nonviolently. I think he's cheating at competitive paper airplane racing these days.
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        * * *

      

      If Convergence couldn't think for himself, I told myself what I needed was someone who could, but not someone so ambitious as Inferno had been. I didn't need another partner afflicted with chronic backstabbing disorder.

      I'd heard of Maestro. I'd even bought a few of his pre-packed kits in my early days, and I remembered them working. I knew he was older, so I wasn't expecting any battlefield help, but I was expecting some kind of help.

      Apparently, the reason his services weren't on the market anymore wasn't because he got tired of it or because he thought he was too old. No, when he started getting thwarted more and more often, Maestro started getting picky.

      Early on, it wasn't too bad. Remember when I took out the entire moon garrison? That was one of Maestro's plans. It was brilliant and so easy to follow—and it worked!—that I just assumed the month of prep time was normal.

      The next two plans went smoothly, too. I swiped the Jupiter Stone and Excalibur back to back. When the next fight came around, I went in without one of Maestro's plans, because I was pretty sure I could take Arthur and Doublecast if they didn't have their power sources.

      Well, spoiler. I did. Both of them folded like a stack of cards. I was ecstatic! The problem with that kind of thing, however, is that if you're not careful, it can make you stupid. Now, we're back to “evil is dumb” again. I was too busy gloating over Doublecast... No, let's be honest. I was busy monologuing over Doublecast. I didn't see Everlast until his fist informed my face in no uncertain terms that it (the fist) was displeased with my face's existence.

      I apologized to Maestro when I got back, but he didn't seem bothered. In fact, he was already working on his next plan. He promised this one would be even better, and make up for the fact that Everlast took back the Jupiter Stone and Excalibur after decking me.

      So, I waited. It took a month, but Maestro came up with a perfect plan. I was starting to think the stories about him getting thwarted were just that—stories. He just needed a push to get started again!

      Neither of us knew that not only was Galaxy Girl back, but her girlfriend came with her. Galaxy Girl, we could take. I took down Sunfist II and Doublecast by myself, remember? I'd never fought Andromeda Marie, though. I didn't even know anyone could throw that much energy around without burning up.

      Maestro did not take the news well. He'd been thwarted. He didn't really care that I had been beaten too, but it really hit him hard when his plan failed.

      The next plan took two months, and it failed too. That debacle was probably my most unhappy day because I woke up to Star Samurai and Fechtmeister kicking in my door. They didn't know Maestro was there, but Maestro froze up. Decision paralysis, it was. He didn't know which of his plans to fall back on.

      At any rate, I let him go, too. I think he's running a crooked horse race now.
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        * * *

      

      I went on vacation for a while after that. I think Captain Chaos and Matchstick Joe moved in while I was away, but that didn't really matter much. By the time I was ready to come back to villainy, you (specifically Kitty Chaos, because she was pissed that he tried to steal her name) locked Captain Chaos away, and Matchstick Joe left the planet to join some villain's league over on Zeta Aquilae.

      I'm sure Inferno would have appreciated the irony, but the power vacuum they left was pretty nice. I showed up, kicked some capes around, and generally had a good time of it. When the wins started getting harder, I thought now was the time to look for a henchman.

      Psi Shell made a good case for herself. She was smart and had common sense. She seemed to have just enough drive go out and be villainous, but not so much that I had to worry about getting my brain fried when my back was turned.

      We won the first battle hands down. Well, hands up, I suppose because I never actually had to hit anyone. Psi Shell walked all over Marxman, Everlast, Ironjaw, and Sunfist II. I don't think I'd ever seen anyone make such short work of an entire team of cape bruisers like that.

      She was poetry in motion.

      Then, a week later, I called her late at night because the McLorian Heist was going down ahead of schedule and she told me she didn't work off the clock.

      We still go drinking together.
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        * * *

      

      Two joined up next. I ran across my old friend Mister Sinister, and a week later Bluebird applied for work. Mister Sinister was pretty well known, especially since we used to run together, but he hadn't been active much at the time. Still, I was happy to have him on my team again.

      Bluebird was an odd pick, I have to admit. At first, I was sure his was a joke application. Bluebird is the kind of name you give a hero, not a villain. Turns out, like calling a mobster “Tiny,” Bluebird's name was a bit ironic. He wasn't exactly bloodthirsty, but, well, you know. Even I was surprised when he took out Card Trick and Mechano like he did.

      I'm going to cut straight to the chase on this one because Bluebird still leaves a bad taste in my mouth. I still miss the others in their way, at least the ones I don't talk to anymore. In a way, I even miss Inferno. I suppose I could have gotten used to his incessant backstabbing eventually. When he wasn't trying to kill me, we wiped the floor with any cape we came across, and that's hardly a thing to scoff at.

      Still, Inferno got what he deserved for hitting me in the back. Maybe if he challenged me to my face, things would have gone differently, but they didn't.

      Bluebird, though. We barely got along, even from day one. There was something about him that even the other villains did not like. It didn't take me long to figure out what that thing was or why he always worked alone.

      See, I don't know if you guys ever realized it, but Bluebird liked killing. He wasn't in it for riches or power or even to have fun outside the law. I didn’t realize it at first, because he never used excessive force. No, Bluebird just wanted to kill as many capes as he could. I never did figure out why, even though I tried to ask one day. The only answer I got was a grunt and a half-explanation about injustice and an imbalance of power in the universe.

      I almost wonder if he wasn't an ex-cape who lost his mind. It would explain a few things he did that year.

      I'll reminisce about the others, because, like I said, in some way, I liked them. Not Bluebird. The only thing that really comes to mind when I think about Bluebird is the day he betrayed us.

      Mister Sinister, Bluebird, and I were out on a mission. We'd been tearing through your ranks for a while, and the further we went, the more Sinister and I had to rein in Bluebird's deadlier impulses.

      Along those lines, tell Torch I'm sorry for what happened to his hand and thank Silver Shield for being there to help us stop him.

      It's laughable now, but like so many things, that itself should have been obvious enough, but it wasn't. I took Silver Shield's assistance as a necessity because Bluebird was going rogue. He was endangering my mission. It didn't even occur to me that she was helping because it was the right thing to do, or that I was actually helping her.

      Like I said, evil is dumb.

      Of course, I have to applaud Manyface. His trap was excellently crafted and sprung, worthy of the best villain's lair. Bluebird got away from us, and Manyface separated me from Sinister by pretending to be Mister Sinister. Sinister told me later that he thought he was following me at the same time.

      You know, I gloated at the start of this letter about how strong I was, and about how I'd defeated a bunch of capes in single combat, but it turns out that when Manyface locks you in a mirrored box and Doublecast and Sunfist II pour energy into the only opening in that box, that all the bluster in the universe won't get you very far.

      I thought I was done for, to be honest. Then Bluebird smashed Sunfist II against the wall and broke his ribs. He tore open the box Manyface locked me in, then realized Doublecast was still on her feet.

      And Bluebird just left me there.

      I think I would have taken it better if he'd pulled an Inferno and tried to actively kill me. But, no, he just turned tail and ran. I got lucky that Manyface doesn't know me as well as he knew Mister Sinister, and we got out of there before Doublecast could lock me up.
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        * * *

      

      So, anyway. That's my version of all those times you capes got the better of me, and the bulk of the reason why I started this letter in the first place.

      After I recovered from that fight, Sinister and I got to talking, and it took us to where we were when I sat down to write.

      Evil, we agreed, was dumb.

      Even if we don't see eye to eye with you capes, I'm sure that could change in time. I'm just fed up with the status quo, fed up with one incompetent henchman after the other, and figure it's time for something new.

      Congratulations, United Justice Society, you are that something new.

      Can you trust me? We'll see. That's part of what makes this all so exciting and different.

      Maybe I'm just playing you all. Maybe it's just an alliance of convenience because Bluebird is still out there and I'm pretty sure he's going to come back and try to finish what he started six months ago.

      Perhaps I have not put enough thought into this endeavor, and I will simply elect not to show up, deciding instead that such a dramatic and unplanned heel-face-turn is not in my best interests.

      Maybe I'm being honest right now, but I'm just so evil that I won't be able to help myself one day and I'll revert to supervillainy right in front of you.

      Or maybe not.

      Exciting, isn't it?

      
        
        Sincerely,

        Lord Damage

        Your New Best Friend

      

      

      

      P.S. Tell Captain Courageous I could tell it was him behind that mask all along.

      

      P.P.S. This wasn't actually a request. Minster Sinister and I will be arriving approximately thirty-six hours after the delivery of this letter. You decide how you’re going to greet us. A fist? Or a handshake?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Word From Thomas A. Farmer

          

        

      

    

    
      This story started out from a late-night discussion with a friend about how incompetent cartoon villains were, even when they were supposed to be incredibly fearsome. Megatron, the Stormtroopers, Mum-Ra, and so on. Even when they won, they always lost. What would happen, we asked, if a villain got “genre savvy” and realized that they were going to continue losing just because they were the “bad guys” and the bad guys never won?

      Originally, I envisioned this as a series of vignettes ending with the villain surrendering to the heroes and asking to join them, but it obviously never went anywhere. It was flat, and kind of boring. Writing this as a letter provided a way to make it more interesting (I hope!) by getting into the villain’s head.

      So, enjoy! This will be my third published short story. It’s provided a nice mental break away from working on my current project “Scourge of Gods,” which is shaping up to be a 300k+ trilogy.

      When I’m not writing, I’m usually teaching people to swordfight. You can find my other books and stories on Amazon or Facebook under “Thomas A Farmer,” and you can look at the sword things I do by looking up “Knoxville Academy of the Blade.” My podcast, titled “Authors in Abstract” is available on most platforms as well.

      

      
        
        Facebook Links:

        www.facebook.com/TAFarmerAuthor, www.facebook.com/KABFencing, www.facebook.com/AuthorsInAbstract
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            Who Will Save Them When I’m Gone?

          

          By Noel Martinez and Christopher J. Valin

        

      

    

    
      When I open the door, the first thing I notice is the smell. Even breathing through my mouth doesn’t help. It grabs hold of my throat and doesn’t let go. I’m convinced I taste it. With a handkerchief over my nose and mouth, I stumble in the darkness of the living room, feeling around for a light switch. Despite my intimate acquaintance with this residence, the smell disorients me. I trip over boxes haphazardly scattered about the penthouse. I want only to retreat to the relative freshness of the city outside. I hold back this impulse long enough to locate a lamp in the center of the room, but it’s no use. There’s no power. I continue toward what I imagine must be the source of the smell. In the bedroom, I see bottles of pills and an empty glass. Then I notice what looks like a bundle of clothes heaped in the center of the bed. But my eyes, having adjusted to the scant light, confirm what my other senses already know. It’s not a heap at all—it’s him.

      I pull my phone out of my back pocket and dial the number I hoped I’d never have to use. I hear four rings followed by a click.

      “The Black Harrier is dead,” I speak into the receiver.

      There is only silence on the other end, just as I was told there’d be. Then click.

      I put the phone back in my pocket and open the french doors to the balcony, greedily gulping the fresh air.

      Leaving the doors open to help air out the place, I head over to the desk to search for anything that might help me remember the man he was and not the shell of a man he had become.

      I pick up a frame and hold it close to my eyes. I remember this picture. I can’t help but smile as memories wash over me. It’s me—I can’t be much older than fourteen or fifteen. I’m holding up one arm, showing off what passes for a bicep. Next to me, stands the towering predecessor to the emaciated corpse currently occupying the bed.

      The picture was taken more than twenty years ago. It might as well have been a lifetime.

      I put the frame down and look back at my once great mentor. What happened? The look frozen on his face is disconcerting. I study it for clues that might reveal what thoughts floated through that once-brilliant mind before the end.

      But all I see is fear.
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        * * *

      

      “The key,” he told me years ago, “is to make them fear you.”

      “But how? How am I supposed to do that?” I asked naively. “I’m smaller than most everybody—even guys my own age. Heck, even some girls look more intimidating than I do.”

      “So use that to your advantage. When they underestimate you, exploit their expectations.”

      He was full of sayings like that. I would roll my eyes, but he was never wrong.

      “Keep your center of gravity low. Rely on your speed. You take two of them out quickly, and the rest will likely run. Criminals are a cowardly lot.”

      Then he turned his back, ready to tackle other matters. This was the way he was. Distant. Detached. Aloof. He was the master teacher; I was the novice pupil. Normally, I would accept this. Not this time. I needed more.

      “Why do you do all this?” I called out.

      He paused, surprised by my break in decorum. He didn’t turn to face me right away.

      “Do what?” he asked over his shoulder.

      I knew he understood the question. Maybe he hoped I’d lose my nerve. I didn’t.

      “All this,” I repeated, waving my arms as if to include everything around me in one sweeping gesture.

      He finally turned to face me, chest out, head held high. He stepped toward me and stood less than an arm’s length away. His hulking frame occulted the solitary light fixture that hung limply from the ceiling, casting a shadow over me. He did not speak immediately.

      “I do this—” he began hesitantly, “I do all this because they need me to.”

      For him, this seemed to be enough of an answer.

      I persisted. I was younger then—brash.

      “But why can’t you leave it up to someone else?” I asked. “Why does it have to be you?”

      He studied me carefully. “No one can do what I do,” he said. His answer was so succinct and matter-of-fact that I found myself unable to argue.

      “Then why me?” I managed to ask. “Why do you need me?”

      He rested a heavy hand on my shoulder. I looked into his face in search of an answer, but his features were obscured by darkness. However inscrutable he usually was, that day I swear I saw a trace of a smile.

      “Who will save them when I’m gone?” he asked simply.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I have to leave the room. In my line of work as a detective, I come across many bodies at various stages of decomposition, but nothing could prepare me for the rush of feelings that sweep over me this time. I head out of the room for a smoke, but in the living room, I am reminded of the boxes scattered about. Curiosity gets the better of me. I hold off on the smoke.

      I take a seat on the sofa in the living room where I can rifle through the contents of the boxes more comfortably. I hesitate, but I am eventually overwhelmed by the feeling that I’m supposed to open them. When I do, that chapter of my life I sealed so carefully is torn open.

      I had no idea he kept any of this. He didn’t seem the type. I guess underneath that stoic facade, he was human after all. I pull out yellowing strips of newsprint, some cut into perfect squares, others cut into asymmetrical pieces. Newspaper clippings—reminders of yesterday’s triumphs and tomorrow’s promise.

      I’m taken back to a distant past. In those days, I believed one man could make a difference. But things change. The headlines captivate me the way they must have captivated millions: Mystery Man Saves Couple in Alley. Caped Crimefighter Catches Culprit. Evildoers Beware: The Black Harrier Strikes Again.

      The Black Harrier. My mentor. The corpse in the bed. All one and the same.

      I find the first picture taken of him. It’s not much. Some two-bit thug shot it from his phone and had it confiscated when the cops took him in. I remember when I saw this in the paper all those years ago. It was blurry, pixelated, dark—and yet, never before had I felt such a clear sense of justice. The look on the face of the thug he was thrashing was pure fear. That was something I could understand. After what happened to my parents, I wanted more than anything to see that look on their killer’s face.

      I continued to read: The Black Harrier Flies Solo No More. Introducing the Red Kite.

      How strange that sounds—no one has called me that in years…
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        * * *

      

      “So that’s it then?”

      “It’s for the best.”

      He stood with his back to me, continuing to tend to the calibration of his equipment in the Aerie. He had just told me, in no uncertain terms, that I was to move on—that my services were no longer needed. He showed no sign of regret.

      “I don’t have a say in this?” I asked.

      “No.”

      I was at a loss. This—whatever you want to call it—was my life. Who was he to take it away from me?

      “What happened to all that ‘who will save them when I’m gone’ business?” I demanded.

      “I was wrong to put that on your shoulders.”

      “No—you weren’t,” I insisted. “I wouldn’t have agreed to it if I didn’t want it for myself.”

      “Even so.”

      His short answers were infuriating. The ease with which he dismissed me called into question my years of unwavering devotion. Had I merely wasted all this time? What had been the point?

      “I don’t understand you!”

      “I don’t expect you to,” he replied.

      Every muscle in my body tensed. If I could only make him see…

      “Fine!” I heard myself yell. “I never needed anyone to look after me before! And I sure as hell don’t need you to look after me now!”

      “Then it’s agreed,” he said.

      “Damn it! Why do you do this? Why do you shut everyone out?”

      No answer.

      “Okay, then,” I yelled, “You want to die alone, go right ahead, you miserable bastard!”

      I stormed out, thinking that would be the last time I would ever talk to him.
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        * * *

      

      I put the box down and lean back in the sofa. I close my eyes and let the darkness envelop me. Why did I have to open the box? Why couldn’t I just leave well enough alone? I sit there nursing old wounds I thought long healed.

      They called me a sidekick. I always thought we were partners. When we parted company, I seriously considered calling it quits. But I had invested too much of myself to let this be the final episode in my all-too-brief crime-fighting career. Eventually, I decided to go it alone.

      No longer would I be Red Kite. To do so would be to remain in Harrier’s shadow. I needed a name that would signal my independence—and my rebirth. So I became Redhawk. With my newly-christened persona established, I set out to make a name for myself. To prove my worth, I would place myself in increasingly riskier situations time and again. It wasn’t long before it all caught up to me though.

      I was careless. Where Harrier exercised prudence, I opted for flair. I was intent on showing him up whenever given the chance. I had such an opportunity when I discovered where Pierrot—Harrier’s nemesis—was holed up. He had long been a thorn in our side, and this would be my chance to make my mark.

      I was in over my head.

      I’ll spare you the less-than-flattering details of my unceremonious capture. The important thing is Pierrot didn’t even want me. He wanted Harrier.

      But I wasn’t his sideki—his partner anymore. For all Pierrot knew, Harrier would let me die. But there was someone Harrier was sure to save.

      Months after I’d left, he had taken on a new sidekick. A replacement. Despite claiming he’d changed his mind about wanting someone to take over some day.

      I don’t know why he did it. I couldn’t bring myself to ask. What I do know is that it made me feel discarded. After bouncing from foster home to foster home, I really did think I had found someone who genuinely cared about me. When he insisted I leave, I assumed the problem was his, that he had some inner failing that prevented him from caring about anyone but himself. But when I saw he had a new partner, I could no longer believe that was true. No—I must be the problem, I thought.

      I’m about to admit something about myself that seems so childish it embarrasses me to say it. I was jealous. So what do jealous people do? They become obsessive. I made it my mission to find out everything I knew about the new Red Kite. I resorted to stalking the poor kid whenever he wasn’t with Harrier. I discovered his real name, where he went to school, where he hung out when he wasn’t fighting crime. All the while I tried to convince myself I was just sharpening my detective skills. The things we tell ourselves when we’re hurting…

      So I came to know everything about him. And once Pierrot captured me, he knew everything too.

      I pick up another box in search of articles about that day. Tragedy in Midtown. Black Day for the Black Harrier. The Last Flight of the Red Kite.
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        * * *

      

      “Choices, choices…”

      “Let them go!”

      I was dangling upside down in an abandoned warehouse, my arms tied behind my back, a rope binding my ankles. I looked over to find that the new Red Kite, Toby Thompson, was in a similar position a few yards away from me, unconscious. On a giant screen, a recording of Pierrot’s grotesque clown face smiling ghoulishly as a timer counted down. On the ground below, the Black Harrier, my old partner and mentor, faced with an impossible choice.

      “You probably think me mad, don’t you Harrier?” Pierrot’s image blared. “But the only madness I see is your insistence on keeping caged such beautiful birds! Birds need to fly, Harrier. Let them fly!”

      With that, Pierrot’s haunting laugh echoed throughout the vast empty space. The next thing I knew, my body was weightless.

      “No!” shouted Harrier.

      Just then, a sudden jolt. Our descent came to an abrupt stop. Pierrot’s rig pulled us back up slowly. The sick bastard was enjoying this.

      “‘I would have thee gone,’” began Pierrot’s projection in mock sadness. “‘And yet, no further than a wanton’s bird, that lets it hop a little from his hand like a poor prisoner in his twisted gyves, and with a silken thread plucks it back again, so loving-jealous of his liberty.’” Now this monster was quoting Shakespeare at us. “I see why you have such a hard time letting them go, Harrier! They are so much fun!”

      “I said let them go!” Harrier called from below as our helpless bodies rose higher and higher.

      “‘These violent delights have violent ends!’ Wouldn’t you agree?”

      I glanced over at Toby, but his body still hung limply. I hoped to hear any sound that might suggest he was alive. For all I knew, the fall and sudden jolt might have snapped his neck. Maybe he was killed earlier, his lifeless body hung up like a twisted ornament. There was truly no way of knowing.

      “Oh, I know why the caged bird sings,” Pierrot’s voice blared over the speakers. “The caged bird sings of freedom. Would you like your freedom, little bird?” His giant televised eyes seemed to be looking at me now.

      “Wha—?” I managed to utter.

      “How about you?” his eyes darted madly to the lifeless Toby. “‘A caged bird stands on the grave of dreams, his shadow shouts on a nightmare scream, his wings are clipped, and his feet are tied, so he opens his throat to sing!’” Another poem. This was Pierrot at his most insufferable. A cat playing with his captured prey. “Well?” he resumed. “SING!”

      “Damn it, Pierrot!” I shouted. “The kid’s done nothing to you! You’ve got me! Just take me!”

      Pierrot let out a ridiculously exaggerated belly laugh. “Hee hee hee… ho ho ho…” He wiped away a nonexistent tear from his eye. Just then, a spotlight shined on me that blinded me temporarily. “You’ve got one kid here who’s yesterday’s news. All washed up!” The spotlight moved from me to Toby. “This one, on the other hand... this one is brand new! He’s got that lemony scent that comes with all new sidekicks.”

      My eyes slowly recovered by the temporary blindness. I focused on Toby in search of any sign of life. That’s when I noticed something was off.

      “Enough!” insisted Harrier. “This ends now!”

      “MAKE YOUR CHOICE!”

      I could see what was going on now. While the spotlight shined on Toby momentarily, I noticed it wasn’t Toby at all. It was merely a decoy made to look like him. But that meant...

      “Harrier!” I called out. “That’s not Toby! Get out of h—”

      But it was too late. With the timer still counting down, I heard a loud click, and my body was weightless once again.

      “‘A free bird leaps on the back of the wind and floats downstream till the current ends and dips his wing in the orange sun’s rays and dares to claim the sky!’”

      This time there was no sudden jolt that signaled he was simply toying with me. No, he meant it this time. I closed my eyes and waited for impact. But suddenly, I felt a sudden rush of wind as something blew past me, grabbed my legs, and stopped my fall. I opened my eyes to find Harrier standing over me, his face obscured in the darkness.

      “I’m sorry,” I managed to say.

      “No, I’m sorry,” he replied.

      Pierrot’s ghoulish face was still projected above us. “You are not a free bird, are you Harrier? No, you only seem free. But you are bound by morality. You are bound by your relationships. You are bound by feeling. Don’t you see what I’ve been trying to do all this time, Harrier?”

      “Don’t…”

      “The choices… doing what you ought to do rather than what you want to do…”

      “Please…”

      “Harrier,” he went on, “I’ve been trying to free you!”

      Another loud click. This time “Toby” fell to the ground before Harrier could react.

      “Noooo!!!”

      A sickening laugh echoed all around us. “Oh my,” Pierrot’s giant face now had a genuine look of surprise. “If you’re still watching this, you failed the test, Harrier. More important, you failed ME! This was supposed to be our last dance! Now I’m all dressed up with nowhere to go, walking with a dead man over my shoulder.”

      The small timer now took up the whole screen. It was counting down from 59 seconds.

      Harrier was in a trance. I explained to him what I discovered while I was up there, that what he saw was all a sick joke, and that the real Toby was somewhere else. In my weakened state, I got him up to his feet and insisted that we get out fast.

      As if the pain he inflicted wasn’t enough, Pierrot’s voice came over the speakers to rub salt in our wounds: “I overestimated you, Harrier. I thought for sure that with that brilliant mind of yours you’d realize that the only real choice you had was for you to come after me. You certainly put the rube in Rube Goldberg. Oh well... C’est la vie...”

      3… 2… 1...
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        * * *

      

      A City in Mourning. Crime on the Rise. Has the Black Harrier Flown the Coop? After the explosion that leveled the warehouse, Toby’s body was recovered—Pierrot’s wasn’t. The crime rate climbed steadily for months after that. People were afraid again after years of feeling safe on the streets.

      Reading over the articles, I realize how much he meant to this city and how much he was missed when he disappeared. Did anybody care when I retired? I can’t help but wonder. Did they even notice? I head over to the mini-bar in the corner and look through the bottles of expensive scotch and bourbon. I never could understand how he stayed in shape—hell, how he even functioned—while drinking so much.

      I pour myself some of his most expensive scotch and make a silent toast.

      After the kid’s death, his drinking only got worse. Of course, he blamed himself. For failing to solve the deranged puzzle, for letting his emotions cloud his reasoning, for putting the kid in harm’s way.

      I finish the tumbler of scotch in one gulp, then pour myself another. I go back to the clippings.

      It might have helped him if I’d admitted my role in the tragedy. That I’d gotten myself captured with my overconfidence. That I was weak and told Pierrot everything.

      That part of me…

      I swallow the contents of the glass before I finally admit it to myself.

      ...That part of me may have wanted to punish the kid for replacing me. That some morbid, sickening slice of my psyche might have secretly wished him dead.

      Geez, what would he have thought of me then?

      Bird Watching: News and Speculation. Real Sightings or Mass Hysteria? The Black Harrier Returns.

      Clearly, Frank had an obsession. With fighting crime, yes, that’s obvious. But apparently, there was more to it. Because even after the trauma of losing the second Red Kite, he eventually went back to fighting crime and, yes, began training another sidekick.

      The new guy was good. Definitely better than his predecessor and probably even better than I was at that age. And I was the real deal.

      This time, I stayed away. Even as the envy gnawed at me, I avoided knowing anything about him. I didn’t read any articles, didn’t watch any news stories. I didn’t speak to Harrier for a few years even.

      Until he disappeared again.

      It turns out that even though we had all hoped Pierrot had died in that explosion, he had actually survived—as cockroaches often do—and went into hiding. We found out much later that he was preparing his ultimate plan of revenge. God, the guy was nothing if not consistent. He managed to kidnap Harrier himself and tortured him in ways that made what he did to me seem like a spa treatment. He held him for weeks.

      No matter how good he was, Harrier’s new sidekick wasn’t going to be able to save him on his own, so I finally made an appearance. I helped him figure everything out and nearly got myself killed again. The new kid went in and tried to save Harrier, nearly killing Pierrot in the process, but Harrier stopped him. That was the main rule. The one we could never break: No killing.

      But Pierrot had driven Harrier over the edge. His mind had snapped. He finished the job himself, leaving Pierrot with a snapped neck. I don’t care who you are—you don’t come back from that.

      Even in death, though, Pierrot had won in a way. Harrier broke his promise and, in doing so, he lost trust in himself. He stepped aside from his role as Harrier, handing over the responsibility to me. He tried, for a good while anyway, to just be Frank again.

      Ten years later, and all I can do is lament the fact that he wasn’t more successful.

      I’m jarred from my reverie by a knock on the door. It’s them.

      I reseal the box of newspaper clippings and return it to its place on the floor. I walk over to the door to let them in.

      This is the Cleaning Crew. It’s their job to “clean up” messes involving vigilante-types who have secrets they’d like to remain sealed. Oftentimes, they’ll leave behind family whose safety could be compromised if the truth were to be revealed. I wonder why this is even necessary for the Black Harrier. These guys will have rarely had an easier job. There’s not much to erase anymore, no one to hide the truth from.

      And I wonder: with all the people he helped, all the lives he saved—could I have saved him?
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        A Word from Christopher J Valin

      

      

      I’ve been a comic book and superhero fan (especially Batman) as far back as I can remember. Some of my earliest memories are of watching repeats of the old Adam West TV series when I was growing up in the ’70s and coloring in Batman coloring books. As I got older, I started writing and drawing my own comics and creating my own heroes while collecting comic books obsessively. I loved the covers of Giant-Size X-Men #1 and Amazing Spider-Man #129 so much that I tore them off and hung them on my wall (not the best financial decision I’ve ever made). I was lucky enough to be able to get a job at, and eventually manage, a comic book and collectibles store while I was in college, and even got to work as a writer and inker for some small comic book publishers for several years as an adult. So I’ve been intimately connected to the industry my whole life. For a time, I was sidetracked by screenwriting, writing, and teaching about history, and, later, short stories. But when I decided to write my first full novel on my own, there was no other choice but to go back to my first love, creating my own world full of superheroes and villains. If you enjoyed my story, please check out Sidekick: The Red Raptor Files – Part 1, which takes 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

      

      
        
        A Word from Noel Martinez

      

      

      For as long as I can remember, I’ve been kicking around stories I’ve wanted to tell. These stories range from the intimate vignette to the raucous superhero epic. Up to this point, I’ve largely kept these stories to myself as I pursued a career in education. Even though my teaching career is now well established, I’ve never been able to shake that desire to create. So here I am, hoping I can make at least a few readers feel the way I did when I read my first comic book and thought ‘wonder what happens next?
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            The Hunt

          

          BY BEN MASON

        

      

    

    
      Trash cans rattled as Devin ducked down the dark corners of the alley, the soft glow of his tablet illuminating his worried face.

      How had he lost track of the time? He saw the notifications racking up at the top right-hand side of his tablet as people live-commented on the new season of Scorched Earth. The whole season had dropped and he had been busy trying to catch up on his work project. If he didn’t hustle, he was going to lose his position as forum moderator.

      Sucking in his gut, he moved around a large dumpster and a bunch of plastic bags ignoring the smell. He had some leftover pizza in the fridge and–if necessary–a few beers to dull the smell of this particular shortcut.

      “Out kind of late, aren’t you?” A young, thin man said, stepping out of the shadows. The dim light showed he had dark streaks painted across his face. He was wearing a black outfit with asymmetrical slices all over it. In his hand, was a knife painted to look like obsidian.

      Two more men appeared respectively on Devin’s left and right. They were bigger than him and none of it fat.

      Sids. Devin’s armpits started to sweat profusely as his knees knocked together.

      “Hey guys, just going home.”

      “Fancy tablet,” one of the hulking brutes rumbled.

      “Oh yeah, thanks. Top of the line. I use it to keep up with the latest Obsidian sightings.”

      “Really?” The thin young man said, circling around like a shark. “Lookee here, Jev, Dol. We got us another Sid. Sure don’t look like it,” he said, giving Devin a playful poke with the edge of his knife. Thankfully, it didn’t draw blood. “Say, how about you help another Sid out. See, we want to keep up with him too, but we don’t got a computer. Whatdaya say? How ‘bout spreading the wealth?”

      “Sure,” Devin said. He handed over the tablet feeling the first seeds of relief. If all it cost him to get away was his tablet, then it was a bargain. Sids were some of the most fanatical gangs around the city. They weren’t even employed by Obsidian and most of the time, he didn’t even acknowledge them. That didn’t stop them from dressing up and taking his look and message to heart. Some of them even slashed their faces, an homage to what their dear leader did when the chemical accident gave him his powers.

      “Nice,” one of the muscle heads growled.

      “Isn’t he?” the thin Sid said, his voice full of fake wonder. “We owe you one buddy and I hate to owe anyone.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Devin said, making a move to leave before being cut off. “From one fan to another.”

      The thin Sid snapped his fingers. “That’s it. Fan. You think you’re a fan. Fans put posters on their walls and join forums. If you’re a Sid you go a little farther than being a fan. You want to show everyone and let the whole world know.” The Sid’s knife came closer to Devin’s face as he spoke. “Here. I’ll help ya.”

      Devin’s mouth opened and the Sid grinned. He didn’t see the shadow moving overhead until it was too late. A blur slammed down, pouncing on the thin man, wrenching the thug’s arm behind his back and breaking it. The shadowed figure gave a swift punch downward and the young man stopped moving. The two burly Sids moved in and the blur swung in an arc, clipping their chins. His quick strike left gouges on one man’s face while a flurry of punches broke the other’s nose and put him on all fours. A swift soccer kick to the side of his head knocked him out. The last Sid, eyes widening through a mask of blood, took off and ran into the night.

      Devin staggered back, watching helplessly as his tablet dropped before seeing the other person catch it in their hand and hold it out. Sharpened talons decorated each finger.

      “You dropped this.”

      He nodded, taking the tablet back. Surprisingly, it wasn’t even scratched. He stared at Peregrine for a second. Everyone in the city had seen pictures of both him and his sidekick Ladyhawk. A large gray outfit with a silver emblem shaped into wings on the chest and flaps built into the arms to allow for gliding. Here he was, standing right in front of Devin, eye to eye and…

      “Aren’t you supposed to be taller?” Devin asked. “And… why does your voice is so… high?”

      Peregrine stiffened, gave a brusque nod and took off. Devin blushed with embarrassment before the sound of his feed pinged reminding him to rush home.
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        * * *

      

      Gizelle cursed herself for being so stupid. She had thought about putting lifts into the suit and decided against it. They made it harder to move, and Tom had been adamant about not compromising a hero’s ability to bring justice.

      Criminals are rodents and we are their predators, he had said. It’s all part of the hunt.

      Gizelle had never felt that way. She’d tagged along after he’d scouted her, helping her pay for college, giving her a place to stay after her parents kicked her out when she turned eighteen. In the last five years, she’d watched him make the world a better place. All those years of hard work to help Mesa City, wiped away thanks to a freak car accident.

      Hating herself, Gizelle dug her talons into the fabric of her suit, letting the pressure build. She hadn’t cried once, even out of costume, over her lost mentor. The pain was there, but it was hard to be overwhelmed by it considering the life they’d led, and she still did. She had gotten used to the idea that each day could be her last. When it had finally happened, she’d focused more on how to keep Peregrine’s legacy going. At first, she did it so Tom wouldn’t be found out, later, because he had stopped so much crime by just existing. Ladyhawk wasn’t scary in the same way. If she announced herself, there’d be a crime wave. More murders, more rapes, more violent robberies. No, she had to keep the pretense up.

      She just wished it didn’t hurt her boobs so much. It was rough smashing them down and taping them up night after night. The one positive of it all was getting to fly solo. Mesa City was a strange town because it didn’t have a single skyscraper. All the buildings were six stories or below and when she took flight she was able to sail over it all, apart from everyone. From high above, the whole city looked like the desert surrounding it with jewels of light popping out of the dark red clay and inky blackness. It was hard finding crime to thwart now that she was alone. Tom had really seemed part bird, swooping down and taking out bad guys before darting away, his eyes shining with the thrill of hunt.

      Gizelle broke from her reverie as her earpiece buzzed. Banking left, she headed toward the Harold Haskell Observatory. It was nestled in the part of town surrounded by defunct factories and broken street lights. The only thing that stopped it from being vandalized was an electric fence and an impressive security camera system. Diving into the open mouth of dome, Gizelle heard the shutter close behind her. A moment later, the room lit up.

      Screens covered the entire wall with feeds from all over the city and the world. Some of the images looked like they were violating peoples’ right to privacy. A thin woman in a too loose gray sweater and roller skates lit up with LED shooting stars swung around from monitor to monitor making notes and typing quick messages.

      “Hard to see the stars like this,” Gizelle said.

      “Another time,” Clarice said. “Right now I’m bird watching.”

      It was an old joke between them, and a bad one at that. Peregrine had been the one to come up with it. Clarice was mourning him in her own way. She had been working with Tom since he saved her dad’s observatory from being shut down. The young astronomer ruffled her messy bun as she swung around Gizelle, offering her a frown.

      “It’s getting worse, isn’t it?”

      Clarice nodded. “Three more Sid hits tonight. I can’t prove it, but I think they’re coordinating. Obsidian might finally be using them.”

      Gizelle shuddered. The idea of a psychopath like Obsidian getting a bunch of sycophants to harm people on a citywide scale was terrifying. Tom would have accepted it without an ounce of fear. He considered Peregrine a symbol more than a mantle and a need to crush the darkest characters from spreading their poison into the world. If things were headed this way, he might have been right.

      “So what’s their next move?”

      “Not sure, my lady,” Clarice teased, trying to inject some levity into the room. “But I’ve been checking the local bars and seeing which ones are getting more activity than in the past. Got a major hit.”

      Made sense. The Sids stood out, making it easy for local law enforcement to nab them if they showed up at the same hole in the wall. Rotating their headquarters made it harder to nail them down. If they were able to find the new spot, it would be a real lead, considering the effect alcohol had on young men. And most Sids were talkers to begin with.

      “What’s the name?”

      Clarice’s smile turned predatory. “Opaque.”

      Crap. “I need to go in undercover, don’t I?”

      Clarice grinned, skating over to a closet and pulling the outfit.

      It took all Gizelle had not to throttle her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Taping down boobs made it harder to fight. Wearing pointy black stilettos was a million times worse. Mix in the black tight jeans and blouse (slashed to ribbons because, of course, they were) and it was like walking down the street half-naked. The dark mascara and lipstick were not helping either. But Tom had taught Gizelle how to become the character because no disguise worked without the right attitude. Moving down the street in a part of Mesa City that was known for partying until 2 A.M. (and carjacking and robberies after the bars shut down) she walked with the gait of a young party girl who was wearing more of a costume than a criminal uniform. The streaks over her face were artfully done the way a college girl just starting down a bad path might have them. In some of the rougher Sid hideouts it would make her stand out.

      Not in Opaque. Like most super beings, there were admirers for both sides of the spectrum. Of course, the kids who pounded Shard Dagger shots late into the night had never met Obsidian or they would’ve been less excited about being surrounded by images of him, but then again most of them wouldn’t have been breathing either.

      Gizelle filtered out the sounds of people vomiting, the screaming shouts of joy as people celebrated a night out on the town, jilted lovers weeping over exes, and the garish lights from the bars trying to entice those walking past to spend money on overpriced drinks. Keeping vigilant so as not to be taken by surprise: that was the easy part.

      Without Peregrine’s suit, or even her own Ladyhawk attire, Gizelle felt naked. She had never gone undercover without Tom watching over her and now, alone, she felt the loss of the suit for the first time. The sharp talons were gone, along with the micro-sirvos which gave her enhanced strength and reflexes. She was plenty strong and quick without them, but a few big, lumbering idiots were going to have size and power advantages over her. Tom had told her time and again that in a hunt, it wasn’t the fastest or strongest that caught the prey; it was the most cunning. She tried to imagine it now.

      It was hard to put it into practice when she was obviously keeping under the street lights as she approached Party Row. Here, the bars were seedy enough to feel dangerous while being safe enough the cops would show up if called. Gizelle moved past a few of the anti-hero themed dives and walked toward the largest building, which was billowing white smoke from machines placed around the perimeter. The square building had the appearance of black glass, and once every minute or so, lit up for a second so the inside was vaguely transparent. A line snaked around the entrance with red stanchion ropes dividing the door from the local hopefuls. A large, burly man with a shaved head and an earpiece glared back at them, allowing a few people in from time to time while the rest shivered in the cold.

      These were the posers. Kids whose mommies and daddies were paying for them to go to college and wanted a little danger in their safe little lives.

      Geez, Gizelle. Bitter much? She knocked the thought aside. Tom had been the father she never had, and being a hero was a privilege she hadn’t. She winced as her greatest fear roared to life again, knocking her off balance. Sooner or later, she was going to have to step into the spotlight as Ladyhawk or under some new name and prove that even if she didn’t deserve it, she was capable of being a hero. And her first test was going to be getting into Opaque without alerting the real bouncers.

      Moving around the club and into the shadows, Gizelle moved toward the side entrance and tried the door. It was locked. On other occasions she would have picked it with her talons or burglary tools, but she needed to look as if she was a girl from a nice family who was starting to make bad decisions with her life. As she went to step away a young man with the trademark Sid streaks on his face threw the door open. He gave her the once over and scowled.

      “Wait with the rest of the wannabes,” he said.

      He started to swing the door shut when Gizelle caught it. “We all started somewhere, right?”

      The Sid cocked an eyebrow. It was an old Obsidian line from years ago when he had been interviewed by a journalist from the Mesa City Observer. He had taken a liking to the writer and advocated for him to win the Pulitzer prize for his work which he did… posthumously.

      “Not bad. Let’s see what you got blondie,” he said, beckoning her in. Gizelle gritted her teeth and moved to catch up with him as they walked toward the putrid bathrooms and, further down, the club dance floor. Gizelle was under no illusions. Even if she did pass whatever tests this skeezoid had planned, he was still going to try and make a move. It was hardwired into his body language. Time to learn you shouldn’t trust strange women.

      As they moved past the bathrooms, she leaned down and unstrapped the syringe from her inner thigh. In one fluid motion, she uncapped it and sunk the needle into his neck, pushing down on the plunger while she covered his mouth. For a second, he fought before he started to drift into unconsciousness. Barging into the men’s bathroom she dragged his body toward a stall. Several amorous couples stopped making out with each other to stare. She ignored them. Slapping his face, she took on a worried look. “Baby? Baby, what’s wrong? You need to talk to me.”

      The others stared for another second before going back to their own carnal needs. Just another druggie Sid who got bad product. Idiot didn’t even bother injecting it into his arm. None of them were thinking about how illogical injecting a drug into your neck was. Or the fact that it’s a sleep narcotic, Gizelle thought, smiling inwardly. She laid the young man out onto a toilet, propping his head against one side and took the syringe out, throwing it in the trash as she rushed out, her eyes watering.

      No one gave her a second glance.

      Moving down the rest of the hall, Gizelle’s ears felt violated by what the Sids and these college kids called ‘Villaincore.’ It was a mixture of heavy metal with a lot of screaming and dubstep thrown in. If she had been able to understand the lyrics, she guessed they would have had the same content as the rest of the genre: grisly descriptions of heroes getting killed.

      Classy.

      The entire place was a mass of bodies grinding and Gizelle forced herself past a couple of less than savory encounters. The multi-colored strobe lights showed the lounge area which was covered by a metal catwalk for the second story. Most of the Sids took the tables and left the balcony and the floor for the patrons. It was the perfect white noise for setting up illegal deals.

      Moving toward the catwalk, Gizelle swayed a little, acting as if she had downed a few drinks already. Beneath her were Sids with large rap sheets. The true fanatics who were willing to die if their “leader” gave them the order. She dropped a tiny black spot, making sure none of the men below noticed before pulling on her left earring. Gizelle adjusted it left to right until she was able to tune past the pulsing music. The men were hunched forward, speaking just loud enough for each other to hear.

      “I don’t believe it,” one said.

      “Better start. We’re getting orders from the man himself. He’s finally gonna turn us loose and make this city ours. Step one has been stealing lights, cameras, any kind of TV equipment we can get.”

      Another Sid scoffed. “Hook me up with your dealer man because I want some of what you’ve been trying. Hollywood crap? What are we going to do, make a movie? I love what he stands for, anarchy, self-worship, but I don’t see him giving us the time of day. We’re small time.”

      “Shows how committed you are,” Believer Sid said, his tone getting an edge. “I heard he got some new info about a heist, or info on the mayor, or something.”

      “Oh yeah, and where did he get this info?” One of the other Sids asked, hope creeping into his voice despite his best attempts.

      “No idea, my guess is he paid–”

      “Hey,” a man said, jostling Gizelle’s arm and breaking her concentration. She turned around and saw the confident smirk on his face. His hair had too much product in it, his leather jacket reeked of money and expensive Japanese motorcycles, and his muscles screamed gym rat. His perfect nose and skin told her the muscles were all for show.

      He caught her staring and his grin became more pronounced. “Haven’t seen you here before.”

      “Take a good look, honey because you won’t see me after tonight either.”

      “Slow your roll,” he said holding up a hand. There was a glass in his hand which had a little bit of whiskey left in it. From the way he was swaying, it wasn’t his first. “My friends and I think you’re the cutest girl in the room. We wanted to find out if you wanted to hang.”

      Gizelle tilted her head and saw a pack of young men. All of them were carbon copy images of the man in front of her. One on one, she would be fine, if they got her together, she was finished.

      Should have brought the suit. Tom wouldn’t have made this mistake. Peregrine never made mistakes.

      Gizelle frowned. She didn’t like the feeling of being prey. Beneath her, the Sids were quiet, staring up at the intrusion. Great, her cover was blown. “Buzz off,” she said brushing past Douchebag Alpha and walking down the stairs. She made it halfway to the back entrance before her shoulder was near ripped out of her socket.

      “Why do you have to be such a stuck-up bitch? Can’t take a compliment?” Behind him were three men, two of whom were scowling and one who looked worried.

      Chalk one up for having a little common sense.

      Taking a deep breath, she assessed the situation. Four guys, one leader, ganging up on a girl. Analysis: take out the big dog. As she reached for the door, the leader spun her around, his hand squeezing her arm.

      “Ouch! My shoe! You jerk, do you know how much these cost?” Reaching down, she grabbed her stiletto and spinning it around, smashed it into his hand. He let go immediately, cursing as he tried to pull it out. Gizelle gave a jump kick to his chin and knocked him down.

      With a growl, one of the other guys rushed her. She kicked off her other shoe letting it fly into the charging attacker’s face. He blocked with his arms, leaving his stomach open and with another kick, she took the wind out of him.

      When number three stepped forward, Gizelle pushed her foot down on his fallen friend’s kneecap, eliciting a scream. That froze them in place.

      “Free advice, gentlemen. When the lady says no, she means it. Now, you up for round three?”

      The two men shook their heads and, grabbing their friends, retreated back to the dance floor.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, Gizelle took a moment. She was out on her only lead and the Sids were going to notice if she swung by again. But they had mentioned Obsidian paying someone for information and that narrowed the field. Add in the stolen equipment and it was obvious he was hoping to broadcast something. She had a few leads to follow up by tomorrow night.

      It wasn’t until she had gone three blocks that Gizelle realized she had torn her skirt beyond repair, trashing the outfit.

      At least the night wasn’t a total loss.
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        * * *

      

      The Piedmont Dome stood at the center of Mesa City with its beveled glass roof curving a little taller than its neighbors, giving it a view of the surrounding city. It was the closest the uptown elites got to staring down their noses at everyone else.

      Gizelle felt a little better in Peregrine’s suit. It was still restrictive and too large for her, making it difficult to move, but compared to the outfit from the day before, it was heaven. She sat in the rafters of one of the anterooms that certain privileged members of society were able to rent if they wanted to be alone or “entertain” company. The man she was looking for chose to be alone. With how many people sought him out, the quiet time was appreciated.

      The room was shadowed from the light around the lower buildings. The man who had permanently rented it for the next hundred years (more as a show of prestige and power than necessity) had furnished it with a single comfortable arm chair and an end table with a decanter of high-end whiskey. Even if she hadn’t been able to see the outlines of the objects, or turned on her night vision mode, Gizelle would have known where everything was. She had been here plenty of times before. But Tom had been the one taking center stage.

      Am I ever going to feel like I’m in control? She silenced the thought.

      The double doors opened and a well-built, handsome man in a tuxedo stepped backward into the room. “Gloria, Daniella, I’ll tell you later in private. And Maxim, make an appointment and I’ll discuss our personal matter more in-depth.” Closing the doors, the man walked into the room without turning on a light. In the pale moonlight his bronze skin seemed to glow. It was just a tan, but even still, there was no doubt about it; Jerome “The Whisperer” Talmudge had a certain magic about him. Sitting down in his armchair, he poured himself a drink, signaling the end of his work hours.

      “I’d offer you a glass,” he said, “but I assume you’re working.” Gizelle dropped from the ceiling without a sound, grabbing Jerome’s left arm right as he was about to take a sip. Tom had done it plenty of times. He said it was to show no one was untouchable. She suspected it was more to irritate Jerome and throw him off his game. He pulled away from her, rubbing an imaginary bruise. “No calls, no letters, and you drop by unannounced.” With a side eye, he gave a sliver of a smirk. “Not even you get to take up my time without giving me some notice.”

      Giselle hesitated to speak. Jerome never went outside of the building and he rarely left his rooms or his chair and yet somehow he knew everything that happened within the city; where to find things, who was cheating who, and what blackmail to use against certain politicians.

      “You don’t have your next meeting until tomorrow afternoon,” she said, imitating Tom’s deep growl.

      “Five o’clock is the start of evening, to be precise,” he said, his mouth quirking.

      He’s enjoying this, Gizelle thought. “Obsidian’s making a play for the city.”

      “Perhaps. It will certainly make things interesting.”

      “What if he breaks in to the Dome? You happen to have quite a few rooms here. Trust me, moving is a hassle.”

      Jerome gave a laconic shrug.

      Alright. Time to play the trump card. “You owe me for saving your life.”

      “I owe Peregrine. Not his trollop.”

      Giselle’s clawed hand arced towards Jerome’s head and found hair. He had pushed the chair to the side, dodging the strike without dropping his drink.

      “Please don’t make me stand up for this. I’ve finally gotten comfortable.”

      “You promised,” Gizelle said, giving up on her impersonation. “No selling out secret identities.”

      “And I assure you, yours is safe. Obsidian is aware of who you aren’t as well as who you usually run around as. He still has no idea what face lies under that cowl.”

      Gizelle smashed the end table aside, shattering the decanter. Jerome’s face hardened. “Get out.”

      “What is he planning?”

      “I never ask, now leave and never return. I—ghh.” Jerome clutched his shoulder as Gizelle twisted the fabric, pushing shards of glass into his arm. The distraction was enough and Gizelle grabbed his throat with her other hand, her sharpened fingers brushing against his neck.

      “Violating the no kill policy,” he said, his breath sharpened. Sweat plastered his brow and his slicked back blond hair had started to go messy.

      “You think you know it all, but you don’t.”

      “I know you’re crying.”

      The grip on his throat tightened. “It’s the last thing you’ll ever see.”

      Jerome gazed into her face and sighed. “I’m sure the transition has been difficult, so I’ll let this one indiscretion go–for old times’ sake–sweep it under the rug so to speak, if you let go of my throat right now.”

      Gizelle muttered under her breath as she pulled back. Jerome rubbed his throat and inspected his shoulder. “The blood stain ruins this suit. Not to mention I’ll need to call in the doctor.”

      “Jerome.”

      “Hmmm?”

      “Obsidian. His plan.”

      “Now I seem to remember offering to let this little tantrum pass without retribution. I never promised you information.”

      “Fine. Consider this new partnership terminated,” Gizelle said, getting ready to leap back into the rafters and out the roof.

      “Wait a minute,” he said.

      She froze mid-crouch.

      “You don’t need me to tell you what’s going to happen. All you need is a TV in ten, nine, eight…”

      Moving like a blur Gizelle heard Jerome laughing behind her. “Good luck, fair lady. You’ll be needing it.”

      Sailing three blocks from the Piedmont, Gizelle landed in the shadows of a brick market stall across from Yabel Stadium as the large monitor flickered to life with the sound of shattering glass and a cracking black screen. Beneath it, the cars and people froze on the street, staring up at the impromptu show. As the black pieces fell, a man stepped out dressed in simple black stretchy fabric with deep gouged scratches on his face and a smile playing on his lips. Next to him was a totaled car. Giselle’s eyes went wide as she recognized it.

      “Picked it up today,” Obsidian said, his rough voice growling as he spoke. It sounded like he had sliced it up and stuffed a bunch of tobacco down his windpipe before sewing it up again. “Not much of a bargain, I admit. It cost me dearly. Of course, who wouldn’t want the car our esteemed Peregrine died in.”

      A gasp went up from the crowd. Gizelle retreated farther into the shadows. If there was any video, she would get picked apart and Mesa City would spiral into a panic. “He wasn’t in costume when it happened, and—sadly—I’m not allowed to tell you any other juicy details. Part of the package deal,” Obsidian said as the camera followed him away from the vehicle.

      I’ll bet. For as powerful as Obsidian was, no one crossed The Whisperer without paying for it later. Thinking about her encounter sent a shiver up her spine. She had lucked out. It wasn’t likely to happen again. Still, no one was going to believe Obsidian if his proof was a random car.

      “I’m sure you’re all suspicious,” he continued. “In this world of social media and digital editing you’re right to be skeptical; which is why I’m issuing a challenge to this pretender who has been wearing your esteemed protector’s mask. They can fight me right now and prove me wrong with the internet watching to make sure Peregrine hasn’t suddenly lost a few inches and seventy pounds of muscle. Or this fraud can test themselves and try to measure up as the city collapses around them. I’ll wait,” he said, sitting down in a black chair.

      Right as he did, explosions went off. Giselle’s ear radio buzzed to life.

      “How bad is it?” Gizelle asked.

      “A dozen different groups with hostages and explosives. They aren’t even trying to hide. This is a power play. If Obsidian proves Peregrine is dead he’ll move out and pick off the police force. The only other option…”

      She didn’t have to say it. The only other option was to play his game. The Sids were tough and zealots, but they had the same weakness found in all fanatics. They crumbled without their leader. But if she showed up in the costume, it was only a matter of time until the internet put a photo of her next to Tom and figured out the truth. Once they did it, was going to be the same mess all over again.

      She had failed. No matter what happened tonight, even if she took down all of the Sids, even if she stopped Obsidian for good, Peregrine’s legacy was ruined. Mesa City would disintegrate into gang violence and anarchy. Hiding in the shadows, all she wanted was for the ground to open up and swallow her like a field mouse. Some hunter you are. She tried to think about what Tom would say. He had been the tactical savant. She had never been as good at any of this. Nobody was scared of Ladyhawk. They didn’t have a reason.

      A small defiant voice rose above the doubt. Yet.

      Her eyes widened.

      “I need to get back to base,” Gizelle said, tapping her ear and connecting with Clarice.

      “Why?”

      “I’m sick of my boobs hurting.”

      “Finally,” Clarice said. “I’ve got something I’ve been saving.”
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        * * *

      

      The new suit moved like a dream. It was strong, with a decent leather top that didn’t make her feel like she was some pin-up model in skintight fetish gear; most likely because of the layered armor. Clouds had moved over the moonlight shrouding her flight. For the first time since Tom had died, she felt a little like herself. The silver wings had been turned gray and were thinner and shapelier. So were the talons on her gloves. The rest of the suit was black, and it was easier to connect with the circuitry which gave her an added strength and speed. This was who she was meant to be.

      It hadn’t taken Clarice long to pinpoint the studio. Obsidian wasn’t trying to hide. The broadcast was easily tracked to an older building which had just closed down for renovations. A tower had been hastily set up. There were no guards around the tower or the building.

      As she moved from the roof of the building, down through the skylight and into the rafters, she watched as Obsidian stood up and opened his arms.

      “So nice of you to join us.”

      He was playing to the crowd. Two could play at that game.

      Swooping down, Gizelle snagged one of the lighting crew and slammed them into the camera operator. Talons flew out crushing the rest of the lights except for one, casting the whole set into shadows. Obsidian glared, blades slowly extending and retracting with each breath. The sharp points pushed out a little more each time as his control grew ragged. Gizelle chose to ignore it. She kept focused on dispatching the flunkies. When she took out the last of the cameramen, she made sure the machines were still rolling.

      “It won’t hide what you are. People will still find out,” Obsidian said as five blades slid out and swirled around his fists.

      “People of Mesa City,” Gizelle’s voice boomed out. “What this man is telling you is true. Peregrine is dead. My name is Hawk. You probably saw me as Ladyhawk, his old sidekick, but tonight, I’m here to show you that justice doesn’t die.”

      She was pretty sure Obsidian’s eyes rolled as he made gagging sounds; the whole time, the man was turning into a glistening dark pin cushion.

      “Are you done?” He snarled.

      Gizelle nodded and broke into a low fighting stance and firing off talons. Obsidian wasted no time in rushing forward, knocking the projectiles and swinging his body as he swung a left hook. He was probing. She flitted backward, dodging from side to side as he tried to learn her rhythm. It was a little insulting. They had fought half a dozen times. Then again, Peregrine had made the fight two on one.

      “Not bad,” Obsidian growled. “But I must say, when it comes to fighting, compared to Peregrine you don’t have the same edge!” He said, as a glancing blow sliced past the layers of armor and left a thin gash in her shoulder.

      Gizelle rolled to the side and jumped back, grabbing onto the wall and skittering up back into the rafters.

      “The cameras are still running,” Obsidian yelled up. “And if this is what counts for justice, Mesa City is in quite the conundrum.”

      The pain in her shoulder barely registered. Tom had taught Gizelle to block out pain, block out fear. But you can only block out the core of emotions before they burrow a hole in you and leave you hollow. She was never going to be Tom. She was going to always be afraid and unsure. It was a mistake to think she was ever going to be different. How can a predator hunt when they think like prey?

      The thought struck a note.

      “If you don’t come down, I’ll have all my followers start dispatching the hostages. I don’t want to, but we can’t leave our audience waiting. We have to think of the ratings,” he said, laughter tinging his voice.

      He was enjoying this. Not for too much longer.

      Gizelle leaped down in front of the cameras, making sure their red lights were still on. She wanted the city to watch.

      “I must say, I’m flattered you finally decided you needed help for me. Even when you and Peregrine fought, you tried to do it alone. Makes a girl feel special.”

      Struggling for self-control, Obsidian spoke through clenched teeth. “You were never on his level, and you certainly aren’t on mine. I needed them to drag you out of your hole, nothing more.”

      “I’m sure they appreciate that,” Gizelle said, pointing again at the camera.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Obsidian said, the spikes pouring out of him until he was completely covered in them so much, they muffled his voice. “I won’t need a second chance to deal with you. And once I win, they won’t care.”

      Gizelle moved left and right, letting Obsidian swing wildly, letting him get so close and miss her by a hair’s breadth. Pushing hard, he slammed her into the wall. The armor of her suit started to come off in layers, the pace quickening.

      Gizelle’s ear piece crackled to life. “Uhh, Giz, I think you may want to start having a plan and stuff.”

      “Not yet,” Gizelle said. She almost had him where she wanted him. Even through the dull ache of her arms and stomach, and the ringing in her head, she understood Obsidian and what bait she needed. Because underneath his bravado was fear; a fear they were on two sides of.

      As her suit’s underlying metal fiber armor started to snap, the wires screeching as they broke apart, she saw a few of the spikes fall away, exposing Obsidian’s grinning face. He was about to monologue. They always did. Gizelle pretended to weakly reach out in vain for help, caressing her opponent’s face as he dragged her closer.

      Then she fired a single talon inside his armor. The tiny piece of metal ricocheted and rebounded making Obsidian convulse. He dropped Gizelle as this spikes went haywire, sliding up and down like a seismometer during an earthquake.

      Then he went stiff, his face a mask of blood as he glared at her. “You…” he said before collapsing.

      Moving closer Gizelle inspected him. He was breathing. Good. It was a gamble, a risk she hadn’t wanted to pull, and one Peregrine would never have allowed, but this was a brave new world and she had needed to send a message.

      Turning around and facing the camera, she decided to add a verbal one. “To all the Sids. You’ve got a five minute head start. Go.”

      Leaping up and out of the building, flying in the night air, Gizelle watched below and saw the darkened alleys and decayed buildings where scared criminals could hide. Where she wanted to hide.

      She grinned despite the pain and the weariness. The Sids were still out there with hostages, but it was alright. The night wasn’t over.

      And the hunt was on.
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        * * *

      

      Peregrine’s statue glared down at Cactus Park in a way Gizelle was sure her former mentor would have approved of. Even six months removed, flowers were plastered the base along with beautiful letters and cameras made sure to keep the Sids and other thugs from trying to vandalize the statue.

      Not that there had been many sightings of either.

      Gizelle smiled from her hidden spot in the trees. It had taken her two days to get all of the Sids, but by the end of it (and a good eighteen hours of sleep) she had emerged from it with positive attention and a bunch of scammy merch from hustlers. Life moved on with no differences.

      Well, a few. Gizelle had stopped by Tom’s statue during its unveiling in civilian form and finally allowed herself to cry. As long as it isn’t in uniform, Tom had used to say. Once she finished coming up with Tom’s cover story of dying from complications a few months after the accident (to make sure his death didn’t line up with Peregrine’s) it closed that chapter.

      And then there was the crime rate. With Obsidian’s fall from grace most of the Sids had walked away. Having video archived footage of their ‘hero’ getting beaten by a (former) sidekick was too much. Problem was they didn’t want to stop being criminals. Gizelle glanced under the tree, confirming the young men beneath it were still tied up, their eyes wide with fear.

      Then, taking a second to admire her handiwork, she took two steps and leapt into the night air.
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            A Word From Ben Mason

          

        

      

    

    
      It all started with superheroes. Reading about Green Lantern oaths and whoever was worthy of wielding Thor's hammer made a deep impression on me.

      After reading a ton of comic books and fantasy, I decided to try my hand at writing about the things I love (honor, oaths, and magic) for people who want to read fast, fun fantasy. "Fantasy on the run. Epic Fantasy for Busy Readers."

      If you want to read more of my super stories, I've written two novels, the first being Gravitas and the second being Storm Girl.

      You can also visit my website here.
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            Law: Three

          

          BY ROB EDWARDS

        

      

    

    
      The latch on the skylight, slick with my blood, slipped through my fingers. A wave of searing pain burst across my stomach, and I fell, unable to stay airborne. I rolled over on the roof tiles and landed flat on my back. Agony cut into my side with each ragged breath.

      I reached back above my head and fumbled blindly for the latch again. My fingertips brushed its hard edge. I squeezed my eyes shut, tried to block out the pain, ignoring the explosions of black and red inside my eyelids.

      Focus. Focus.

      I twisted my wrist, but again, the latch slipped away from me.

      No. No, I am not going to die on this rooftop, not when I am so close.

      The latch turned. The skylight swung in and down.

      Yes!

      I put one hand on the window edge, rolling onto my stomach. My wounds split. Fresh hot blood smeared against the tiles.

      Can’t be helped. Push on.

      My boots scraped as I fought for purchase. Inch by tortured inch, I pulled myself up and over the lip of the skylight.

      As I toppled through, I focused enough to slow my descent, enough, at least, that the fall didn’t finish me.

      The Cabinet was across the other side of the room.

      If I can just…

      But it might as well have been on the moon. The last of my strength was spent. I could lift buses, but now I could barely lift my head.

      “Cody!” My voice rattled in my throat, my call no more than a whisper. I tried again.

      “Cody!”

      “Come on, Professor Hartwell, it’s this way,” he shouted his reply, beckoned me on.

      No, wait, this isn’t now, this was before.

      The day was bright, the sky a broad endless blue overhead. The jagged cliff face fell away to the sea on my right and rose sheer and imposing on my left. The ledge was wide enough to walk but narrow enough to require attention.

      “In here,” Cody said. He squeezed himself through a narrow cleft in the rock face.

      I approached more tentatively. My research assistant was younger, fitter, thinner than me. If he struggled to get through, I was likely to be sacrificing skin to the sharp rock. “You’re sure this is worth it, Cody?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      The gap was much wider near its base. I knelt on the ledge, steadying myself with my hands. I ducked down, got on all fours and crawled into the cave.

      The space inside was bigger than I’d expected, much bigger, and lighter too, as shafts of daylight pierced cracks all along the wall. At the center of the cave, a vast tree grew, one unlike any I’d ever seen. The massive trunk was oak-like, but its leaves were thick and meaty with a purple sheen to them. The tree held my attention only until I realized what it was growing out of—something mechanical, metallic, manufactured. It was hard to tell what it had been, but whatever it was, it was big. The size of a house, easily, but collapsed in on itself.

      “It’s a spaceship,” Cody stated, grinning broadly, running a hand through his shaggy sandy hair.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said.

      “Don’t believe me? Come inside, you’ll see.” He clambered up the side to where two panels of its shell didn’t quite meet. “We can get through here, but careful, there’s some sharp edges.”

      “Cody, wait!” But he had vanished from view.

      Inside, it was hard to dispute Cody’s supposition. The interior, though broken, twisted and distended, was utilitarian and hard-edged. Though it might be dangerous to impose our cultural view upon its creators, it didn’t feel very homey. A vehicle then, or something industrial. There was no sign of anything identifiable as an engine, as such, but glimpses of the technology in the walls, on the ceilings—it was like nothing I’d ever seen before, so perhaps I was simply not recognizing it. More than once, I stopped, my attention arrested by some device or other, but I didn’t want to lose Cody, and his footsteps echoed on ahead.

      I caught him up in the central chamber, its contents buckled and ruptured by the trunk of the strange tree. Cody was standing by a box, or cabinet or… it looked like a coffin to my eyes, but again, I shouldn’t prejudge a culture I didn’t know.

      “It’s alien, right?” said Cody.

      “I don’t think we can be certain, yet,” I said. “Although, yes, I’ve seen nothing like it before. It’s certainly suggestive, but we shouldn’t draw conclusions before we have all of the data.”

      Cody nodded. “Uh-huh, sure. Makes sense. Would this datum help?” He lifted the lid of the cabinet.

      “Professor!” Cody rushed to my side. “Professor? Tom? Are you… alive?”

      Oh, that’s right, I’m bleeding out in his loft.

      I choked out a laugh.

      “Funny the things that slip your mind,” I rasped.

      “Oh, thank God. What happened?”

      My head was like mud, slow, memories wallowing out of reach, or surfacing unbidden. I’d discovered something important. Why was it so difficult to… “Loviatar!”

      “That witch?” Cody asked. “Don’t you worry, Professor, we’ll get you in the Cabinet, sort you right out.”

      “No.”

      Why does that feel wrong? Isn’t it why I'm here?

      “I can’t leave you like this. I can call an ambulance, but…” He trailed off. He didn’t have to say it. I knew. The Cabinet could save me. Again. But each time I went in, I came out different.

      “Best guess,” I said, “it was supposed to help the explorers adapt to new environments.”

      “How?”

      I brushed takeout containers off the schematics, sifted through them until I found the one I wanted. There were far too many question marks.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “That is, if you mean, what does it do, I think it fundamentally overhauls the genetic code of the occupant to let it breathe the local air, survive the local bacteria, heal wounds and the like. Probably makes the explorer stronger and more durable too. If you mean, how does it do any of that? It might as well be magic. The principles involved here are beyond me.”

      “I wish the other one had survived the crash,” Cody said for the thousandth time.

      There were enough fragments in the wreckage to be sure there were originally at least two of the Cabinets on the alien craft. And there was no question now that it was alien. The technology was like nothing of Earth, and the desiccated corpse in the Cabinet had never been human. It’d crumbled to dust moments after Cody had opened the case. I wished now… but there was nothing to be done about that.

      “We’ve taken this as far as we can,” I said. “We need other people to look at it. Fresh eyes, other disciplines, to see what we can’t.”

      Cody’s shoulders slumped. “I know. I wish we’d been able to do more.”

      “We’ve made good progress, Cody. Laid important groundwork, but it’s time. Don’t worry, the world won’t forget our efforts.”

      “There is one thing we haven’t done,” he said. “Something that would get our names forever associated with this discovery…”

      “No.”

      “Oh, come on, Professor. Just once. You said you’d isolated the inputs, I have faith. I trust our work. Just once. To prove it does what we think?”

      “Absolutely not,” I said. “We are years away from animal testing, I’m certainly not putting a human in that thing until…”

      “Professor?”

      “Do you hear sirens?” I asked.

      “There aren’t any sirens.” Cody dragged me across the loft, toward the Cabinet. It was his only choice, and I knew it.

      “There are! There’s a fire. Some kids trapped on the top floor,” I said.

      “No, Professor, that was years ago. Remember? It’s why you went into the Cabinet the first time. The firefighters couldn’t reach them.”

      “Can’t let you, Cody, my responsibility. My risk.”

      I heard his voice, but not his words, he was talking from a long way away. Or the headset was on the blink again. I tapped the earpiece again. “… confirmed, it’s Loviatar,” said Cody, through a crackle of static.

      I gunned the throttle, swerved around the police car. “Where is she?”

      “News puts her at the near side of Robinson bridge,” said Cody, in my earpiece. The new headset was smaller and much more comfortable under my mask but still needed work. “She’s ripped the top off an ambulance.”

      I pulled left, hard, fought to keep the back wheel under control. “I see her.”

      The dusty gray rags she wore hid her shape. As she crouched on what was left of the roof of the ambulance, one black-wrapped hand reaching inside, dust or smoke billowed forth. Her black mask and deep hood hid her face but didn’t block the manic, gleeful laugh.

      Loviatar, Mother of Diseases. There was no telling what hideous plague she was dousing the ambulance crew with; I had to take her down fast. “Sorry, Cody.”

      “No, man, not the bike again!”

      I accelerated, arrow-straight towards her. She raised her head. I slammed on the brakes, the back of the bike bucked, and I let the momentum carry me, away, towards her. I flipped, tucked into a ball, then snapped out a kick. My foot buried deep into her mask, and the two of us tumbled off the ambulance together.

      We rolled over and over on the asphalt. Fell apart, as we both came to our feet, then faced each other.

      “You are interfering with the natural order, Bastion,” she sang. “All must decay, all must die. This is my calling. You called me.” She flexed her fingers, and her claws extended.

      “Your ideology is twisted, your actions horrific. I must stop you, Loviatar.”

      She vaulted towards me, claws green and glistening, but I stepped forward, caught her wrists before she could bring them to bear.

      “Sorry, Loviatar, you need to be quicker than that.” She fought me, twisting her shoulders, trying to throw me off, but fast and deadly as she was, I was the stronger. If I could just keep hold until the police could catch us up…

      “Nothing can resist my children,” she cackled, her voice distorted and cracking.

      “We’ll see about that.”

      She took a deep breath, then exhaled a cloud of smoke, caught me full in the face.

      My stomach turned. My strength vanished.

      Loviatar laughed, slipped her hands from my suddenly feeble grasp, bent her knees, and leaped upwards.

      “Cody?” I said.

      “Yeah?”

      “Cody, she just flew away.”

      “Flew? With a plane, or… jetpack?”

      My stomach heaved, my skin felt cold, then hot, my knees buckled. “No, just… flew.”

      “Get back here, let’s send you through the Cabinet again. Maybe I can find a setting that can duplicate that so you can chase her next time.”

      “Yeah… soon as I… can.”

      I was suddenly very glad my mask didn’t cover my mouth.

      “Stay with me, Professor,” said Cody.

      This time was different. I felt weak, certainly, and the blood loss wasn’t helping, but there was something in my head.

      What had Loviatar done to me? Why couldn’t I think straight? Was I experiencing now? Then? Was the time with Cody in his loft reality or another layer of memory obliterating any sense of the true now? Why was I so sure I’d learned something about Loviatar, something important? Why wouldn’t it come?

      “How did she beat you, Professor? What do you need? More speed? Strength? We need to up your toughness again, looks like.”

      The Cabinet was a miracle. I’d long since abandoned any hope of understanding it. It had done things to my body that defied explanation, not merely adapting to dangerous environments, but granting powers that could not be. The sonar I’d gained to fight Invisior could be construed as an adaptation like bats have, but nothing could explain my ability to defy gravity and fly. Or the ice beam I could generate since facing Therminal… even my enhanced speed seemed simple enough, but if you stopped to think about the physics of it, I should have been burnt to a crisp or crushed like a bug when I used it. I was a walking, no, flying, catalogue of impossibilities.

      “My mind…” I said.

      Cody hesitated. “We can’t. We agreed. You made me agree. There’s no telling what happens if we let this thing affect your brain.”

      “No avoiding it. Loviatar did something.” The edges of my vision darkened. I shivered at the sudden chill in the room.

      My powers had gotten stranger to match my opponents. I was the first powered being on the planet, but it seemed like my debut had opened the floodgates. More and more supervillains and the occasional superhero had emerged in the five years since I’d first stepped into the Cabinet.

      “Do you ever worry you might be the cause?” asked Rebecca, her microphone thrust towards me. She was wearing her professional face, perfect make-up, her dark eyes flashing, her hair falling in bronze waves to her shoulders.

      No, wait, I didn’t even know her name then.

      I hovered a few feet off the ground, as the Police bundled Lobstrosity into a paddy wagon.

      “I’m sorry, Ms.…?”

      “Rebecca Randall, Falcon City News. Do you think The Lobstrosity would have terrorized the city if you hadn’t been here?”

      “I’m just glad I was here to help, Ms. Randall. And I want the people of Falcon City to know that Bastion will always be here to look out for them.”

      “And what the people of Falcon City want to know is did Bastion just refer to himself in the third person?”

      I stifled a laugh. “I think perhaps he did. Nice to meet you, Ms. Randall.” I saluted her, and flew away, grinning like an idiot.

      I let myself into Cody’s loft through the skylight.

      “Hey, hey, Professor,” said Cody. “I just saw Bastion on the news. Did I see some sparks there, between him and that reporter lady?”

      “I’m sure he has no idea what you mean,” I said.

      “Haha, you go, Prof!”

      I sobered. “The bad news is: we were right.”

      “Oh, no. The Lobstrosity?”

      “Was really David Bruce from the Marine Biology department, yes.”

      “He was a friend of yours, wasn’t he?”

      I screamed my throat ragged. The Cabinet was always painful, and worse when I was injured, but this, this was like nothing I could explain. My muscles spasmed. My skin burned, as flesh knit together again, joints popped, bones cracked and reset. Agony tore across every nerve-ending, electricity and lemon-juice, the smell of sulfur.

      Cody stepped back from the controls, protecting his eyes with an arm as the Cabinet sparked and strobed. His clothes were covered in my blood from man-handling me into the Cabinet.

      After an eternity, the pain subsided.

      I stood in the Cabinet, panting, exhausted, but each breath of sweet air was painless. My mind though… my thoughts still hung about me like lead weights, pulling my mind into the past.

      We stood atop the cliffs looking out to sea, feeling alone in the world. The moon hung gibbous in the sky, the night air was warm, but we huddled together anyway.

      “I’ve been practicing,” I said.

      “Oh, yes?” Rebecca asked, snuggling close. “Does that mean Main Street might survive your next battle with Lord Negativity?”

      “I expect not. No, I’ve been practicing with my ice beam. Watch.” I held out a hand and focused. Tiny particles of ice coalesced mid-air, sparkling in the moonlight. I bit my lip, twisted my hand, and more ice formed, connecting, spiraling, folding in and around itself, forming a three-dimensional shape.

      “Impressive,” she said.

      “Wait, almost done.” This was the tricky bit. I needed to do more than create ice, I needed to play with the crystal structure just… so. In a blink, the ice transformed from a rime-frosted indistinct shape to an intricate, fragile, crystal-clear rose. I reached out, plucked it from the air and passed it to her.

      “Wow. Thank you.”

      She shifted, leaned forward, her lips seeking mine, but I put a hand on her shoulder. She retreated, confused.

      I lifted my hands to my mask, pulled it up and over my head. “Hello. My name is Tom Hartwell.”

      She smiled, achingly beautiful. “I know.”

      I laughed, and we shared our first kiss with honesty, in the moonlight above a cave with an alien spaceship in it.

      The perfect moment slipped from my mind, and the Cabinet closed in around me again.

      Cody snapped his fingers in front of my face. “Stay with me, big guy. What’s wrong?”

      “Can’t think. Can’t focus.”

      “She really did a number on you, eh?”

      My vision blurred, made his face melt and twist as he spoke, my grip on the moment loosening. My lucid moments were growing shorter. “Fix me, Cody,” I pleaded.

      “Listen to me,” said Cody.

      I hovered above the city, listening for the screams. The troop was staying together for now, which meant I could concentrate on keeping people out of their way. But it was a short-term solution at best. “Talk quickly,” I said. “The vampiric chimpanzees are on the move again, and if they stick to this course, they hit downtown in about twenty minutes.”

      “Our lives will never be normal again, will they?” Cody asked.

      “Probably not.” I could create an ice wall, block off a street here or there, slow them down, divert them, but if I wasn’t careful, they could just go over.

      “Fighting the whole troop would be crazy,” Cody said. “Fast as you are, it only takes one monkey fang to find its mark, and we have a superpowered primate vampire. I don’t know if the Cabinet can bring you back from that or not, but I do know I have no idea how I would get you into the Cabinet.”

      “So, what do we do?”

      “If the vampire lore holds true, maybe all we need is to take down the Sire. The Vamprimate? Count Chimpula?”

      “Not helping.”

      “Right, sorry.” Cody composed himself. “Is there any obvious leader in the troop itself?”

      “Not that I’ve seen.”

      “I figured. I think we need to backtrack, work out where the troop came from. My money says that’s where we find Vlad the Chimpaler.”

      “Ouch.”

      “You do know that letting the Cabinet work on your brain might hurt even more than bodywork?” Cody asked.

      “Might not though, we don’t know.”

      “For God’s sake, Tom, we don’t know anything about this. The person that comes out of the other end of this process might not even be human anymore. It could change your memories, your attitudes, you might not care about people.”

      “Set the controls, Cody, or I will come out there and set them myself, and right now, I have no confidence in my ability to set them correctly.”

      “But that’s the point, we don’t know what ‘correctly’ might look like. Even our best guess, you run the risk of losing your mind, your emotions. Think of Rebecca.”

      I roared. “She’s already gone.”

      “W-what?”

      Her news van was parked outside the hospital, back doors open. The arm of a body caught in the door. Tony, Rebecca’s cameraman. Shriveled, twisted, I almost didn’t recognize him. Sam, her sound engineer, was barely holding on, slumped in her chair in the van.

      “Talk to me Sam, where’s Rebecca?”

      “Loviatar…” Her voice rattled in her throat.

      “Where?”

      The city streets blurred past, I paid them no mind, fixated on the retreating back of Loviatar.

      Six times we’d fought, six times I’d beaten her, but she had escaped every time. Not this time.

      On she flew, a specter of death in grey rags, her face lost in the depths of her hood. In her wake, a cloud of disease, wherever she went, sickness followed. No sign of Rebecca and I couldn’t spare the time to be subtle. No telling where she was or how she was suffering, I’d need to take Loviatar now.

      I held my breath and accelerated through her disease cloud. I felt bacteria and viruses settle on my skin—no exaggeration, the Cabinet gave me hypersensitivity to fight the Imperceptible Empire—but that was a worry for later. I reached out as she made a turn down Main Street, as she cornered, she drifted too close to the Giffen building; a blast of ice pinned her to the wall.

      “Where is she?” I demanded.

      “You won’t find her like that.” Loviatar laughed, puffed out a dense cloud of bacteria.

      My head spun, my skin prickled with sweat. I couldn’t afford to give in to the illness, not until I knew Rebecca was safe. I flew close, leveled a punch at the wall beside her head. Concrete shattered.

      “My word, Bastion, aren’t you strong? Very impressive. But you should know, I can break things too.” The ice around her fractured, splintered, and she lunged forwards, the clawed tips of her fingers raking wide gashes across my stomach. She spun away from me, floating, laughing. “Ice-minus bacteria. Wondrous things. Quite the party trick, I’ve been working on it a while now.”

      I held an arm across my stomach, searing pain radiated outwards from the scratches there, and the wound seemed to deepen as more bacteria ate away at my flesh. My senses contracted. Sounds deadened. Vision blurred. I lost the sensation of the bacteria on my skin. “What have you done to me?”

      Time, causality, memory, thought—it all unraveled.

      “Now, Cody, before it’s too late!” I roared.

      “It’s always those closest to you, isn’t it?”

      Who said that?

      I stood in a cave, an impossible tree at my back. My old friend David, the Lobstrosity, crashed through the wall, crashed out again.

      I stood on the cliff, crafting a rose to give to Loviatar.

      Chimpanzees ate my legs.

      “You will never defeat me,” shouted Lord Negativity, cackling with glee.

      I floated above Main Street, blood seeping through my fingers. Loviatar drifted a few feet away. “You want to know what I’ve done? I’ve saved the world. You can’t do any more harm now, Bastion.” She brought her hands up to her hood.

      “No,” I said. Something was very wrong, something…

      She cast back her hood, pulled off the mask she wore beneath. “Hello. My name is Rebecca Randall.”

      “Blink once if you’re back in the room,” said Cody.

      I closed my eyes. Opened them again.

      One moment followed the next. The universe displayed order, decaying. The inevitable march of entropy.

      My mind was clear, like waking naturally from a long sleep. Things were pin-point sharp, clearer than they had been in a long time, since long before Loviatar had infected me, clearer than they had been when I first stepped into the Cabinet.

      “Oh, of course, there were two Cabinets.”

      “Yes,” said Cody. “It took me a while to realize the significance of that, too. It really is more like magic than science, I think. But for all that, they would have gotten along with Newton.”

      “For every action…”

      “… there is an equal and opposite reaction, yes. I do wonder if the explorers took turns? On one planet, Alien Jeff would get the buffs and Alien Brian the banes, then on the next planet, Jeff gets to huddle in the second Cabinet feeling woeful.”

      I tried to move, but thick leather straps held me fast to the table. A simple flex of my arm should have torn the straps apart, but they didn’t budge. I tried to summon ice to make them brittle; nothing happened.

      “What have you done to me?” I asked.

      “Pay attention, I’m telling you in a glorious villain monologue. Oh, you mean more recently? Nothing at all. Those straps, on the other hand, contain fragments from the second Cabinet, from the wreckage of the ship—the one that kept the dark explorer contained. You can’t use your powers while bound by them. I know, I’ve tested them quite thoroughly.

      “Yes. Gasp! I used the Cabinet on myself. I probably should have waited. I knew you were against trying the Cabinet out, but you left it here in my loft, and I… Just. Couldn’t. Resist.” He loomed over me, eyes wide and wild, but something else too, a darkness, a shadow.

      “I tried it even before you did. Five years I’ve been upgrading myself, but far less ostentatiously. Little Cody the Research Assistant. I should thank you, under your mentorship, I feel I’ve really grown. Your mentorship and an alien superpower device, anyway.”

      “What have you done to yourself, Cody? You sound unhinged. Let me out of these straps. We can work out a way to put this right, together.”

      “Oh, Professor, always with the instinct to help. Do you think you would have sought out the life of the ‘superhero’ if you had retained your natural acumen? You were easily lured down that path as it was. And each time I made you stronger, I understood the rules of the Cabinet more clearly.

      “It was a couple of years before I really understood that every time someone got improved by the Cabinet, someone else suffered. Without the second Cabinet, I never quite know who’s going to get it. But as the Cabinet has made me smarter, I understand now. I got lucky that first time. It latched on to you to make you slower. Sorry about that. I really didn’t know. Not the first time, anyway.”

      “No,” I said, horrified. “Are you saying Rebecca was right? I was to blame for what happened to Dave? And the rest?”

      “Well, I think as ‘man at controls,’ I deserve some of the credit, but yes, each time you upgraded to defeat one villain, you created your next opponent. Twisted someone, body, mind, and soul to be your new opposite. Quite elegant, from a job creation point of view.”

      “But why them?” I asked.

      “Horrible isn’t it? Together we’ve transformed your colleagues, your friends, your college roommate vacationing in Falcon City for the summer. Remember good ol’ Tim? We turned him into Colossosaur, and he ate a school bus! So sad. I’m surprised it’s taken you this long to question why so many of the people you fought turned out to be connected to you. I think the magic seeks out those connections. Some karmic nonsense is my best guess. It’s always those closest to you, isn’t it?”

      “What did you say?”

      “You are a disease,” Loviatar told me. “You spread your infection to all those close to you twisting us with powers, crippling our minds, calling out the darkness. And it’s always those closest to you, isn’t it?”

      The memory was sharp, clear. I let Cody rant over me in his loft, what Loviatar said was important, I had to remember.

      We floated outside the Giffen building, me bleeding out, her unmasked. There was no fight left in me, and Rebecca—Loviatar—she just looked disappointed.

      Loviatar studied me, appraised me. Shook her head. “No. It isn’t you, is it, Bastion? My poor sweet Tom. I thought I’d found the cause, the catalyst. Everything pointed to you, but as cancerous tumors go, you, you’re practically benign.” She spat the word like the greatest insult. “Who is it, Tom? Who are you working with? Who did this to me?”

      “Cody.”

      “Your research assistant? He did this to me?”

      I groaned, sank, couldn’t stay aloft much longer. “To us.”

      Cody moved around behind me; standing by the Cabinet. I twisted my neck as much as I could, but however I moved, he was out of sight. He was setting the Cabinet controls again. The clicks and beeps were a familiar song, but whatever he was programming this time was more complex than I had ever heard.

      “I enjoyed watching you work, Professor. Bastion’s exploits were very exciting, if occasionally ridiculous. If I could have kept you on a little longer, I would. I really am rather fond of you. But I know enough now, and I’m afraid you know too much. That won’t do. The time for subtlety is done. One last upgrade, to push my powers to the limit. What will it do to you? Wow, I dread to think. But I doubt we’ll talk again afterwards.”

      “It’s just as we feared, isn’t it? Just like you said. You let the Cabinet affect your brain, and now you aren’t quite human anymore.”

      He came back into view, a heavy-duty crocodile clip in each hand, each trailing a cable back to the Cabinet. “I don’t have a second Cabinet, but I’m confident this sort of connection will do the trick. These may nip, just a little.” He paused, looked down at me, all sign of the person I thought I knew was gone. “Professor, you’re sweating! You’re not just a teensy bit nervous, are you? How terrible.”

      The clips bit into my flesh. “There, all comfy now?” he asked.

      “Don’t do this, Cody. We’re friends.”

      “Are we though? I found the ship, the Cabinet. I pushed you into trying it that first time, to save those children. If I hadn’t set that fire, would you ever have gone into the Cabinet? Without your powers, would you have ever met Rebecca? I’ve been your Alfred, the guy in the chair, the voice in your ear. The devil on your shoulder. Through it all. Every step of the way. And whenever I suggested I’d take a turn in the Cabinet? ‘It’s too dangerous!’”

      “It was designed for aliens. What it’s done for me? That was an accident, a fluke. It could have done horrible things to you…”

      Cody leaned over me again. “Don’t think I didn’t hear that pause. You think it has done terrible things, don’t you? Oh, you’ve always thought so little of me. Your research assistant. Well, I gave you all your power, literally made you the man you are. You think you are the real power? I’m the real power.”

      “It shouldn’t be about power. The only reason I went into the Cabinet time and again, endured that pain, risked the people around me? It was to help people. It wasn’t fame, glory, power. Just to help.”

      Cody leaned forward until we were almost nose to nose. “You just can’t handle me being better, can you?”

      I coughed.

      A thick billow of smoke escaped my lungs, enveloped Cody’s head.

      “What is this? What have you done?” He staggered away, knees buckling underneath him.

      “A gift from Loviatar. It’s extremely fast acting, and viciously debilitating. I know.”

      “How? I cleared her diseases from your system.”

      “I must have relapsed.”

      Loviatar floated in through the skylight. “Hi, Cody, nice to see you. Tom tells me you’re feeling a little under the weather?” She laughed. “Finally, I have the right vector. You’ll pay for all that you’ve done.” She strode across the loft, motes of darkness and death gathering around her hands.

      “No!” I said. “Get me out of these straps. I can fix this. Fix everything.”

      “But I could just kill him, now,” she said and pouted.

      “I need him alive, or I can’t undo it.”

      “Fiiiiiiiiiine.” She danced around the table, undoing each strap as she passed it. As she passed Cody, she leveled a powerful kick at his ribs. “Oops.”

      I leapt from the table, scooped up Cody, pushed him into the Cabinet. “Him first, then me. See this button here? When I go in, you need to press it.”

      “And what will it do?”

      “Make things right. I hope. It’s all guesses, it always has been. But this should reset all the changes the Cabinet has ever made to us. And… I can’t be certain. There’s no way to know for sure except just to try it, but in theory, if it reverses the changes in us, it should suppress all the changes it made to others because of us. Maybe. Hopefully.”

      “And you’d really give all this up? The flying, the super strength, the ice beam?”

      “In a heartbeat. When Cody realized what this machine could do, he saw what it could do for him, make him more powerful, raise him up above everyone else. Me? I had the opposite reaction.”
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      In my experience, people get away from a school as fast as they can. Student or teacher, when that afternoon bell rings, we're all numb from a long day of drudgery, and we just want out. So when I stepped out the front door to see a dozen fellow students and our red-faced vice principal in front of the school staring up at the second floor, it was obvious something was amiss.

      I walked out and turned to see for myself what was up. The dull-finished metal letters embedded in the brick wall of the building read "Granette High School," just as they should. Hanging in the air right in front of them, however, was the glowing declaration "R'S SUX!!" When I say "glowing" I mean literally; the crudely scrawled letters hung in the air without any means of support, luminescing and crackling like a cross between a neon sign and a firework sparkler.

      Some of the students—notably, the ones low in the social hierarchy—seemed to be poorly concealing a certain amount of admiration for whoever had thumbed their nose at the school. Most likely because they hadn't really thought through who that someone certainly was. Other students seemed just as mortally offended as Mr. Weatherwell, even if he was clearly still first among equals in his ire. "This is an outrage!" he fumed. "Thoroughly unacceptable!"

      "Seriously," I said. "Even if we were to claim variant spelling on the verb, that's blatant subject-verb disagreement right there and misuse of an apostrophe as an attempt to indicate a plural, to boot."

      Mrs. Holsom would've given me a perfect score for that answer. Weatherwell just gave me a withering glare and turned away. A second later, though, he turned back to me, eyes narrowing. "Did you have something to do with this?" he demanded.

      Afterward, I thought of snappy comebacks. At the time, though, I was caught completely off-guard. Why on Earth would I be involved? I didn't have any history as a maker of trouble, or of statements disparaging our football team, the Rockers (get it? Granette, Rocks, Rockers? oh, my sides.)

      In short, Weatherwell had absolutely no reason to point a finger at me in this incident except that I'd said something intelligent about it. So at the time, the best retort I could come up with was "Sure, cause I've got superpowers. That's why I'm going to this school.”

      He harrumphed and looked away. Sure, don't apologize or anything.

      My sneakers kicked up dust as I continued down the slope. We always know when spring has really come because the hill where the junior high and high schools stand dries out, and the dust starts flying around in the wind. Every year, the maintenance crew goes out there trying to find some variety of grass seed that'll stay alive more than a few weeks and stop the erosion. It never works; the grass only stays alive on the lower slopes, making the hill look like a middle-aged giant wearing the two schools on the crown of his balding head. Behind me I could hear Weatherwell arguing with one of the maintenance people, Weatherwell insisting that the offending words had to be removed immediately, the maintenance man just as stubbornly repeating that none of his people were going to touch "that superpower crapola" until they knew it was safe.

      I trudged down the hill, thinking about adults. When they were kids, they must have seen clearly the injustices in their lives and told themselves, "I'll never forget this lesson when I become an adult!" And then they act in ways that tell you they've forgotten completely. Forgotten, for example, how infuriating it is to be falsely accused.

      Or take how we wound up in Granette to begin with. More than once Dad had talked about how, when he was a kid in the twenty-twenties, one school nearby was always That School. Every place he lived—and that was a lot of places, thanks to Gramps and the military—there was always one school that made constant headaches for everyone else. Always named "Something Academy" or "Deadperson Prep," That School brought together kids who'd already learned they were better than everybody thanks to their parents' money and added gang mentality to their arsenal of unendearing traits.

      So when Mom and Dad picked a town to settle in, to raise my sister and me, and to establish Dad's catering business, where did they pick? Why, Granette, just half an hour's commute from the big city of Rayburn. Granette, home not just to Willem Hayes Prep (which is definitely That School) but to Claremont Vocational.

      To be fair, there are Claremont students who aren't asses. They might even be the majority. It's just that the ones who think having superpowers makes them godly, and gives them the right to do things like tag other people's schools with dumb insults, create the stronger impression.

      I've wondered, of course, whether going to Claremont would have made me like them, another self-important bully. You can never really know about the road not taken, but I just can't picture it happening.

      Especially not with the world's worst superpower.

      "Hey! Hey, Todd!" I turned to see Gopal K., the other freshman in my pre-calculus course, coughing as he trotted down the hill after me with his extra pounds jiggling. I walked back up to meet him halfway and spare his asthma, which got bad in dust season. "Hey, Todd," he panted. "You—you work at SuperSims, right?"

      "I do," I said. "In fact, I'm headed there now."

      His face lit up. "Oh, good! Vishal said it was Randall Nutt that worked there."

      "He and I both work there." Mostly on different shifts, thank God.

      "Listen, my cousin Henry's visiting next month for his birthday, and there's no sim arenas out where he lives so he's gonna want to—Do you guys have the 'Rampage of Mecha-Freud' sim?"

      I blinked. "Umm, I'm not sure we do. I'm sure we bought that title when it came out, but after it bombed, most facilities got rid of their copies." It had been hyped up for months before release as the best sim ever, completely faithful to the actual historical event, but rushing the production to meet their announced deadline had produced a title hilariously buggy, slipshod in everything from cladding to hit detection. "Why would your cousin want to play a title that's that bad?"

      "Apparently, it's because it's that bad that he wants to... Henry's got weird tastes, man." He sighed and sagged and frowned at the dirt. "Maybe there's some other sim he'd like—isn't there an ocean one that's supposed to be really awful?"

      "'Oceanmageddon: Tricerashark' is definitely a stinkbomb, but listen," I said. "You said this would be next month, right?" He nodded. "If you book the event ahead of time you can still do the Mecha-Freud title. We'll just borrow it from another site that still has a copy. Just give me your meshie number, and our booking agent will call you when it's all arranged."

      His face lit up again, and he raised his fist, pumping it in Thunderstrike's famous victory gesture. "Yes! Aw man, I'm gonna score big points for setting this up..." I made sure he beamed his number to my own meshie, and then he bounded off down the grassy part of the hill, calling "Thanks Todd!" as he went.

      I hoped the sim would prove good enough, or rather bad enough, to satisfy Henry's weird tastes.
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        * * *

      

      If you were flying above the SuperSims facility, you'd be able to tell right away which of the four parallel rectangles was the main building, and not just because it's slightly larger than the other three. You'd be able to spot it by the colorful mural that Mr. Narse insisted on installing (is it still called a mural when it's on a roof, aimed at the sky?) which asserts in eye-jarring hues of red and yellow that we are SuperSims! and that we offer FUN! and ENTERTAINMENT!

      I don't want to tell him that, if someone were actually flying over at a height where they could see the sign, they'd probably be too busy being a superhero to visit a facility where they could pretend to be a superhero.

      My lame secret superpower has nothing to do with flying, so when I go to SuperSims right after school, I come out of the woods at the corner of Arena Three and have to walk all the way to the main building to punch in.

      I did so, and on my way out, I knocked on the doorless jamb of the tiny closet they call Mr. Mandell's office. It pisses me off sometimes the way Mr. Narse treats him. He's a nice old guy; whenever he talks with you, he always tries to bring you up, rather than put you down. You'd think they could be decent and let him have an "office" bigger than a bathroom stall.

      When I knocked, he looked up, and his weather-wrinkled face burst into a wide grin. "Todd! How are ya, how are ya? Still wowin' them with the grades?"

      "Only in a few subjects, Mr. Mandell," I said, "but listen, I've got a lead on a birthday group in April that wants to book a particular sim..." I explained about Gopal Krishnamurthy and his cousin's odd desire for one specific unpopular title.

      Mr. Mandell nodded and wrote down notes with—get this—lined paper and an actual graphite pencil. I'm serious. He uses that stuff, like, for everything. He and I sometimes joke that he's a soulhost, one of those people who end up sharing their bodies with a kindred person from the past or future. "Whoever it is, they come from some time in the past," he says, "when people understood and appreciated the crisp smell of paper and the beauty of flowing lines."

      So instead of beaming the information from my meshie to his computer, his computer stayed closed on his desk, and as I read digits off to him, he wrote on the lined paper (where does he even get his hands on that stuff?) using the computer lid as backing.

      "There," he announced, putting down the pencil. "I'll call around to make sure there's someone we can borrow the title from. Once that's settled, I'll give your Mr. Kristades a call and firm up the plans."

      "Er... Krishnamurthy, Mr. Mandell. Not Kristades."

      "Eh?" He looked down at the notes he'd just written. "I could have sworn..." His finger traced over his writing, moving right past the section where he'd jotted down "Gopol - lst nm Kris-?"

      I took a deep breath. What I was about to do wasn't without risk. Deep in the back of my mind, I let a jingle from an old cat food commercial start running through my head. A jingle full of four-beat phrases. I started singing it in my head, setting the syllables to the inane tune as it rolled along: Krish-na-mur-thy, Krish-na-mur-thy, Krish-na-MUR-thy, KRISH-na-mur-thy...

      And when I concentrated on Mr. Mandell, frowning down at his own penciled notes, and visualized a set of double doors between us swinging open, suddenly the tune in my head had an echo. I kept the song rolling in my head while I counted three fingers, then gently swung the mental gates closed again. For a moment or so, the inside of my head was completely silent.

      "Krishnamurthy," said Mr. Mandell suddenly. "That's the name, right?" I nodded. "Got it! Okay, I'll make the call after I nail down a lender location. Heh. 'Krishnamurthy.' Got a nice rhythm to it, you know?"

      Yes. That's my superpower. I get thoughts stuck in people's heads, as long as I can set those thoughts to the right kind of tune. And so far, the only thing I've done with it that didn't backfire—or ruin someone—is helping old people remember stuff. Yayyyy me. Gonna get the key to the city any day now, you betcha. Claremont's gonna offer me a scholarship, sure.

      There isn't even a decent codename I could call myself. I can't even have a decent daydream about using my power to become a real, competent superhero (and atone for ruining Barry Sullivan's life) because in the five years I've known about my power, the best and only codenames I've come up with are "Mr. Jingle" and "Earworm." Both of those are really terrible, and only "Mr. Jingle" fits the Methane Man Rule.

      (Even non-superpowered folks know the Methane Man Rule: don't choose a codename that tells too much about your powers or how to counter them. Named for the would-be supervillain whose crime spree lasted about as long as it took a bystander to flick and toss a cigarette lighter.)

      "So, you got any appointments this afternoon, Todd?"

      I grimaced. I'd been trying to avoid thinking about it. "Starmont party, in Arena Three, at the top of the hour."

      His weathered face screwed up in sympathy. "At least you know they can pay their bill," he offered. He squinted at the digital watch pinned to his bulletin board. "Top of the hour? Probably want to be—"

      "Heading over right now, yup." I tossed a wave and headed off down the hall.

      Thinking about Jared Starmont irritated me, and so I decided to give myself a little treat, a moment of "flight." The loading dock was at the back of the building, at the end of a long service corridor; whenever the weather allowed, the doors were propped open to let sunlight and air in. Whenever opportunity allowed, I liked to leave the building by running down that corridor, building up momentum; at the last possible moment, I'd spring forward and up with all my leg strength, daydreaming for that half-second that flight power would kick in and I'd shoot up into the sky, speeding off to exciting and important things. That never happened, of course, but the fantasy had helped me stave off the blues often.

      Of course, half-way through the jog between the loading dock and Arena Three, I remembered why I wasn't supposed to take my "flight" exit. The last thing you're supposed to do before a guide appointment is check "the board" to see if there's been any last-minute changes. I wrestled with my conscience, and if I'd been able to remember a single time there'd actually been needed information on the board, I might have turned around and jogged back to check.

      (Only much later did I realize that some people who came out of that afternoon alive might not have, if I had done what I was supposed to do, turning back to check and follow the instructions displayed by the computer on the board. Which I'm not trying to present as an argument for skipping procedures, just an observation on how strange life is.)
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        * * *

      

      As I approached Arena Three, I sighed. You'd never guess, looking from the outside, that our arenas house advanced technology we got from aliens. They're all built to one identical, symmetrical design—customer entrance and customer locker rooms to the east, employee entrance and locker rooms to the west, safety exit to the outside facing north. (The employees can't have a connecting walkway like the customers do, because a second walkway would box in anyone coming out of the safety exits of One or Two.)

      But you'd never look at the building and say "Whoa, I bet nearly the whole inside is a sealable chamber made of the same interlocked helium-neutronium our alien allies' starship hulls are made of!" You'd guess you were looking at a high school gymnasium. Sometimes, I think Granette has had just one architect in the past fifty years, and they're a soulhost for a spirit from a past time, when people appreciated the smell of dull brick, and understood the beauty of dull brick.

      I badged through the outer door of Three and headed right. I couldn't actually see anything more than outlines. It was a bright and sunny day outside, and my eyes hadn't adjusted yet to the dim indoors. But after working for SuperSims fifteen-plus months, I knew the layout so well I probably could have swooped into the locker room and stowed my things with my eyes closed, just following muscle memory.

      If there'd been more than one folded guidesuit on the counter—which there should have been—I'd have needed my eyes, at that point, to choose a size M from the pile. Unfortunately, there was exactly one of the black mesh suits there, and to judge by the fit, it was an L. It hung on me like a circus tent, but that's why the suits have straps you can cinch to adjust the size. It wasn't as if Jared Starmont would jeer at me any less if I were wearing a suit gifted to me by Thunderstrike himself. At least the detachable hood was still attached as it was supposed to be.

      I didn't stop and think about why there would be only one suit when there was supposed to be a full range of sizes; much later I'd recognize that, like not checking the board, as another point where a small action had big consequences. At the time I just assumed whoever was supposed to replenish the pile hadn't. I took a brief moment to wish embarrassing hygiene problems on whatever jerk had shirked that work (and then hurriedly tried like hell to drop that thought, before jerk who shirked that work could acquire a tune and spend the entire afternoon flitting through my head.)

      My vision had fully returned when I left the locker room, and my eyebrow twitched upon seeing the sliding hatch to the sim chamber all the way open, and the transparent case next to it unlocked and empty. The hatch should have been closed, and the case should have held the control rod keyed to the arena, waiting for me to claim it with my employee badge. Oh, joy. First the lack of guidesuits, now it looked like the last person to guide a sim here had blown off the entire clean-up checklist when they left. My co-workers were really disappointing me today.

      I was so convinced that I'd find the control rod carelessly left lying around inside the arena that I stopped in shock when I walked through the hatch and saw it in the hands of Randall Nutt, on the other side of the chamber. He was wearing a guidesuit with the hood up, like me, but it was definitely Randall's surly voice delivering the 'introduction to sims' lecture currently being ignored by Jared Starmont and his two sniggering sycophants. "Try to stay at all times within one of the lighted circles you see on the floor; participating from one of these optimized locations will give you the most realistic, thrilling sim experience..."

      I gestured angrily at Randall. He raised his voice and raised the control rod in his left hand higher. With his right hand, he made an impatient motion shooing me off to the side. Fuming, I moved toward the corner, waiting for a chance to confront him and chew him out.

      He knew, and I knew he knew, that this had been scheduled as my appointment. Hell! All Randall had to do was ask, and I'd have traded gladly—who on Earth would want to be a guide for Jared Starmont, by far the biggest, richest jerk the town had in our age bracket? What, did he think Jared was going to give him a big tip at the end of the sim? Fat chance of that. But by going into the computer and switching our assignments, Randall had put me in a spot—I had no way of knowing if I was supposed to be in some other arena right now, handling the appointment that should have been his. And it would look like my screw-up, because I hadn't checked the board for last-minute changes. Fantastic.

      "Please ensure at this time you have taken care of any restroom needs–"

      "Hey, it's cool," interrupted the shorter of Jared's buddies. "I'll just pee in the corner if I gotta go." The three of them brayed with laughter, under the delusion that they were funny.

      "—as once the sim chamber is sealed, it will not be re-opened until the sim has completed. Also, ensure that you have left all your mesh phones and similar communications devices in the outside lockers, as they will not connect with the outside world until the sim has completed." Randall was a little off-script; we didn't usually tell people they had to leave their meshies in the locker room, just warned them they couldn't get or make any calls during the sim.

      Jared tossed his collar-length blond hair and shot back the sleeve of his Claremont blazer to show off the inch-thick silver disc strapped to his wrist. "Oh yeah? I could get through with this one if I needed to. Bet you've never been as close to one of these as I am 24/7."

      "Aw, strike!" said Shorter, impressed or feigning it well. "That your signal watch, Jared?"

      "Yeah, bro. This thing transmits and receives in the 7th dimension. We 'Monties gotta keep 'em with us day and night—never know when we'll be called into action!" I rolled my eyes; I'd never heard of an emergency so extreme that they summoned untrained high-school superheroes into the fray. Then Jared reached out and gave Randall a poke in the chest with his fingers. "So I'm gonna be keeping this on me—Nuttcase."

      Even at a bit of a distance, even through the fuzzy outline of his guidesuit, I could see Randall's entire body stiffen with rage. He absolutely despised that nickname; there might have been—scratch that, there were a thousand things that could send him into a seething, towering fury, but that name surely topped the list.

      Jared guffawed. "Ha! I knew I knew that voice! How does it feel working for a living, Nuttcase? Proud of yourself 'cause you earned a few extra dimes today? How does it feel realizing you could work all your life and you'll never be rich like me?" Jared had actually gone to Busiek Elementary for grade school, the same as Randall and me; his father had wanted him to associate with "common people" to develop a knack for dealing with them. Wonder if Daddy understood just how spectacularly that plan had failed.

      Randall must have decided, correctly, that even if he had a bit of the instructional lecture still to go, these clowns weren't going to listen. He stepped away from them and pressed two buttons on the control rod. The first activated guidesuit cloaking, so that we'd be nearly invisible to the customers during the sim, and therefore not distracting to their experience. The second closed the hatches on both sides, sealing us in until the sim completed.

      I bit back a cry of outrage. Great work, Nutt! Not only did you steal my appointment, you just made it impossible for me to cover yours! Sim equipment isn't cheap to run, and the initial generation phase is the expensive part. Any guide who started a sim and then said, "Oh, you're not supposed to be here? Okay, I'll stop the sim, let you out and then restart the sim for everyone else," could kiss their job goodbye once Mr. Narse got the word.

      But now that the deed was already done, I had no reason to go confront Randall. The dude carries serious anger issues; he could be having his best day ever, but if you tried to suggest he'd done anything wrong or that an idea he came up with wasn't perfect, you'd see him explode into a ragestorm right away. Why subject myself to that, when there was nothing to gain?

      So I just leaned against the wall, and I watched and listened to Jared and his buddies dicking around in the sim. "Repel the Groknar Invasion!" was a pretty standard first sim, based on the famous battle over New York II. Since Thunderstrike hadn't allowed his name and image to be licensed for the title, you played as knock-off characters like "Sunderstrike" and "Captain Blitzen." With your energy blasts, you tried to bring down Groknar battlecruisers and save terrified civilians.

      Or, if you were dumb teenage punks like Jared and Shorter and Loosejaw (his jaw always hung open, as if he was stunned by confusion every second of life) you flew around attacking the defenseless civilians, laughing raucously at their simulated demises and sharing the urban legend that there were naked sunbathers in the sim you'd see if you flew over just the right rooftop at the right moment. And if you were Jared, you'd also brag about how, earlier in the day, you'd given yourself a birthday present by stealing "hoverpaint" from another student and pulling some "awesome" stunt with it. Hmmmm, intriguing. Seemed I might have more to report than a stolen appointment when I finally got out of here.

      "These controls suck, man," griped Shorter. "I can't seem to fly for sh—aaaaaahhhhh!" He'd accidentally activated the "power dive" mechanic; his segment of the sim space was giving him extremely convincing visuals of hard pavement rushing up to meet him, and he reacted naturally, with panic.

      Jared guffawed. "Ain't the controls, Scuddy, it's you that's sucking. Like you suck at everything. I'll give you one cred, though; this was a pretty fun birthday present. So you've had at least one good idea in your life."

      Scuddy turned to Jared. I always find it odd to see two expressions superimposed on the same face—in this case, the confident heroism of Captain Legally Distinct From Thunderstrike superimposed on the confusion of Scuddy the Shorter. "What're you talking about, man? This was your idea. You sent the invitations and paid and everything."

      "Your brain glitching, Scuds?" Jared replied. "My invitation came with your name on it, so if it wasn't—" That was as far as he got before an ear-splitting whistle abruptly blared through the room. A figure in a guidesuit rushed forward, pulled Jared off-balance by yanking his arm straight out, and then swung a tack hammer down hard, crunching the signal watch on his wrist. The smash of the watch mixed with Jared's scream and the echo of the whistle.

      Frozen, I watched as two more figures in guidesuits came out and wrestled with Jared's friends. What in God's name had I stumbled into? The larger newcomer, whose suit must have been XL, grabbed Loosejaw and swung him against one of the support pillars; before he could form words to protest, Jared's pal found both his arms wrapped around the pillar as if he was hugging it, with what looked like a zip-tie binding his thumbs together. Mr. XL then made to assist the other newcomer, a short figure but even outnumbered two to one, Scuddy still put up resistance. "Tough-Nut, he's fighting us!" complained a nasal voice that I half-recognized.

      "Of course he's fighting, idiot. That was expected. Keep him busy till I'm done here, that's all you have to do." Randall had Jared in a hold from behind, trying to strap a jury-rigged Blevins regulator on him, while Jared clutched his wrist and screamed about suing all our families into eternal poverty. I could guess at it being a Blevins because I've seen about a dozen cheesy action flicks with hospital scenes where the hero just needs five seconds and the tools from a random drawer to convert the life-support version of a Blevins into the kind that paralyzes a supervillain's powers, along with almost all non-autonomic functions of their body.

      Randall's version evidently worked; when the induction plate pressed to the back of Jared's skull, he abruptly went limp, sprawling across Randall's lap. Randall cinched the device tightly into place with a strap between Jared's jaws and dumped him on the floor. An end to the screaming bankruptcy threats was nice, but it was unnerving to watch him staring up at the ceiling with his mouth open, breathing abnormally loudly. A Blevins overrides the brain's decisions about where to deploy its neurotransmitters, devoting far more of them than are needed in any healthy person to the basic functions like heartbeat and respiration, leaving almost none for voluntary movements.

      The three against one struggle that followed was no contest, even if one of the three was short and clearly even less athletic than me. In no time at all, they had Scuddy's arms around another pillar and his thumbs zip-tied. Gags of gray cloth were strapped into place on both Scuddy and Loosejaw with still more zip-ties. That finished, Randall went back to Jared; with one arm and in one motion, he hauled Jared up and propped his unresisting body against the wall. The sim was still displaying Groknar light raiders and citizens with rescue point values above their heads.

      "Look over there at your pals, Jared," Randall said. "Go on—just move your eyeballs. Make an effort. That's it. You know why you didn't hear them say 'Save us, Jared! Save us with the mighty superpowers your dad bought for you!'? Didn't cross their lips once? That's because no one thinks of you as a hero, Jared. No one.

      "Know why neither of them cried out 'What are you doing to Jared? Leave my friend alone!'?" I couldn't see the malicious look of revenge on Randall's face; I still heard it in his low, sneering voice. "That's because no one thinks of you as a friend, Jared."

      Not to give the kind of guys who chose to hang around someone like Jared too much credit, but I thought their paralysis was more due to the shock of finding themselves in an ambush - an ambush clearly some time in the planning. Hell, I was only a spectator to the ambush, and the question was only starting to dawn on me, what am I going to do about this? Direct, physical action was clearly no option; I'd just witnessed how three against one played out.

      It slowly dawned on me why Randall and his cohorts hadn't come after me—they saw someone in a guidesuit and assumed they were seeing a member of their own gang. Randall had the guidesuits set to max blend-in; I could just stay quiet and still, in the back of the arena, and be an eyewitness to whatever went down. If I prepared an emergency message, it'd broadcast to the outside world as soon as Randall broke the seal on the sim chamber. I slid my meshie out as subtly as I could, and quickly tapped out such a message, setting the status to "deliver upon reconnection."

      "I'm going to hit you somewhere else it hurts, Jared," said Randall. "I'm sure your rich daddy wouldn't turn over his entire fortune to see you returned safe—he doesn't love you that much—but we're still going to make him pay. Nine-point-seven; isn't that what you brag Daddy forked over to give you your weak, sad flying powers? A normal person—three normal people, in fact—could fly to another country and live like kings for the rest of their lives with that money. And that's what we're going to do. Your daddy's going to meet our demands or—" He stopped abruptly.

      The silence stretched for a minute before Randall's shorter henchman spoke up. This time, I was able to place the wheedling, whiny voice. "Tough-Nut, um... I'm sure you have this all figured out, I know you do but ... how are we communicating our demands?"

      Even at this distance, even in the concealment of the guidesuit, Randall's body language was eloquent. He looked down at the floor, staring as if the lighted circles would give him an answer. Apparently, none came to him, because he turned and hurled the tack hammer away with a scream of rage. Everyone except Jared flinched away from both Randall and the hammer's ricochet off the unharmed wall.

      I know you won't believe this—but in that moment, my heart broke a little for Randall. He was watching a childhood dream fail, as it had so many times before. Not a dream of getting rich, or of humiliating Jared, though both of those had to be potent motivators. But what Randall always, always wanted to be, through all the years I've known him, was the Man With The Plan.

      Team sports in gym class; talent show acts; April Fool's pranks; group project assignments—Randall always wanted to be the guy who designed a big, ambitious plan, figured out how it would all come together, directed everyone else's actions, and got showered with praise after it all led to stunning victory. Except that victory never came, because when he didn't wreck things with an outburst of temper, he'd wreck them by being so in love with his plans, he couldn't think them through fully and spot flaws that should have been obvious. I was amazed that I could feel so sorry for someone who was even now spiking my fight-or-flight reflex into the red zone.

      Speaking of which... I still hadn't figured out what I was going to do. Even if I was now sure one of the three was Archie Freider, fighting openly was a no-go. Archie might be a pushover, but the other two sure weren't. As for flight, well... no one in this room was getting away, not even Randall and his cronies, until Randall either used the control rod to trigger the safety door, or the sim reached its maximum runtime, just about two hours from now.

      Until then, there was nothing I could do - nothing any of us could do—except wait. Wait, and hope Randall didn't lose his temper and do something drastic. With that hammer he'd already used once. While he was stewing in the humiliation of his big plan's failure.

      Oh crap. Crappity crappity crappity crappity mega-crap thundercrap rampage of mecha-crap. I was going to have to get involved just to make sure everyone came out alive, wasn't I?

      Randall suddenly snapped at his cohorts. "Lug-Nut. Yank those guys' legs out from under 'em. Let 'em sit on the ground. Pea-Nut." Lug-Nut and Pea-Nut? Seriously? This gang might capture the coveted "Worst Naming Sense" crown away from the Pistol Shrimps. "You take off their shoes and zip-tie their big toes together around the pillar."

      The illusion of a plan on their side seemed to de-escalate the tension slightly. It gave me the space to try and devise the illusion of a plan on my side, starting with assessment of pros and cons. The advantage of surprise? Pro, if a limited one. Knowledge of how the sim arena worked? Pro ... except that Randall had the same amount of knowledge and possession of the control rod, which worked out to a con overall.

      My superpower? Almost without thinking, I shoved that immediately in the deepest bowels of the con column. And then, reluctantly, struggled to put aside guilt and terror long enough to really think it through.

      My very first use of the power ruined Barry Sullivan's life. To explain how, I have to tell you it was the year the song "Dirty Skirt" by DJ Cabochon was crazy-mega-popular; if like many people you've been trying to completely obliterate that song from memory, I apologize for bringing it back. Even as a sixth-grader, I recognized the song as musically banal, and the accompanying video, with its "cheerleaders" shaking body parts only barely covered by the "dirty skirt" of the lyrics at a leering camera, as incredibly crass. Which didn't stop me from downloading it and watching it a few thousand times, but - well, that's not relevant.

      There was no way that the school was going to let students do that song at the fall concert, of course, but eventually, they did add a cheerleading-themed performance to stop the pleading and begging. Which is why there were some cheerleader-style skirts and pom-poms lying around in the gym for Barry Sullivan, who'd abruptly turned from a decent enough guy into a big fat jerk that year, to be a big fat jerk with. "Hey, Todd!" he shouted and tossed a bunched-up skirt to hit me in the face. "Why'ncha wear that, huh? You know you wanna!" Archie Freider, hanging by Barry's elbow, laughed loudly at me and rapidly checked Barry to see if that had gained his approval.

      "Get lost, Barry," I said.

      "What?" he jeered. "C'mon, don't you need practice? You're gonna get up there at the fall concert with the other girls, aren't you?" He picked up a pom-pom and waved it so close to me the ends of the plastic strands brushed my cheeks. "You're gonna 'get your dirty skirt on, and shake your pom-pom-pom'! POM-POM-POM!"

      "Get out of my face!" He kept laughing and chanting those lyrics until finally, I grabbed the pom-pom away from him and tossed it away over Archie's head. Barry turned to look, and I remember thinking at him, full of resentment, "why don't you get your dirty skirt on and shake that pom-pom-pom?"

      And at that moment, that song, which had been running through my head most of the day, disappeared.

      Barry turned back to me and stared. I expected him to resume his harassment, but after a few more moments, he simply turned and staggered away, without a word. Archie, unexpectedly abandoned, took about three seconds to turn his coat. "Man, what a weirdo!" he exclaimed. He gestured at the retreating Barry and nodded to let me know we were buddies until someone better showed up.

      They found Barry later that afternoon, by himself in the gym, wearing a cheerleader skirt over his jeans. He had pom-poms in each hand, the rumors said, and shook them frantically, compulsively, as if trying to complete some ritual. Prying the pom-poms from his hands, as gently as they tried to do it, sent Barry into complete breakdown, wailing and babbling things no one could understand about voices in his mind and dreams at night and transformations—there were as many versions as people telling them. One thing that was certain was that he had abruptly transferred, the teachers told us guardedly, to a "special" school where he could be helped with his "circumstances."

      It took over a year before I dared to try and use my power again. When I did, it was only because everyone was so silently terrified that Gramma, visiting with us, would burn down the house by forgetting to turn the stove off after the cooking she loved to do. It took me three days to work up the courage to put Turn the stove off when you're done in her mind, to the tune of "London Bridge." Three more agonizing days of watching and worrying passed, before I could start to believe that my power had worked as intended, with no horrible side effects.

      People sometimes tell me I'm a smart guy. It was time to find out if I had enough smarts to finish this by finesse and not force, with no one's brains either scrambled with compulsion or dented with a hammer. And of all things, it was the terrible codename chosen for one of my least favorite people that gave me the inkling of how to start.

      They say that most mind-to-mind powers will work at a distance, if you can see the person or know them well. I prepared a song in my head, set to a winter holiday tune about making a child's toy out of clay. Except, instead of talking to a dreidel, this song was about a body part talking to its owner:

      Bladder bladder bladder, I'm just about to spray;

      And if you don't relieve me, I'll leak out anyway!

      I let it roll around my head for three or four repetitions, getting stronger, and then opened the doors between my mind and Archie's. He straightened up, twitched, and shifted posture uncomfortably a few times... and then settled down again, twiddling a zip tie between his fingers. I bit down on the impulse to try again and waited. Perhaps it just needed a little time...

      "Ran- Tough-Nut?" said "Pea-Nut" diffidently.

      Randall didn't look up. He just continued staring ominously at Jared, still slumped helpless against the wall. "What is it? I'm thinking."

      "I have to, um. Go."

      "Geez!" Randall snapped. "Didn't I tell you to do that before we started? Didn't you hear me say it even to these douches, make sure you've gone before the sim seals? You guys are morons!"

      "Uh, yeah, and I did go," said Archie, body performing an awkward little dance of its own volition, "but I guess I gotta go again."

      Randall's finger jabbed. "Then go in the corner! The far corner; I don't wanna smell it over here!"

      Archie scuttled off to the far corner. I tiptoed from pillar to pillar and snuck up on him from his five-o'clock. When I judged he was at his most distracted, I grabbed him from behind, snaking an arm across his back to clamp on his shoulder, and clapping my other hand over his mouth. At which point, he suddenly overcame the difficulties he'd been having starting his stream.

      "Whoa, whoa," I whispered, feigning a friendly tone. "I just didn't want you to shout - that would ruin your plan to stop Randall." A confused noise leaked through my fingers, and I plunged on with Alternate Reality. "You knew he couldn't pull off this crazy hold-Jared-for-ransom scheme. But you also knew you could only foil things to pretending to go along, so you'd be on the inside. Then when you saw me, you had the quick thinking to signal in a way the others wouldn't notice, bringing me in on your side. I've gotta say, pretty smart and brave of you. You'll be recognized as a hero after all this is over."

      I wasn't using compulsion, just knowledge of Archie's non-backbone. I was the closest source of threats and rewards, so the scenario I offered him was quickly accepted with vigorous nodding. Now, how to make the most of that extremely temporary allegiance... I took my hand away from his mouth. "How many of those zip ties did you guys bring?"

      He reached through the side opening of his guidesuit and pulled out four of the thin plastic strips. (I tried not to think about him doing it with the same hand he'd just used to tuck his junk back in his pants.) As I'd guessed, they were the ordinary hardware store kind, but the ratchet release on each had been disabled by melting plastic over it - another trick from action movies. Once tightened, they weren't coming off until they were cut through.

      "Okay," I said. "I'm sure you have a good plan in mind for turning the tables on these guys..." I let him panic just a bit, before offering an out. "Just in case, I might have a way to even the odds. Who's 'Lug-Nut?'"

      "That's Bodie." I frowned. "You know! Bodie Thoms? He went to Busiek with us, but he was in all of the special classes." I racked my brain, and after a while, I was able to conjure up a vague memory of dull eyes under huge brows, and an all-too-gorilla-esque build even back then.

      "All right. You should head back over there before they get suspicious. Once you're there, find some excuse why they should come over this way—"

      "Like what?"

      "Like ... just be vague. Tell 'em, I dunno, that there's something over here that looks weird that you think should be checked out. Try to get just one of them coming this way." I thought about the zip ties I was holding, and added, "And then follow them back this way."

      As Archie headed back, my mind raced, trying to think through all the possible outcomes. What if he couldn't get anyone to come back this way? What if it was Bodie? What if it was Randall? Both of them? What if Archie didn't follow after them; what if he did? Even in the best of those scenarios, I'd need to be fast and move smoothly—already not my forte—and have luck on my side too. And in the worst scenarios...

      Archie reached the others, and stood there frozen in a wooden stance, one which practically screamed: "I am perpetrating a plot." Seriously? He'd been betraying people on a moment's notice since he knew how to talk, but now he had stage fright? He took a few moments to come out with actual words, but when he did, they were impressive in their stupidity. "Boy! It is really cool peeing over there! You should try it!"

      I had to remind myself that slapping my forehead as hard as I wanted would produce far too great a noise.

      "Bo—Lug-Nut, you need to go?" Archie tried again, after a pause.

      "Nah, I don't gotta go."

      Archie looked back and forth between Bodie and Randall, and evidently decided it was a lot safer to continue prodding Bodie and leave Randall alone. "You never know, though. I mean, I didn't think I needed to, and then -"

      "Nah, I'm good, man. I went before we left. Number one and number two."

      "Oh. Um. Good." Archie clearly had no idea where to go from there.

      But thanks to Bodie, I now did.

      Strongest should be number one, number one, number one... I let that old classic nursery-rhyme tune—London Bridge—build in my head. Strongest should be number one, yes indeedy! Strongest should be ... I 'dosed' Bodie with the song, and waited.

      It wasn't long before the waiting racked my nerves. Even if I'd known, down to the second, how long it would take to have an effect, every second felt like a half-hour. Maybe I just didn't know him well enough—maybe I wasn't even picturing the right lumbering lug—I was starting to panic and think "okay, time to come up with a plan M," when Bodie plodded over to Randall. Crossing his thick arms before him, Bodie rumbled, "You know, it should be the strongest should be number one."

      Before Bodie approached, Randall had been using the control rod to, apparently, draw imaginary diagrams at the edge of one of the lighted circles. I didn't know if it was actual planning or just a cargo-cult attempt to imitate planning activity. When Bodie challenged him, however, he pulled himself up and faced him head-on.

      Their voices were too low to hear, but from their body language, Randall was giving Bodie his full attention, and giving his bid for leadership full consideration. Right up until he gave Bodie the full length of the control rod right across his teeth. The harsh impact, and Bodie's bellow of agony, echoed in the confined space of the arena. Archie stood still as a statue, helpless hands upraised. Jared's two buddies, still fixed to their pillars, had been complaining through their gags; they abruptly stopped.

      "A man needs to understand his limitations," Randall said to Bodie, down on the floor doing a lot of wet spitting inside his guidesuit hood. "Your biggest limitation? Is that you're not me. You wanna buck for the top spot in some other crew? More power to you. But when I'm the one giving the orders, don't you ever try to cross me." The metal-encased control rod thrust out to point at the face it had just reshaped; Bodie whimpered and scuttled back out of its range.

      I took a deep breath, trying to convince my stomach it could transform back from ice water any time now. Another mark in the "cons" column: By now, all the safeties were clearly off Randall's inner psycho. If they'd ever been on.

      Randall turned, and Bodie warily got to his feet. He wiped his arm across his covered mouth. "Pug dot," he muttered in disgust and yanked off his hood. "Fuggle. Godda whiz." And despite how recently he'd said he didn't need to, he started trudging over to the corner that had become the de facto latrine. I could almost hear the nature-film narrator's voice: Dejected by the failure of his challenge to the pack leader, the young male seeks release for his frustrations...

      I ducked to put a pillar between me and Bodie and gestured Archie to follow behind Bodie. His body language said, clearly, Who, me? I gestured with an open hand to Randall. Archie decided it might be best to follow quietly after Bodie after all.

      Timing, timing... The distraction of Bodie's injuries logically meant he should be even easier to sneak up on than Archie had been. But for what I planned to work, Archie had to be there, too. I had to match the pace of my sneaking to Archie's, and "agonizingly slow" didn't even start to cover that skulking slink. The delay gave me time to connect two zip ties into the big loop I needed, but every second still felt like an eternity. And my heart hammered, knowing that this was going to be what alerted the most dangerous person in the room to my presence.

      Bodie finished his business, and I knew it was then or never. Archie and I were about five feet behind him on either side, and I think he heard one of us just as he was doing up his fly; his head came up and started to turn in my direction.

      Am I an athletic guy? Not by a long shot. The only exception being my legs, which are damn strong as a result of walking to school and work and everywhere. I ran straight at the wall in front of Bodie, leaped up and planted my feet, and then pushed off as hard as I'd ever launched myself from the loading dock. I cannoned into him and brought him crashing down to the ground.

      I rolled only part-way off him, keeping my weight on his chest to keep him down, and slipped the zip-tie loop I'd made over his wrist. He wouldn't be stunned long. "Quick," I gasped to Archie, "give me your hand!" Archie, also stunned, took a moment to respond, and then reached down. I took the hand he offered, yanked it into the zip-tie loop, and pulled it closed, pinning their two wrists together.

      Archie yelled in dismay. "What the - you damn jerk! Lousy traitor!" Boo-hoo. I didn't care what he thought - only that he and Bodie kept each other busy, and left me with just Randall to deal with.

      Or maybe not. Bodie's free hand slammed into my head, hard enough to jar my teeth. I yelped. Trying to roll off him and onto my feet, I discovered his freakishly large hand had gotten a really solid grip on the top of my skull. I couldn't pull loose, and he was starting to squeeze.

      Bodie's grip was painful, but nothing compared to what Randall might do - and the psycho-lord himself was on his way over. In a panic, I reversed my attempts to pull out of Bodie's hold, and crab-crawled under his and Archie's joined arms, trying to get at an angle where his fingers couldn't keep their purchase. For a crazy second, it felt like I was in a high-stakes combat round of some playground game, like limbo or London Bridge—Oh no. No, no, no no no no!

      "Arrrgh!" I shouted, and tore myself out of Bodie's hold, the hood of my guidesuit coming off in his hand. I stumbled to my feet, bounced off a pillar, and with my head spinning, I stumbled away from a stalking Randall.

      "Todd," he said, sounding almost happy. "Never did learn to keep your nose out of other people's business, did you?" He whipped the control rod through the air, to remind me he was armed and I wasn't. "Tell me, do I need to just smash that nose to clue you in? Or am I going to smash in your whole head, before you learn the lesson?" The smile on his face widened; the psycho was seriously enjoying this.

      So stupid. Those words actually fell out of my mouth; I hadn't meant to speak them, but there was no room inside my head. "so stupid -" It was. It was so stupid. I was going to die here, and my dying would be stupid, and I would die with freaking "London Bridge is falling down" running through my head. Racing through my head, at top velocity, on infinite loop.

      It had to be from using my power more times today than in the past six months. London Bridge is falling down, falling down, warbled the chorus of cheery demented children in my skull, like squirrels on speed. The voice was "louder" than anything I'd ever "heard" in my head before, and all my attempts to open the mental gates and push it onto Randall or one of his gang were failing.

      Randall swung with the control rod, hitting a pillar. I whirled and dashed away, putting distance between us. He didn't run after me, because he didn't need to. There was no way out for me. I knew it, he knew it, and it brought him such joy he seriously started whistling a tune.

      A tune. A tune. That had been my secret weapon, that had been my plan. Some song from the childhood I shared with Randall, some song I knew would white him out with rage. Keep him from thinking. Except keeping me from thinking. Exactly what London damn Bridge was doing. To me. I did my best thinking in words, and now I couldn't remember a single word of that secret weapon song.

      "Cat got your tongue, Todd?" Randall taunted. "You've always got such smart words, man, where are they now? What do you think is going to save you?"

      Nothing was going to save me. The SOS programmed into my meshie might save the others. Me, for standing, I was going to die, skull bashed in by caveman's club. My mind's eye could see kindergarten Randall, teacher barely restraining him as a simple taunting ditty sent him into rabid fury—and I could not hear a bit of it, not over "London Bridge is falling round." Wait a minute, that's not right...

      Pain raked across my side and exploded onto my leg; I hadn't dodged back far enough from Randall's descending strike. He laughed as I shrieked, and even harder when I smacked my head against a pillar trying to back away from him. "You and Jared and everybody else who ever laughed at me behind my back. I'll show you." I tried to protest that I hadn't done that, but I couldn't speak, and he wouldn't have listened if I'd managed. "Everyone who thought they were smarter than me. Everyone who thought they were so funny and clever, calling me 'Randall the Nutt!'"

      Well, damn. Nice to be handed back my secret weapon.

      Launching myself straight at him was a suicidal move, and that made it the last one he expected. I clamped an arm over his shoulder and shouted the same words at his ear that I was mentally bombarding him with, both as loud and fast and overwhelming as I could get. "I'm a little acorn ROUND!! Sitting on the cold, cold GROUND!! Everybody steps on ME; that is why I'm CRACKED you see!! I'm a nut, I'm a nut, I'm a NUT, NUT, NUT!! I'm a nut, I'm a nut—"

      He bellowed and wrenched himself out of the sloppy hold I had him in. He staggered away, clutching his head with both hands, including the one holding the control rod. I was still a dead man when he recovered from being thrown off balance, but if I could strike fast, I'd still get out the SOS before he split my head open. I threw myself after him and grabbed the control rod; before he could yank it away, my fingers scrabbled for, and found, the nubby button that authorized the opening of the safety doors.

      I expected that Randall would wrest the control rod away from me again, which he did. I expected him to come after me again, dropping all the cat-and-mouse games in his livid rage. Which he did.

      What I didn't expect, and didn't understand until later, was a rescue party already there at the safety door when it opened. Silhouetted in the light from outside, a cloaked figure raised his arms and intoned a mystic command: "Fogs of Fnagnar!" A billowing mist rolled with incredible rapidity across the floor; as soon as it touched Randall and me, our feet were stuck to the floor, and both of us struggled just to not topple over from our less-than-balanced positions.

      In my peripheral vision, I could see a bright flashing figure entering past Cloaky-Guy and darting around the arena. She moved at lightning speed—literally; she seemed to travel as a lightning bolt from spot to spot, solidifying in-between as a human for just long enough to shout out to her companions. "Two active!" she shouted from beside me, and then flashed in succession over to Archie and Bodie stuck to the floor, Jared's buddies still bound and gagged on their pillars, and then Jared himself. "Two down! Three, four down! Rescue target is down!" Trying to blink away the bright afterimages of the girl's travel, I looked at the distance from my pinned feet to Randall's, and the length of the metal rod in his hand, and felt sick to my stomach at the answer they combined to give.

      But the rescue party had one more member. Straight towards Randall and me, in a series of perfect front flips and backflips to turn any Olympic gymnast green with envy, hurtled a cheerleader, with blonde hair tied in floofy puffs and a sash in Claremont colors around the waist of her glittering, futuristic-fabric bodice-and-skirt costume. "Hostiles spotted! Give 'em justice!" she chanted, and came out of her last flip into a firing stance. Randall and I each had a pom-pom aimed at our faces; aside from the glowing light being blue rather than white, the swelling light and rising whine emanating from each pom-pom exactly resembled the charge-up cycle we'd all seen in news clips, of Charger Man firing his powerful blaster.

      As deaths go, I supposed dying quickly to friendly fire from a pretty girl was better than being beaten to death by Randall. Marginally. I gritted my teeth and waited for the pain. But the cheerleader's apple-green eyes widened as she looked at me, and she smiled. The pom-pom aimed at me stopped charging, and she dropped it to her hip. The one in Randall's face let out its accumulated light in one bright burst accompanied by a quick but loud zap! After she took it away from his face, Randall wobbled a few seconds, staring blankly. Then he toppled backward at the knees.

      I said the first thing that came to my head. "Thank you for not shooting me," I said.

      "What? Beamie didn't 'Stun 'em all and let God sort 'em out'?" The cloaked figure knelt by Jared's side, examining his broken signal watch and the possibly broken arm beneath, but it was the lightning girl taking apart the Blevins who'd spoken up to tease her teammate. Tall and Asian, the lightning girl wore a Claremont sash like the other two. She looked quickly in our direction and flashed me a smile that, well, made me feel a little fluttery, despite the circumstances. "How unusual for you, Beamie!"

      "We know Todd," retorted 'Beamie,' to my confusion. I'm pretty sure I would have remembered a cheerleader with stun-blasting pom-poms, it's the sort of thing that sticks in your mind. "He wouldn't go along with any plot that'd get people hurt."

      "Even when it's Starmont?" asked the cloaked figure sardonically. The way he spoke was disconcerting; his voice was young, but his growly tones sounded like he'd picked up his way of speaking from someone old and crotchety. "He's my own classmate, and yet I'm tempted to take a hammer to him regularly. Is that what they used, a hammer?"

      "Looked like a tack hammer, but yeah," I said.

      A gruff grunt. "What idiots. Why did they think destroying a signal watch wouldn't bring any attention, for Fnagnar's sake?"

      "If Randall Nutt was the brains of this operation," the cheerleader said, poking his thigh with her toe and eliciting a faint groan, "well, let's just say he always thought he had more brains than he really did. Am I right?" She arched an eyebrow at me.

      "Who are you?" I blurted. "You seem to know me and Randall, but if I'd ever met you, I'm sure—"

      She brought her pom-poms together above her head, and for a split-second, she was enveloped in a blue glow. When it disappeared, it took me just a few seconds to process the changes of years and recognize the person before me. "Barry? Barry Sullivan?!"

      "The same!" he said. "Well, actually, not quite the same as before, but..." He put his hand up for a high-five, but his grin wavered as I failed to put up my own: first from sheer shock, and then from shame at the memory of what I'd done to him.

      "I'm so sorry," I cut off whatever he'd started to say. "I didn't mean to—but I've been wanting to apologize all these years—"

      "For what?" he asked, brow wrinkled in confusion.

      I dropped my voice low, so that only he would hear, and started to explain my power, how it worked, and how he'd been its first recipient. I saw the dawn of realization in his eyes and waited for it to melt into justified anger, but when I broke off telling the story to apologize again, he wouldn't hear it.

      "Even if it happened just that way—I honestly don't remember," he said, "all you did was make me confront something I'd been running from." He took a deep breath. "I was ... acting badly, that year. Because I was realizing something about myself, that I just wasn't ready to accept. Instead, I tried to push it onto everyone else so they wouldn't suspect that I was ..."

      Oh. Suddenly the hyper-macho presentation, the jeering he'd aimed at any behavior he'd deemed 'girly'—they suddenly made sense, if he'd been really trying to deny that he was ...

      "... a soulhost for a descendant of mine, from a time centuries in our future, when Earth's main enforcers of justice on and off the planet are an elite group of psychically and technologically enhanced cheerleaders," he finished.

      A few seconds later, I managed to say "That sounds difficult to adjust to, yeah."

      "But I have, pretty much. I mean, I still find everything she claims about the Cosmic Cheerleader Corps difficult to believe, but—" He cocked his head as if listening to a voice no one else could hear. "Bee Mie says 'The Corps is absolutely Alpha-C real and if you go to the future you'll see for yourself.' Also, 'Barry, you're a jerk.'"

      "Whoa," said the Asian girl. "Mino, drop that arm and hold Jared really still."

      "I think the arm might be broken. Is this more important than that?"

      "I think so." The cloaked figure braced Jared while the Asian girl continued to disassemble the Blevins. She pushed things aside for room and then moved very slowly in taking out the next component.

      Jared started thrashing and yelling in pain the second the component was out, despite his cloaked classmate's restraint. The Asian girl's attention stayed on the component. All I could see as she held it up between her fingers was a tiny bit of white - but when electricity crackled through her fingers, I could hear the loud explosive pop and smell the acrid smoke released as the component turned black.

      She let out a held breath. "I think you owe your life to your friend here, Jared. Whether they screwed with the fail-safe loop on purpose, or just messed up… Either way, I'm pretty sure that circuit would have failed, in an hour or so, and I've a hunch your heart and lungs would have shut down with it." Jared, not yet back to forming actual words, let out a noise of panicked protest.

      Barry looked at me and punched my shoulder, lightly. "Damn, man," he said with a grin, keeping his voice low. "Isn't it a rush? The first time you use your powers to save the day?"
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        * * *

      

      It turned out, pretty much everyone had reasons for wanting the incident kept quiet. Mr. Narse and the parent company he franchised from didn't want people associating SuperSims with danger. Claremont wasn't fully happy with their students' unsanctioned behavior, even if their rescue had saved lives (like mine.) And naturally, the Starmont clan had no desire to publicize how closely a plot to kidnap and ransom their heir had come to working.

      (Although on the subject of saving lives, I received a generous check in the mail a few weeks after the encounter, along with an anonymous but heartfelt note of gratitude for saving Jared. I guess there's some decent folks in that family after all.)

      I was 100% on board with keeping everything as quiet as possible. The story for public consumption was that I'd simply hidden in the arena, waited for Randall to put down the control rod, then grabbed it and used it to let in the rescue squad. I had to give the police and the Superhero Oversight Association the real story, including everything I knew about my power and what it could do, but unless they uncovered evidence that I'd used my power to do anything illegal or unethical, they were legally bound to keep my secret.

      The SOA still urged me to seek training for my power, to learn more fully its use and limitations, and plan a career that best put it to use. Barry and I met up at Busiek Elementary late one night to discuss the decision, bringing soda and a bag of chips with us. Bee Mie floated us up to the roof, and we sat there, legs over the edge, looking out at the playground and both agreeing it seemed so much smaller than we remembered.

      "You've got other options besides transferring to Claremont full-time, you know," Barry said. "You can stay at Granette High and get power-training sessions from Claremont outside regular school hours. There's others already doing that. As for after graduation, well, there's a lot more people than you probably think who have a superpower, and use it, without going the codename-and-costume route."

      "Yeah, but..." I sighed. As a practical matter, since I was a minor, doing any of that meant revealing my power to my parents. And when they discovered how long I'd kept that secret... "One way or the other, it's going to turn my life upside-down," I said.

      "I can guarantee, that sort of thing can be survived," he said dryly. I squirmed a bit. He dropped his empty soda can, watching it fall towards the ground, develop a blue halo, and float up to his hand again. "But maybe it's a good sign. I mean, who says your best life is the one that sticks to all safe channels? That never turns upside-down, or gets scary? I tried to resist what scared me. Now it's the idea that I might have succeeded, and realizing all I'd have missed out on, that's what really scares me."

      I'm still wrestling with the decision. Some days old cynical me has the upper hand and insists that I'll never call that number scanned into my meshie, the one for Claremont admissions. That I'll always live my life in the safe channels. That I'll never make a choice that hasn't been made by millions of others. That I'll never dare to make choices only I can make and live a life only I can live.

      But lately, I've been hearing music in my dreams. The songs I hear are ones I've never heard before, perhaps songs that no one has even sung yet. They are fresh and alive and new, and yet achingly familiar, like stepping into a place you've never been before and knowing that it's home. When I wake up, the music disappears, but not the feeling that something waits for me.

      Perhaps it's time to get the old songs out of my head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Word From JDC Burnhil

          

        

      

    

    
      First and foremost, if you enjoyed the story you just read, "Jingle," if it brought you pleasure, I am deeply pleased as well. Very few things can compare to the reward of connecting with my human readers, and giving them something to lighten their day.

      Please don't interpret the phrasing of the previous paragraph to imply that I am not human myself, am only in hiding among the human species, or any such thing. Please discourage the spreading of such absurd rumors, if you encounter them.

      I also had the pleasure of discovering, late in the process of writing the story, what I'd actually been writing about the whole time. Since Superman's first appearance on the cover of "Action Comics #1" lifting a car over his head, the stock in trade of superhero stories has been to stir our sense of wonder. But too often, we fail to see, in our real lives, the things around us, and in us, which equally deserve our wonder. They are so familiar and real, we forget they can also be super. Sometimes, all it takes to be someone's hero is just to step forward and do what you can with what you have.

      If all goes well, then by the time you read this, I will have an author website at jdcburnhil.com, and be reachable at jdc@jdcburnhil.com where I would love to receive email from readers. If for some reason that doesn't go as planned, my Amazon page will direct you to whatever it is that I do have arranged.

      Even though my home is indeed in New England, the rumors that I can also be reached by putting a letter in a bottle and leaving it in a certain lonely New England churchyard on a night when the fog coils thick, and pretending you don't see the tentacle that creeps through the gloom and snatches the bottle, dragging it away to some indescribable, dimly lit lair for perusal by some THING that lurks in the Earth but is NOT OF IT—well, those rumors are silly. I've never even been to that churchyard. Aboveground, at least. Please don't pay attention to these absurd rumors.
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            Assignment Alpha

          

          By Bret Bernal

        

      

    

    
      The solid steel punch to my shoulder was swift. The momentum carried my body across the floor and through the chamber exit until I collided with a column.

      Now two things were wrong.     

      Wait a minute. I’m getting ahead of myself. Let’s roll back the real-life DVR about half an hour and start from the beginning…  

      I stared through the silica glass of Citadel Alpha, alone, 117 miles above the Moon’s surface, the low hum of generators muffled by a THOOM as the docking bay doors banged shut and my only ride back to the Earth departed. The slender craft from Team Justice’s fleet arced away from its celestial home and sped through the darkness of space.

      The Team Justice satellite was nicknamed Citadel Alpha. It resembled a sunflower that had divorced itself from its stem. The Alpha interior was generally well-illuminated but had now become darker because of the reboot in progress. Emergency lights ran across the lower portion of the walls, and red inset lighting splattered the hallways from above. Just enough lighting to keep me from stubbing my toe on an irreplaceable chunk of equipment.

      Before she boarded the Jinn Jet, I’d asked Pangra if she thought I was ready for my first mission.

      “Do you think you are, Drake?” she answered. No way! I said to myself but nodded yes. I’d never been in charge of anything like this before and had gone through very little training since being recruited by Team Justice. This was way above my pay grade, and I was terrified of screwing up. But here I stood, by myself, orbiting the moon at over 17,000 miles per hour, feeling ill-prepared and kinda queasy.

         

      Pangra, aka The Pandoran Patriot, had walked me through the reboot process twice before she departed in the Jinn Jet. She was the leader of Team Justice. A powerful, intelligent alien woman from the planet Pandora with the ability to phase through matter. Ten times cooler than my powers.

      The corner of Deck One where I stood was called the Monitor Zone. It was a stunning visual gateway to locales all over our planet. Babysitting Earth was a never-ending job. I was fascinated by the crossword puzzle of monitors hanging from above, each one demanding attention. Two empty pilot seats were bolted to a rectangular platform, facing an array of screens, computers and control boards.

      Holographic images of world-famous landmarks appeared and rotated for a short time on a slender platform before being replaced by another. I watched long enough to witness the Louvre hologram, then twenty seconds later it was superseded by the Dome of the Rock.    

      This level was larger than I remembered. Industrial panels mixed with screens, technology I couldn’t pronounce and the influence of NASA. Towering metal columns stretched from ceiling to floor, filled with millions and millions of wires and whatever else the strongest group of heroes in the world needed to function. That day, even though I couldn’t believe it, what they needed was me.       

      My name is Drake Diez, and I’m known as Scour. I’m a hero with a unique power—and it seemed worthless that afternoon. My first assignment in Citadel Alpha had officially begun. I paused, rubbed my moist hands on my costumed thighs and tried to ignore the magnitude of my responsibilities.

      I wasn’t on official monitoring duty—I hadn’t been a member of Team Justice long enough. Those duties had been temporarily transferred to the Civic Sentry’s secret HQ on the East Coast. Until the next team member arrived, he was a watchman, observing the world from the comfort of his own lair. I pictured his feet propped up on a billionaire’s workstation, wearing only a scowl, a cowl, and flip-flops.     

      The reboot had been initiated once I was solo. The process was automatic, with fail-safes built in. My real task was basically a formality of signing off and dating the reports on the slim tablet device Pangra had given me. There’s a rule that the satellite can never be left unattended. At least one team member must occupy it 24/7, 365. A rule that had never been broken since its trillion dollar construction a decade earlier.   

      Outside of the power thrum, the only other noise was my heavy breathing. Even the comm tucked inside my ear was temporarily muted.

      Since I had downtime, I decided to sneak over to the trophy chamber which was only a short walk. No civilian outside of Team Justice knew of its existence, but I had been given a brief tour on my last visit and was excited to see it again. I cautiously entered the room, like a child snooping under the tree on Christmas Eve, hoping not to bump into Santa.

      The chamber was an open area, no doors. Just a wide entrance and exit like you’d see at a museum exhibit. Backup lighting from below splashed upon the breathtaking displays, perfectly placed on variously shaped pedestals.

      The amount of history in front of me was overwhelming. Directly in front of me was Colonel Liberty’s original thick velvet cape, and to the right, Amatheria’s slayer sword, said to be forged by the Greek Gods. Viridian Wave’s original ice blaster sat cradled on a rack. I lingered in front of each display, taking in the inspiring legacy that I had somehow become a small part of. The end display was empty. The digital placard read ‘Exoskeleton of Cybersteele.’ I wondered where they stored the original exoskeleton.

      Cybersteele had been an incredibly powerful ally of Team Justice. His ability to transform his body into various forms and weapons was legendary. He was indispensable during the Secret Civil War. I couldn’t remember why he was decommissioned last year. I’d embarrassingly raised my hand and asked about that at my orientation meetings, but no one would answer me directly. Super secrets. But I understood. I needed to earn their trust before they shared confidential Justice information.   

      I imagined myself in the future, proudly gazing at my own display. My sleek burgundy uniform on a mannequin, long gloves with exposed fingertips, and my trademark shatterproof goggles. And I’d make sure my espresso-colored hair was styled just right, slicked back. Maybe my life-sized figure would have movie star abs. Oh yeah! My mother would be proud on that day. The reckless teenage tool who used to hang with the wrong crowd finally escaped the death sentence of gang life and became a hero. I imagined mom’s face covered in happy tears, running around trying to hug everyone, taking too many photos, my embarrassment hiding behind my lenses. After what I’d put her through for years, it would be worth the awkwardness.    

      Slowly I drifted back to reality. My comm remained quiet. My best guess was that the satellite had been rebooting for almost twenty minutes. I wanted to avoid the obvious. The reboot was malfunctioning.

      CLINK

      The sound came from above. I carefully glanced up towards the shadowy rafters.

      A thin LED beam danced across my eyes.  

      The metallic body dropped from the ceiling, landing at my feet with a hard BANG.

      Cybersteele.

      The supposed out-of-commission, battery-dead Cybersteele. He smelled like fuel injection cleaner. His seven-foot frame was inch upon inch of thick polished metal, rivets, gleaming filters and stacks of silver joints.      

      I stepped back, studying his towering structure. I reached up, offering a handshake. “Hey, uh, it’s, like, a real honor to meet you. I’m Drake. Or call me Scour.”

      He was silent. His silver head tipped towards my face, glowing LED eye slits almost blinding me. Was he X-raying me?  

      Still no reaction. I cleared my throat and tried again to break the ice.

      “I’m waiting for the reboot to finish. What are you doing here? Thought I was alone… not that I mind.“ I was really blowing it. “Did I already say it’s, like, really great to meet y—.”

      The solid steel punch to my shoulder was swift. The momentum carried my body across the floor and through the chamber exit until I collided with a column.

      Now two things were wrong.

      And now you’re caught up. So, I was about to get my butt handed to me…       
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        * * *

      

      “Sensors indicate Citadel Alpha reboot interrupted,” the French-accented computer announced.  

      “Noted,” Pangra said.

      Pangra dipped the final saltine into the mug of chocolate milk, slapping the soggy cracker onto one of her three elongated yellow tongues. “Zaashweetza,” she whispered. The expression meant delicious in her native Pandoran language. She felt the temperature rise on her oblong forehead and its random patches of ocellus, a biological sign of pleasure. A chuckle escaped her gills as she lifted the mug, glancing at the bold letters stamped on its side.

      ‘F.U., E.T.’

      Even as an alien outsider, she appreciated the humor.

      She ignored the Jinn Jet’s flight deck controls, adjusted her cape and wiggled to make herself more comfortable in the pilot chair. The course was plotted, and the ship would do the rest. She lapped up the remaining milk. There was no food similar to milk or crackers on Pandora. It was her favorite food discovery when she’d escaped to earth twenty years earlier.

      “Reactivating comms for immediate communication is highly recommended,” the computer suggested.

      “Whatchu talkin’ bout, Willis?” Pangra said. The other Team Justice members rolled their eyes when she used American TV slang. Pangra, however, wanted to absorb herself in the culture as much as possible. She spent most evenings studying reruns of sitcoms. She felt this helped her to better understand the English language, and gave her a sense of humor, which her teammates hinted she severely lacked.   

      “Keep comms offline. Continue the approved flight plan, no deviation. We have a team member on scene to solve any issues that may arise,” she said.

      “Affirmative,” the computer answered.

      She licked a stray saltine flake from her chin and relaxed her eyelids as she settled in for Pandoran meditation.            

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My head throbbed from the collision with the wall and the second punch to the side of my head that followed. No way was I prepared for a battle with one of the most powerful members of Team Justice. Or former members. Didn’t matter. He was here now, and I was on my own.

      My first thought was to contact Pangra on the tablet. Then I noticed it lying in two pieces on the tile, the screen blank. I had dropped it when Cybersteele assaulted me.

      I decided on retreating and coming up with a game plan was the best solution. Cybersteele reached out to snatch me from the floor, but I spun away, barely escaping his bladed fingertips. I stayed low and skipped away. Fortunately, Cybersteele was not a speedster, which gave me an edge as long as he didn’t catch me. Unless he could morph into a Supercross cycle. Then I’d be a blood stain.

      Warning sensors activated, blanketing the level in flashing red light. What had happened?  Was the satellite being attacked? A virus? Between my breathing, my pain, and my panic, my short supply of confidence was fading. I thought my head was bleeding, but I didn’t stop to check.  

      I tapped the comm in my ear, hoping Pangra would respond. No reply. Cybersteele’s metal hand dug into my shoulder. “Unggh!” The pain bolted through my neck. He had me. I had panicked and let my guard down. He dragged my limp body alongside his. Where was he taking me?  

      There was only one possibility that made sense. Whoever was attacking the satellite was probably controlling Cybersteele. This could be the first phase of an all-out assault on Team Justice. I envisioned alien warships hovering outside, waiting for the signal to invade. I had to warn Pangra somehow.  

      I clenched my teeth and drew in a lungful of air. Focus, Drake. I raised my palms towards the tiled floor. My eyes glowed, the hair on my neck stood at attention. Microscopic dust particles appeared before me, floating, swimming, swirling in the satellite’s artificial gravity.

      As I said, I have a very strange power. I can scour any area and manipulate the particles. Dust, mold, bacteria, anything microscopic you learned about in science class.

      The energy within me manipulated the molecules in a ten-foot radius. The pain temporarily faded because of my intense focus. Scouring the floor for any particle I could use to my advantage. As if in slow motion, I could see the millions of shapes and sizes of the micro-world. One giant scattered puzzle, and my goal that moment was to form that puzzle into a shape or form I could use to save myself.            

      Cybersteele’s claw hand slid around my neck, breathing became almost impossible. He continued to drag me along the floor like a dog carrying its favorite chew toy, wandering aimlessly. I tried to ignore the thoughts of hopelessness and concentrate again on scouring the area.  

      I pushed my powers harder than I’d ever tried, reaching out to every ounce of dust or fleck of atom I could sense. My head pulsated, fading, it felt like it was cracking from the strain. A blanket of ionic dust particles, shaped like a spear, aimed for their target; the exhaust filter near the base of Cybersteele’s neck. From every corner of the room, they soared, more and more particles joining the almost invisible air assault.  

      Cybersteele released his grip and grabbed for his filter. He wasn’t human, so he didn’t need to breathe, but I’d hoped clogging the filter would cause him to overheat. I scurried away, sucking in as much air as my lungs would allow.    

      I crawled back to the trophy chamber, desperate for a dark corner to fade into. That little stunt would only buy me a minute.  

      CLICK, CLAAK, CLAAK.

      Or less.

      The iron footsteps were already coming towards me. I rubbed my aching neck, preparing to use my powers again. I’d never attempted using them so soon without resting. I needed more time. Maybe I could work my way down to a lower level, get more distance between us.

      Maybe I was about to die.

      CLAAK.

      The sound now closer.    

      A reflection from the emergency lighting grabbed my attention. There it was, my possible salvation.

      The Slayer Sword.  

      I dove towards the display, landing on my knees directly in front of the weapon. An unintentional kneel to the gods for the sacrifice I was about to make. The sword was solid and frigid. It took both hands and all of my arm strength to yank it from its cradle.  

      Regaining some of my confidence, weapon in hand, I rushed out of the chamber and towards the tin titan.    

      Cybersteele had morphed his arm into some kind of badass looking cannon. It was aimed directly at me. We stood face-to-face, two heroes on the same team, but today at odds. How would I get close to him before he blasted a hole through me? I needed a quick diversion.       

      I dug the comm out of my ear and lobbed it towards Cybersteele. “Concussion grenade!” I lied, hoping the momentary distraction would work.

      SHOOM! He fired a blast that obliterated the comm. Metal fragments and fried circuitry rained on both of us. My bluff worked. His cannon arm was raised towards the ceiling, already clicking and buzzing as it reloaded.        

      I was already sprinting towards the giant. The Slayer Sword dug into the floor behind me. Sparks, the roar of sharpening a shank echoed through Deck One. Cybersteele’s blaster was lowering. This was my last chance.

      I used my momentum to parkour leap onto the cannon, propelling myself above his body. I hoisted the Slayer Sword as high above my head as my straining muscles would allow. My momentum, partnered with the saber, would violently slice him into halves.

      “Nnng!” I was jolted mid-air, my movement suspended. It felt like I’d been frozen in time. I lowered my eyes, the rest of my body dormant. Pangra’s waist and legs were intangible, phasing through Cybersteele’s frame. Above her abdomen, she was solid, organic. Her right hand gripped the front of my costume, her left hand held my wrists. She had intercepted the sword before its deadly blow.      

      “You passed,” she said. Her half-smile looked fake, but I knew it was real. “Bazinga!”
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        * * *

      

      I wiped my drenched face and tossed the towel on the conference room table, next to my goggles. Pangra had always intended to fly the Jinn Jet just far enough away to be out of sight, then circle back to the satellite to check on my progress.

      She had also restored lighting and secured Cybersteele in the robotics lab. I had battled a replica used for combat training. The real Cybersteele was stashed away in a secret location, being rebuilt, or rebuilding himself.  

      A couple of cooling units had been shut off to trigger warning lights. There was never a reboot. The entire exercise was all designed as part of my training.

      She didn’t answer when I asked if I could’ve been killed.

      “Your shuttle is here,” Pangra said. “Xodrilla Prime will arrive momentarily to resume monitoring duty.” She levitated in front of me, arms folded yet relaxed, her cape slightly waving in the artificial gravity.   

      “No more tricks or tests?” I asked, not convinced the surprises were over.       

      “Not during this solar day,“ she said.  

      She reached out and touched my shoulder. “I never doubted you could handle the situation. You are destined to do well on this team, Scour.”

      Hearing her say that felt so good. A spark of accomplishment inside me triggered a grin. Maybe I was ready to push myself harder than ever—to be a part of something bigger.      

      “I’m glad you think I, like, belong on a team, Pangra.”

      “Not any team...on ours,” she said. Her slender yolk-colored thumb pointed towards the shuttle bay, signaling it was time to go home.  “Now let’s hug it out, bitch!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Word From Bret Bernal

          

        

      

    

    
      I could tell you about the time my wife asked me if I loved her more than comic books and I replied, "Marvel or DC?"

      Or I could mention that somewhere in my fourth grade teacher's attic is a VHS mini-movie starring yours truly, dressed as Superman, flying from a treehouse.

      Maybe you'd be interested in how (before the internet) I used to track down my favorite comics creators and quiz them on the phone or visit them at their studios. These days it's called "stalking."

      But those are anecdotes for another day. Superhero, Super-Hero, Hero. However you wanna spell it, these costumed champions have been my constant companions most of my life. I've collected their powerful, mesmerizing adventures for decades, always wondering, what happens next? As a child, my bedroom floor was smothered in comics—who needs carpet? In middle school, my two best buds and I spent countless hours watching Saturday morning cartoons, swapping comics and writing and drawing our very own—stapling those copy paper issues were a pain. That story creation lifestyle carried on through high school, then adulthood. And, as the hourglass dripped more sand, I never gave up the dream of one day sharing the superhero exploits bouncing around in my brain with others. These days, I still make that weekly trek to my local comic book shop to find out what trouble Spider-Man, Nightwing, and the Justice League are tangled up in. I've also been fortunate enough to have some of my own tales published online and in various comics anthologies, working with some amazing artists along the way. You can find my sci-fi/fantasy comic book mini-series TAO-BOY & ENGINE on Amazon. I hope you enjoy my story for this special anthology.
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            That Which Does Not Kill

          

          By C.Steven Manley

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes I still dream about the Wave, that wall of golden light that swept across the world and changed everything. I dream about watching it dance across the desert night toward me, filling the sky from horizon to horizon and lighting the dark as surely as any desert sun. I dream about the way it swept over and through me and how it left me on my knees, feeling like I’d just run a marathon with a boulder on my back.

      Then, inevitably, something wakes me, and I roll over in my bed to slap at my alarm clock in hopes of spending a few more minutes sleeping away the reality of the Post-Wave world. In truth, it doesn’t look all that different than it did before the Wave. The Wave had swept across the world and left the buildings and the machines and all the pretty little flowers just as it had found them. People, though… well, not all of us were so lucky.

      It was the phone that woke me this time, and I fumbled with it for a moment before I got it to my ear. “Yeah,” I said, “hello.”

      “I need you.” Even through the sleep induced fog I felt, I connected the deep voice with a name: Karl Griffin. Detective Karl Griffin.

      “Riley! Wake up, man! This is happening!”

      “Yeah,” I said, “What’s going on?”

      Karl said something to someone in the background, and then came back to the line. “We’re making a move on the Hardiman case. I want you to meet us there.”

      It took a second for the name to register. Scotty Hardiman was the ten-year-old son of a wealthy software designer. He’d been kidnapped three days ago in a very public and very hostile attack on the boy’s private school. Two people had died.

      I untangled my legs from the sheets and sat up. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Meet me.” He quickly gave me an address. “I’ll give you the details on site but, basically, I want you to get between the kid and the bad guys and stay there.”

      I thought about it for a moment. “That’s risky for the kid,” I said.

      “Look, if I was the bulletproof one, I’d do it. Just get your ass down here.”

      I hung up and reached for my pants.
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        * * *

      

      My business card reads Riley Hanks, Security and Protection Services. For the most part, that’s accurate, and I manage to make a decent living providing security consulting and bodyguard services for a variety of clients ranging from paranoid bankers to visiting celebrities. What the card doesn’t say, however, is that one of the reasons I got into this line of work was because I’m one of the thousands of people worldwide that were altered by the Wave. Normal people have a lot of names for us; Wavers, Waveweirds, and just plain Freak among them. Scientists call us Advanced Humans or Meta-Humans which is all well and good but for the fact that they have no idea what the Wave was, where it came from, or why it changed some of us.

      Not that we’re all the same. The changes the Wave worked were different for all the affected. A week after the Wave hit, there were people flying for God’s sake, some of them with their very own sets of wings. Not in my case, though.

      Since the night of the Wave, I’ve been shot, stabbed, bludgeoned, blown up, run over, poisoned, drowned, thrown out of a helicopter, set on fire, doused with acid, infected, crushed, electrocuted, and called some really hurtful names. I walked away from all of it. My flesh doesn’t cut. My bones don’t break. I am, so far, indestructible.

      Sounds cool, right? Yeah, well, don’t start patting me on the back just yet. Like most things in life, there's a downside. See, I might be indestructible, but my nerve endings and pain receptors work just fine. Bullets may not pierce my skin but getting shot feels a lot like getting stung by the largest, angriest hornet in the world. Getting run over by a truck may not break my bones, but I feel every ounce of pressure on my skull and every groove in the asphalt. They say ‘that which does not kill us makes us stronger.’ I say that which does not kill me just freaking hurts.

      This was paramount on my mind as I approached the address Karl had given me and flashed my consultant ID to a uniform manning the perimeter. Fortunately, the kid recognized me and waved me through without delay. I found Karl leaning over the hood of a police cruiser with three other guys all dressed in heavy assault gear. They looked up as I approached.

      The three assault types studied me like I was something that had just crawled out of a dumpster. I grinned at them and said, “Hi, guys! What’s new?”

      They stared back at me and sort of nodded with a mix of curiosity and revulsion on their faces. Karl muttered something to them, and they wandered off.

      “Okay, see ya later, guys! Nice talking to you!” I let the grin slip and looked at Karl. “I think those guys skipped their mandatory sensitivity training.”

      “You’re a smart-ass,” he said.

      “Olympic class,” I replied. “So what’s up?”

      Karl gestured me over to the hood of the car. He had a set of blueprints spread out with spare ammo clips holding down the corners. The schematics looked like they belonged to a large, multilevel warehouse of some kind.

      “This is where they’re holding the kid,” he said, tapping the blueprints. “It’s about three blocks away.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked.

      “Anonymous tip led us to the building. Then the kid’s dad called in some favors from his military contacts and got us, get this, infra-red spy satellite confirmation. There are definitely seven adults holding an isolated child in that building.”

      I gave a low whistle. “Daddy’s got some clout.”

      Karl nodded. “Apparently he wrote big chunks of whatever software runs those satellites.”

      “Cool. Why am I here?”

      Karl pointed to a small square on the blueprints. “As of fifteen minutes ago, that’s where they were holding the kid with a stationary guard not ten feet away. Our breach points are here, here, here, and here,” he said, indicating spots on the map at all four walls.

      I saw the problem immediately. There was no way to get to Scotty before the kidnappers could shoot him. The doors and the streets outside were bound to be watched, so the moment the police came in, all the guard next to Scotty had to do was pull a trigger. The warehouse was just too big.

      “Are you sure they’ll kill him?” I asked.

      “After the mess they left at the school just getting him? Yeah, I’m pretty sure.”

      I sighed. “Okay, it’s a crappy situation. What am I supposed to do?”

      Karl smiled wickedly. “Oh, don’t worry. I have a plan.”
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        * * *

      

      The plan sucked.

      Okay, to be fair, the plan was actually a pretty decent one. My part of the plan, however, sucked. It turns out there was an oversized drainage pipe that ran into the warehouse from the sewers underneath. It was just barely large enough for one man to wiggle through so long as he wasn’t encumbered by body armor, tactical vests, and weapons like most of the cops were. Karl said he’d had plenty of volunteers to do the pipe crawl, but he didn’t want to send any of his guys in unprotected. So, naturally, he thought of me.

      I simply must remember to send him a thank you card.

      Anyway, that’s how I found myself at the end of a very long, very narrow and very dirty drainage pipe. I still smelled ripe from my trek through the sewers, so that combined with the rust and dust of the pipe made keeping my lack of breakfast down difficult. Thankfully, though, after a few more pulls with my elbows, I found myself at the floor grate that would serve as my entrance into the warehouse.

      After wriggling onto my back as silently as possible, I grabbed the grate and pulled myself into a slightly larger space. I could see up through the grate at the warehouse ceiling and the dark metal struts that crisscrossed it. There wasn’t much else to see, but I laid there for a few minutes listening hard for any indication that the room above was occupied. Satisfied that I was in the clear, I reached up and pushed at the grate.

      Some people who find out about my invulnerability seem to equate my being tough with my being strong. This is not the case. I’m really no stronger than the average man with my build and fitness level, which is pretty good. What I can do, though, is apply my strength without fear of injury. So pushing on a metal grate held in place by three very old and rusty screws was not a big deal. It took a minute, but the grate came free with a minimum of noise.

      After pausing again to make sure I hadn’t attracted any attention, I eased the grate to one side and pulled myself out of the hole. I emerged into a large bay of some kind with thick hoses attached to each of the three walls. The place looked large enough to park a big rig in, but currently, it was empty.

      I moved to one side and hugged the wall, hoping I was out of sight of any bad guys. I had my smartphone in my back pocket and a Glock 22 that Karl had loaned me in the front of my pants. I pulled out the phone. The first thing I noticed was that I had cracked the screen during the pipe crawl. I silently cursed and then texted Karl.

      I’m in. U owe me a nu phone.

      At this, he was supposed to start moving his men into assault positions. My job was to make my way through the warehouse and find the room where they were holding the kid. Once I was in position, I was supposed to text Karl again and the cops would move in. After that, all I had to do was protect the kid until they secured the building.

      I pulled up the picture I had taken of the schematics with my phone and zoomed in on the area I was interested in. After a moment of getting my bearings, I headed in the direction that I thought I needed to go. I stuck close to the meager shadows and moved slowly. It was less than a minute before I rounded a corner and found my target.

      The office was unusual in that it was elevated. I suppose whoever had been in charge of the place in years past had wanted to keep an eye on things. They had put their office in the middle of the warehouse and raised it up about thirty feet on legs of steel. The four columns that supported the corners were crosshatched with smaller steel bands and tied together with steel cross supports that made a large X on every side. The office itself was situated atop it with a small walkway of the same heavy steel circling it. Windows were set into every office wall, but they were covered in paint.

      I heard a light cough and looked up in time to see a man wearing an armored vest and carrying an assault rifle come around the walkway corner from the front of the office. I immediately hunched down behind the corner and cringed, waiting for him to raise an alarm. If he’d seen me, there was no way I could get to him before he could kill the kid.

      No alarm came. After a breathless moment, I peeked around the corner and saw him return the way he had come.

      I looked around and then rushed toward the nearest column. There were plenty of handholds among the crisscrossing bands of steel, and I ascended quickly, trying to keep my movements as smooth and as quiet as I could. I reached the railing, hauled myself over, pulled out my phone and tapped out a message to Karl.

      They have armor and assault weapons. Move in.

      With the phone back in my pocket, I turned around just in time to see the guard come around the corner with his rifle barrel leveled at me. “Don’t you freaking move,” he hissed.

      Sure, I could have drawn my pistol, maybe taken a hit from his weapon, and shot the guy but that would have alerted his buddies and possibly made things harder for Karl and his team. Besides, I try to avoid shooting people, even scumbag kidnappers. So, in the interest of a bloodless resolution, I did as he said, standing very still with my hands held low and away from my body.

      “What gave me away?” I asked.

      The guard grinned crookedly. “Shoulda turned off the keyboard clicks on your phone,” he said. “Who did you text?”

      “Just the cops who are about to descend on this place like the hammer of God,” I said. “How about you drop the rifle and I’ll put in a good word for you.”

      The guy spit a curse without dropping the muzzle an inch. “We warned you,” he said, “we warned you what would happen.”

      From somewhere farther back in the building there was a crash and a flurry of shouts. Gunfire suddenly started echoing through the cavernous space.

      “Now, the kid dies,” he said, “right after you.”

      I was reaching for my Glock when he opened up on me. If getting shot by your average handgun is like getting stung by the world’s angriest hornet then getting shot with a military grade rifle is like getting stung by a giant hornet with a stinger that hits like a white-hot jackhammer. Imagine that and then imagine that happening all over your torso twenty or thirty times in a second.

      Pain exploded through my chest and belly. It was so intense and piercing that I staggered backward, tripped over my own feet and fell onto my side. I was blinded and nauseated by the sheer agony but still managed to keep my wits about me enough that I got a grip on the Glock.

      The guy cursed and hit me with another volley of jackhammer stings all along my side. I screamed incoherently at him and rolled onto my back, bringing the Glock to bear.

      He was gone.

      I could hear booted feet pounding on the metal walkway as he ran back the way he had come. He was headed for the front of the office and the boy within. Even through the agony crawling up my nerves and churning my thoughts, I knew what would come next.

      I got my feet under me as the blanket of pain that was smothering me started to turn to an aching numbness. I ran as best I could and rounded the corner for the front of the office just as the guard’s boot impacted with the door and sent out a shower of splinters.

      I didn’t hesitate. My Glock was up and firing even as I ran at the man. The shots went wild but forced him to turn his attention to me. His rifle barrel swung toward me again, and he started firing. Some of the shots hit home, and I faltered but kept running. He backed away as he fired but hit the railing at the corner.

      His rifle clicked empty as I reached him and swung my Glock in a wide arc that connected with the side of his head. He staggered, but I grabbed his armored vest and started smashing the Glock into his face. When I dropped him, he was limp and blowing bloody bubbles from his ruined nose.

      Don’t judge me. He was about to murder a little boy.
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        * * *

      

      The aftermath was somber. Four of the kidnappers were dead, the other three wounded. The police also had three wounded, one of them seriously. Scotty was safe and reunited with his parents seconds after Karl had walked him out. For my part, my cell phone had caught a rifle round and was little more than a pile of scrap.

      I was sitting alone on the curb examining the remains of my phone and watching the flurry of activity among the police cars, ambulances, and news vans when I heard someone say, “Mr. Hanks?”

      I looked up to find a lean man in his late thirties looking down at me. He was dressed in expensive but casual clothes and had the haggard look of someone who hadn’t been sleeping well. I nodded to him.

      “I’m Chris Hardiman,” he said. “Scotty’s dad. I just wanted to say thank you. You’re a real hero.”

      I looked back at the cluster of vehicles and people that were milling around me. One of the cops that I had smarted off to earlier was being helped into the back of an ambulance. He had one arm in a sling and a heavy bandage around one thigh.

      I stood up and nodded at the wounded man. “That guy’s the hero,” I said, “not me.”

      Hardiman looked at the departing ambulance. “Well, of course, but you were the one who actually protected Scotty. I think that’s pretty heroic.”

      “Not really. Not in my case, anyway.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean,” he said.

      “Heroes risk themselves, Mr. Hardiman. The only thing I risked was your son and this.”

      I dropped the mangled phone into his hand and walked away.

      

      
        
        The End
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      I’ve been writing my entire life. Well, the last 42 out of 50 years of it, anyway. I never worried much about publishing or making money off of it or any of that other rich and famous crap. I just love making the stories. I’ve written all kinds, some better than others, but I always seem to come back to the fantasies; tales of real people in unreal situations.

      I’m the author of The Paragons Trilogy superhuman thriller series, The Pickman Files dark urban fantasy series, and The Brace Cordova space opera series along with an assortment of other genre fiction short stories that you can find out more about here or buy them here.
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            Agents of SCRAM

          

          By Jon Frater

        

      

    

    
      As first dates went, Crypto and Psy-Block’s wasn’t the best.

      Kyle Richards and Kelly Kravitz climbed out of their cab in midtown Manhattan, him leaving what she thought of as a small tip and scolding him for it as he put his wallet away. They were in their civilian dress, and the movie theater marquee lit up the night. GALACTIC OUTLAWS. The 3D version, no less.

      He pulled out his phone, swiped to the e-ticket and presented it to the staff as they walked in. “Twenty-two dollar fare, three dollars is fifteen percent,” he said.

      She shook her head as they headed to their seats. “No, three dollars is thirteen percent. You should have given him the extra dollar. These guys live on their tips, you know.”

      “Well, if the team office wasn’t so far uptown we could have walked.”

      “Well, when Arch-Angel got nabbed by SCRAM we lost his deep-pocketed friends, so we had to move somewhere. That meant uptown. At least the rents are affordable.”

      “I suppose.” They played with their seats. The new generation of movie seats were adjustable. You could lie down and go to sleep in them if you felt like it. Despite their efforts at being nonchalant, this was their first movie together, and they were too excited to sleep.

      “How was dinner?” he asked.

      She made a noise. “Disturbing.”

      “What? I thought the food was good.”

      “It was fine. That restaurant, though… something happened there months ago. A chef attacking someone with a kitchen knife. I could feel the psychic residue pulling at me. Twisted my insides a bit.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I’m fine. I don’t go out much, and this is why. People are difficult to be around.”

      “Even me?”

      “Especially you. But you’re only in town for a week, you’re the first guy to ask me out in months, and I like the way you smell.” Pause. “Now, if only this place wasn’t two blocks away from the ugliest building in Manhattan.”

      “We’re nowhere near Trump Tower.”

      “No, I mean the phone company’s carrier hotel building. Have you ever looked at it? It’s twenty stories tall, utterly without windows. The whole thing is a giant column of brown brick slabs. All it does is house thousands of wires and cables for the internet. I used to have nightmares about it when I was a kid.”

      The theater lights dimmed. “I think I know why you don’t get a lot of dates.”

      “Mr. Richards!” she gasped.

      “Miss Kravitz!”

      The previews began, and they sat quietly and watched the screen. Occasionally their eyes wandered to each other.

      They were well into the film’s second act, a scene involving a giant space battle and shock troopers in black armor attacking the heroes. The surround sound speakers did their job perfectly. He could feel the floor tremble whenever an explosion appeared on-screen. Suddenly she grabbed his hand and held it tightly. He grinned in the darkness and squeezed back. Finally, she hit him on the shoulder and spoke into his ear.

      “Something’s wrong,” she hissed.

      Kyle slid into Crypto mode instantly and tried to sense the room. The noise from the speakers notwithstanding he could feel the ground rumbling beneath them, even through the cushioned seats, he knew that it wasn’t the subway’s dull roar.

      He’d been in enough earthquakes in his life that he recognized the motion the ground made when it sighed or coughed. This was something else.

      They raised their seats and noted the reaction of the crowd. People were rising up, looking around. It wasn’t just the two of them.

      “Let’s get to the street,” he suggested. “Maybe a few of these people would like to come with.”

      “On it.” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes in concentration. Within moments the crowd began to vacate the theater in an orderly fashion, getting out of the space as if it were the most natural thing in the world. There was no shouting fire in a crowd where Psy-Block was concerned. He admired her control. She was improving very quickly.

      They emerged with the crowd to see a wall of water running down the street. He felt rooted to the spot as he watched a literal wave emerge from the intersection then collapse into smaller, lower waves as the water spread out. Gravity pointed it to the lowest point in the terrain…right towards him. The wave pushed past parked cars, pedestrians, and anything that wasn’t part of the street or a building was swept aside. The few civilians who decided to brave the water made things worse as the wall ran down the street, drenching hundreds of people who rushed into doorways and lobbies to escape the oncoming threat.

      Crypto’s mind rebelled against his eyes as he tried to reconcile the events with the earlier part of their evening. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky and there hadn’t been any rain in days. What was going on?

      The rumble of water dispersed as the river ran its course down the avenue. After it passed, inches of water remained in the street, and the sidewalks were strewn with garbage and detritus. Half of Manhattan was going to get its feet wet tonight. That much water couldn’t be accommodated by the sewers. The spillage would eventually find its way over the side of the concrete island as it worked its way to the East River.

      “It came from that way,” she said, pointing up the street.

      They hustled, passing hundreds of upset but essentially unharmed people. Psy-Block collapsed against him, shaking and sweating with the effort she’d put into moving civilians out of the water’s path. She could barely stand, arms and legs twitching with her exertion. He put his arm around her waist, alternately propping her up and pulling her along. She insisted on leading him around the corner and down a side alley, their shoes sodden as they sloshed through the street. They arrived at a gaping hole in the pavement, a foundation that was filled with muddy, murky water…but no building.

      “This was it,” she said. “The carrier hotel building. It was here. What happened to it?”

      He tried to do the math in his head. “Twenty stories tall…one hundred feet of sidewalk…call it a quarter million cubic feet of volume…how big a wave would that make if it just…?” He pulled out his phone and found no signal. He looked around at angry New Yorkers finding the same problem. No signal, no updates, no calls going in or out. Nothing.

      Finally, he understood. The vanished building maintained service routes for half the calls in the city, and without it, two million cell phones, land lines, and internet feeds simply died.

      Without any way to call Strongarm and report the emergency, their only recourse was to head back to the office. They arrived at New Angels headquarters damp and angry. Ted “Strongarm,” Armstrong, the team leader, met them as they arrived, his cool, smooth demeanor in shambles. Crypto and Psy-Block started as they saw the damage to his calm. Strongarm did not sweat events. Until tonight.

      “Hey. Thanks for coming in, you two. Sorry to cut your date short,” he apologized.

      Psy-Block frowned. “It wasn’t a date.”

      “Right. It was just a movie,” Crypto agreed.

      “We’re co-workers. Dating would be weird.”

      “And technically illegal.”

      “But definitely weird.”

      Strongarm waited until the two quieted then nodded to the man in black jacket and slacks who stood behind him. “This is Agent Will Carson, from SCRAM. He has a problem and would like us to assist.”

      Crypto stood up straight. He couldn’t take his eyes off the newcomer. Carson had aged a bit since the last time they’d met. “And will we? Assist?”

      “I hadn’t decided yet. I wanted to hear the team’s thoughts.”

      Braintrust, their net-wizard, lounged on a sofa in the back of the room, surveying everything. She couldn’t help scowling. Crypto assumed the sudden disruption in network service was affecting her badly. “My kid builds robots for NASA, and I have a killer headache,” she said. “That’s my thought.”

      “Congratulations,” Carson said. “You must be very proud.”

      “I am. Meanwhile, the net is failing, I’m slowly going dark, and I’m really pissed off.” She blinked and shifted. She took deep breaths to manage her anxiety regarding being cut off from her workstation. “What’s your story, Agent Carson?”

      Carson’s eyes swept the room, finally settling on Crypto. “Margaret Arrow went rogue.”

      Crypto blinked at the news. Margaret Arrow was a name he hadn’t heard or used in years. “Deep Six split?”

      “Two months ago. Agent Fist issued a kill warrant on her. If I get to her first, I can keep her alive. I can’t do it alone, and you have experience working with SCRAM, so. I need help.” Pause. “Your help, Kyle.”

      Psy-Block looked from one to the other. “Guys? A little background?”

      Crypto maintained eye contact with Carson as he spoke to the team. “Deep Six was a hacker we went up against when I still worked for the government. She worked out of her van. Had a real talent for getting into places where no one could follow. She ate military grade firewalls for breakfast and snacked on server farms all over the world. She limited her activities to taking out bad actors, but the DOD was terrified of her. One day, Agent Carson’s team cornered her and convinced her to join SCRAM. She and Agent Carson here got…close.”

      “It wasn’t like that,” Carson protested. Then he sagged. “Maybe it was like that. A little. I treated her like my daughter. After a while, I started thinking of her that way. Her training became a group effort.”

      “We trained her. You spoiled her rotten,” Crypto interrupted.

      Carson powered on, “She was a solid team member for two years. Then she followed a double agent into Scythe’s arms, and that was that. We hadn’t heard much about her. Until tonight.”

      “Sounds so simple, when you tell the story,” sneered Crypto.

      “I thought it was.”

      Strongarm tapped his foot. “So. What are we doing now?”

      Carson jammed his hands in his pockets, staring at the floor for a good ten seconds. Finally, he continued, “She spent a year overseas, learning from an organization of powered individuals. I don’t know how they did it, but they changed her. She can turn solid matter into water now. And she just flooded midtown Manhattan.”

      Crypto and Psy-Block shared a question. “I didn’t catch a thing,” she said. “Of course we were surrounded by a thousand people, and I was pushing them all to stay calm as a tidal wave ran down Third Avenue…”

      Crypto turned back to Carson, glaring. “So you need us to track her down and corner her. You cuff her and escort her to a holding cell. Everyone is happy.”

      “Something like that.”

      “Crypto?” Strongarm asked. “You good with this? Or will there be a problem?”

      “I’ll be fine. Carson knows what to expect from me. So do you guys. But it’s been years…” Crypto thought of something. He wanted to know how she thought and only the residue of his past experience with Carson could do that. “Do you still have the van?”

      Carson frowned. “Her van? No. That was impounded a long time ago. But I can show you her equipment. Not the stuff she fried on her way out the door. But the gear that she used before she rabbited.”

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      “So would I,” said Braintrust. “If she programs, she leaves traces. Crypto and I can suss out her digital fingerprints, and we can scour the internet for her.”

      “She turns things to water now,” Carson reminder her.

      “The perfect way of covering her tracks,” Braintrust snorted. “She didn’t choose that carrier hotel at random. Trust me.” She pulled her hair back to show him the data port embedded in her skull, just behind her ear. “I went dark for an hour about a year ago. Ask Crypto how I handed it.”

      Kyle looked up. “Badly. She reacted badly.”

      “Fair enough.” Carson rose from his seat and shrugged on his jacket. “Come on. I’ll show you the garage.”

      They climbed into Carson’s black SUV and glanced nervously at each other as he drove through traffic like a madman. A small viewing screen rested on the dash between the front seats, and Kyle couldn’t begin to imagine what the extra switches did. “You guys have come a long way from the days of oil slicks and smoke screens,” he said.

      Carson made a rude noise. “It’s been thirty years since we installed anything as primitive as a smoke generator on one of these babies.”

      “What, then? Micro-missiles? Radar? Laser guided artillery?”

      “With an EMP generator, you don’t need any of that.”

      Carson narrowly missed a cab as he turned an intersection to make a yellow light. Kyle heard Brainy stifle a scream from the back seat. “I remember you all being about putting people first back in the day.”

      “I still am,” he said. “That’s what drew me to Mizu in the first place. You, too, mister man of a thousand voices.’”

      “You know that never took hold. The worst they ever called me was ‘one kay.” He paused as he screeched to a halt at a red light. “Mizu?”

      “That’s what she’s calling herself now. Japanese for ‘water.’”

      “I know what it means.”

      Carson swerved to miss a woman pushing a baby stroller as the light turned green. “I heard about you saving the vice president last year. That was good work.”

      “Thanks. I’d say something like you taught me everything I know except you actually didn’t.”

      “Come on. We taught you how to manage encryption codes. Screwing with cameras, breaking locks, and translating documents.”

      “But nothing about defending myself in the field. That’s what I needed from you.”

      Carson flew his vehicle over a bulge in the asphalt and Kyle gulped as the wheels left the ground for a split second. “Do you really want to do this now, Kyle?”

      “No.” Pause. “But I liked you better when you were the director’s right-hand man.”

      “Guys!” Braintrust shouted, pointing at the road.

      It was a cloudless night, but two inches of water ran down the street. “Pull over,” Strongarm ordered.

      Carson did so, standing near the open vehicle as the New Angels got to work. Crypto and Strongarm followed the new river upstream while Braintrust patched into the SUV’s wifi and Psy-Block wandered into the intersection, arms extended to catch the vibes of passing pedestrians. All their trails ended at a wide gap where another building used to be. The site could have been an Olympic-sized swimming pool if not for the environmental incongruities.

      “Not again,” Crypto said.

      Strongarm blanched. He couldn’t stop his eyes from sweeping the empty space. “She did this? Deep Six?”

      Crypto sloshed along the empty sidewalk. The column of water had fallen to flood the intersection. He could see where the street’s gradient directed the flow of water toward the east side. He could hear sirens in the distance as first responders arrived on the scene. “Mizu. Yeah. This is her work. We saw the same thing across from the movie theater.”

      “Right where the carrier hotel was located,” Braintrust gasped.

      Psy-Block came up to them, gaped at the destruction and spoke. “Oh, she was here. There’s a definite vibe of an angry twenty-something. She was worried, very concerned about the potential for loss of life. She wanted to wreck the structure, but she didn’t want anyone to get hurt.”

      “Where did she go?”

      “I’m not sure. But I caught one thought very strong: ‘two down, two to go.’”

      Strongarm headed back to the black SUV. “Better get going. Come along, Agent Carson. Let’s give the tech heads something to do.”

      Carson drove them downtown, straight into the Battery Tunnel. He hit a switch on the dash and a wall slid open, allowing him to break from traffic, and sliding shut before anyone could take advantage of the new route. A maze of twists and turns later, they emerged into a cavernous basement, driving past rows of trucks, cars, and plainly military-style armored personnel carriers. Finally, he found an empty spot and led them to an elevator. When the doors opened, they found themselves in what could have been any self-storage outlet. Except for the digital code readers and armored doors that stretched into the distance.

      Carson led them down the hall, swiped a key card. The lock popped open with a beep and a click. Mizu’s history was stored in racks, powered down, harmless. It took an hour to re-assemble them into a working network, hard-wired for security’s sake. Crypto and Braintrust conferred constantly as they dug into Mizu’s past.

      “God, this stuff is old,” Crypto noted. “We won’t even talk about the food stains on the case or the crumbs jammed between the keys.”

      “Who taught this kid how to code?” Braintrust demanded. “It reads like an open source nightmare.”

      Carson leaned against the door frame, arms folded. “No one did.”

      Braintrust stared at Carson as if he’d grown a second head. “So she taught herself?”

      “She said it came naturally to her. And she clearly knew what she was doing.”

      “Wasn’t clear to me,” Kyle mumbled.

      Carson glowered. “Kyle, if you’re going to slam me, at least be straight about it.”

      Crypto looked up. “Fine. Straight up. You had no idea what she was doing. You didn’t even care as long as she got results. This isn’t coding. It’s something completely different.”

      “Show me.”

      Braintrust’s hands flew over the keyboard. “Hacking just means coding for harm. Applications are written in languages specific to the purpose. She wasn’t programming. In fact, I don’t think she’s ever actually coded an app in her life.”

      For the first time, Carson seemed confused. “So how did she do the work?”

      Braintrust shrugged. “She was…I don’t know. Thinking at the machinery. It obeyed her, so she probably thought she was coding.”

      “But that’s what you do!” Carson said.

      Braintrust grinned crookedly at him. “I use an AI compiler that translates my thoughts into an app. This is closer to computer telepathy. This is new to me.” She glared at Carson. “Did you even bother to check her work?”

      “I have specialists for that. SCRAM has supervisors. If a system does what it’s supposed to, they sign off and Bob’s your uncle.”

      “Yeah, well. Kyle, come here and tell us what this stuff means. It’s just gibberish to me.”

      Crypto paged through reams of material. Tens of thousands of lines of code ran past the screen in a unique programming language. “Looks like the structure you’d have in an object-oriented approach. But some of the objects she designed…’whorls,’ ‘grizzles,’ ‘gumps,’…I dunno…”

      “Just your best guess,” Carson urged.

      “My best guess is that she created a sorting tool. Some way to funnel server information to a new set of IPs. But there’s no central admin point. She logs in remotely, and the system reconfigures on the fly.”

      Braintrust’s eyes grew wide. “So. If she still thinks this way, all she needs is a single access point. Right?”

      “Right.”

      “And, Kelly, she was thinking she had two more targets?”

      Psy-Block looked up. She was hugging herself, trying not to shudder. “Yeah.”

      Crypto reached out to her. “You all right?”

      “This whole building is psych-shielded. I can’t hear anything at all. Except from you guys.” She shrugged. “Feels weird, I’m so used to having to close off most of the world.”

      “Here’s her goal.” Braintrust called up a GPS map, and two items stood out. One was on the west side, the other was much further uptown. “These are carrier hotels. Big buildings filled with all the wiring that allows internet vendors to do their jobs. If she takes these two facilities out, she’ll wipe out everything east of the Mississippi. But what does she do then? And if she kills her own access, what’s the point? Not simple revenge?”

      “Orders from Scythe?” Strongarm suggested.

      They all looked at Carson. He knew her best. “No. She’s following a higher path. She thinks she’s on the side of righteousness. She thinks Scythe is the better of two options.”

      “She wants to kill SCRAM. Best way to do that is to kill its network. Without instantaneous communications, SCRAM has no backbone and Scythe can pick agents off at their convenience,” Crypto said.

      Braintrust paused, hopping from one foot to the other, her lips moving as if running number through her head. “I have an idea,” she said. “If we cut out everyone’s access to the remaining carrier hotels, she’ll have to come here to screw with the works in this building directly. Then we make her play our game instead of us playing hers.”

      “What do you need?” Carson asked.

      “I need to not be dark. What’s the best-protected server farm in SCRAM?”

      Carson pointed at the ceiling. “Ten levels straight up. I’ll walk you.”

      “Agent Fist won’t like you bringing in new people,” Kyle cautioned.

      Carson shrugged and headed back to the elevator. “I won’t tell her.”

      The elevator resembled an armored garage lift, fit for moving heavy pallets and small vehicles as well as people. It occurred to Crypto that a man with a machine gun could do a lot of damage if he sprayed the interior of the car. He shuddered, fighting to get himself under control. Two hours in this place and he was already reverting to SCRAM’s paranoid ways. Evidently, their training was still in his head, somewhere.

      “So whose brilliant idea was it to put the intelligence community’s nerve center underneath the busiest city in the country?” Braintrust asked.

      Carson entered a twenty digit code on a keypad and swiped a key card. The elevator began to rise with a hum. “9/11 changed things. Where the DOD saw a smoking pit in lower Manhattan, SCRAM saw an opportunity to establish a presence. So while the politicians argued about what to build in the space, we dug down a few extra levels. No one suspected a thing.”

      “How far down does the complex go?” Crypto asked. It was something he always wanted to know.

      “There was a certain limit to what we can hide,” Carson told him. He almost cracked a smile. “This is just a regional response center.”

      Strongarm raised an eyebrow. “And how many people work here?”

      The doors slid open to show them an answer to his question. Agents of SCRAM filled hallways, everyone dressed immaculately in the standard uniform of black slacks or skirts, white tops, and glittering holographic ID cards dangled from countless lanyards.

      “A few,” Carson said as he stepped off the platform. The New Angels couldn’t help but gawk at the institutional décor as they hustled to keep up. Despite the activity, the base gave an impression of size. Like an office building rather than a military outpost, but able to do the work of either if needed.

      The communications section opened into a dark room with rows upon rows of cubicles dominating the space. Brightly lit screens poured their contents into men and women wearing headsets and intently focused on their jobs.

      Carson ushered them into an unused space at the back of the room, a shielded cubby the size of a closet, filled with telecom gear and surrounded by stone walls. Carson sat down and logged into the network. “I have a lot of secure privileges but shutting down the carrier hotels and routing their traffic through here is above my pay grade.”

      “Not above mine.” Braintrust plugged a dongle in the back of the CPU. “In five minutes I’ll have everything re-routed. Then we wait for an alarm when she breaks in somewhere.” She looked around. “It’d be better if we spread out a bit.”

      Crypto pulled out an ear-piece and turned it on. “I’ll stay here. I can read the trace-map, you can’t. When she starts re-writing the code, I’ll ping you on comms.”

      “All right,” Strongarm said, as he squeezed his shoulder. “Let’s go, people. You, too, Carson. Let’s give Crypto room to work.”

      They left him alone with his borrowed workstation and his thoughts.

      His time with SCRAM hadn’t been a bad deal, to be honest. Carson was a good leader. Jemisin on weapons and defense, McElroy the pilot and driver, Alvarez the electronics guy, Tabriz, the field scientist. Kyle had been the intelligence specialist, picking out clues from the ether and pointing the team toward the next goal. The guy behind the desk. The guy in the chair with the comm that never turned off. That guy.

      Then, the cyber attacks. The van by the river. Deep Six. Her arrival changed everything. Suddenly Kyle was the other guy. He still worked his console, picking out leads and identifying targets but Deep Six had gotten the combat training. The survival tricks. The cool stuff. When he complained to Carson that he was senior to her, so he should get the field work, he was rebuffed. Kyle’s skill set was unique. Deep Six, for all her whizz and bang, couldn’t read any language but English. The intelligence desk needed Kyle Richards, and that was that.

      God, he hated her.

      Alarms blared, and Crypto reached out to silence them as he peered at the monitor. The code was changing. She was here somewhere. He tapped his comm. “Brainy, Carson, heads up. She’s in.”

      He received a static-filled burst of noise in response. He tried again and again, but there was no response. Finally, he stood to leave and then the blast door slid shut in front of him. The lock clunked, and an LED changed from green to red. Locked. He dug into his memory, trying to recall access codes, and tried a few. Nothing worked.

      Suddenly an eerily familiar voice spoke to him from his workstation. “Kyle? You there?”

      “No way,” he murmured. “It can’t be.”

      “Ha. There you are.” The screen blacked out and flickered. He found himself looking at a pixelated CGI image of Margaret Arrow, aka Deep Six.

      He squinted as his mind played a long string of long-forgotten scenes behind his eyes. He could almost hear the universe laughing at him. He’d thought of her as a historical bookmark for so long…

      And yet his throat was dry as he tried to talk to her. “So,” he croaked. “It’s Mizu, now? That’s original.”

      “Don’t be a bastard, dude.” She had a round face, dark hair, and green, almond-shaped eyes. There was mixed heritage there somewhere, but she never spoke of her parents, and none of the team had ever tried to guess. Her exotic looks hadn’t hurt, he was sure.

      “What do you want, dear?”

      “I want to make things right.”

      “How, by dissolving the internet one building at a time?”

      “No! No, that’s not what I’m doing. I’m saving you. Us. The world. Everyone.”

      “You’re going to have to explain how.” Keep her talking. He needed to get out of here or at least hope that Braintrust was listening. He was sure his team was trying to help track her down.

      Mizu’s image stared back at him, finally giving him a languid blink. “This is about me coming on the team, isn’t it? Kyle, that was four years ago. When are you going to get over it?”

      “When I can look at you and not want to punch you in the face.”

      Mizu rolled her eyes. “Look, for the millionth time: I’m sorry for how things went down. The truth is SCRAM doesn’t want intel guys, they want combat types. Fire throwers, telekinetics, lightning zappers, anything that can wreck a city block. That’s not you.”

      Kyle fumed. “No. It’s you.”

      “Sure, now. Not then. You remember what I was like when you guys found me. I was living in a van, for chrissake.” She leaned in to the screen. For a moment he felt as if he could reach into the glass pane and grab her nose. And pull. “We’re afterthoughts, Kyle. We’re the ones nobody has a use for. We just read their mail and send their letters, and that’s all we were ever going to be. Lackeys.”

      “And that’s why you left home to work for Scythe?”

      She snorted, rolling her eyes and shaking her head in an elaborate display of disgust. “No, you moron. I’m working for myself. I’m taking over the data. All the data. SCRAM and Scythe’s too. Without records, both organizations will fall apart, and the world is instantly a better place.”

      “Yeah, somehow I don’t think it works that way.”

      “Whatever, Kyle. I know what I’m doing.”

      Stall, stall, stall. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I want you to know the truth of it. Scythe isn’t the problem. SCRAM is.”

      “I will never listen to anything you say.”

      She blinked, hung her head, and finally looked into his eyes. “Why?”

      “Because before you showed up, I mattered,” he blurted. Now that the cork was off the bottle the rage boiled up and shot out of his mouth. “I was the intelligence guy, everyone came to me for ideas, for observations, for what I knew. Then Carson took a shine to you, and I was second fiddle. They stuck me in a closet. I wasn’t even called to the weekly staff meetings anymore. There wasn’t any point to my work. I had to leave. Where did I end up? The New-freaking-Angels, and even that nearly got me killed.”

      “Your choice.” She raised a hand, twiddled her fingers, and a countdown appeared on his screen: two minutes.

      She was still in the system. She was live. There was an opportunity to fix this. “No, dear. Your choice.” He reached out and pressed his hand to the screen…

      …and connected.

      He couldn’t find her body, but he could trace her trail of whorls, zingers, and twirlies through it. It was like following a loaf of bread to the oven by sense of smell. He saw the codes she’d placed in the system, writhing and slipping away from him, snake-like through a dark pipe. She’d built an elaborate network of commands, contingencies, and countermeasures in case he or anyone with network skills tried to follow her.

      Braintrust was right: Mizu was ‘talking’ to the machines, and they were listening. Doing her bidding. No wonder SCRAM wanted her dead. Crypto had to dig into his moral code to not want to help make it happen.

      He hated her so much.

      “So that’s how you want it?” he heard. The system itself was speaking to him through his connection to the network. “I don’t need you people. I’ll save the world myself!”

      He fell back as the connection shattered, gasping in the office chair he collapsed into. He felt a drip on his arms and the top of his head. He looked up. It was raining inside the room, the ceiling turning into water one drop at a time.

      He belatedly realized what she was doing as he moved to the terminal and tried to log back into SCRAM’s network only to jump back as the water from above became a torrent. The workstation’s circuits fried and the emergency lights glowed red while the water rose inch by inch. Where was she? She had to be close by…or did she? He realized that he had no idea how her water-power even worked. Will Carson hadn’t actually told them that. Did he even know?

      Crypto stumbled to the door, tried to get a grip on the solid sheet of metal and watched as the electronic locks shorted out. The door was locked, and he couldn’t get a grip on the smooth, slippery metal. Even if he could, strength wasn’t his strong suit. He struggled beneath a full pack even on the best of days.

      He punched the door out of rage and shame and barely heard when the door punched him back.

      He backed away as the heavy thumping continued. He could see bulges appear in the door as the metal stretched and strained beneath the impacts. Finally, the door bent and sparks flew as the metal was pulled to the side. Strongarm’s face and arm, then his torso and legs appeared.

      Water flowed out of the room as Strongarm reached in and pulled Crypto out of the gap he’d punched in the doorway. Water pooled around their feet as he pushed Crypto against a wall, his face contorted in anger.

      “That’s what this is all about? A damn case of sibling rivalry?” he demanded.

      They’d heard his exchange with Mizu, then, All right. Better that they should know his past. “It’s more than that.”

      “Not from where I was listening. You had Carson all to yourself, and she took him away from you. Now you hate her for it. You hate him, too. You never cared about national security, it’s all about showing us that Carson is a failure. That’s your head game.”

      “Maybe. But if you’d been there…”

      “No. This is about you and only you. I’m of a mind to kick you off my team right now, but the womenfolk would complain, and you still have a job to do. Now, where is she?”

      He coughed the last of the water out of his chest. “Level seven. Near the main trunk exchange. She’s talking to the main computer, turning it into a node for her own network.”

      “Not Scythe?”

      “She says she wants everything. Our stuff and theirs.”

      “Come on, then.” He toggled his comm. “I have him. Meet us in the main server exchange.”

      They maneuvered their ways through corridors, ignoring and being ignored by the SCRAM personnel who raced through the hallway on their ways elsewhere. Alarms blared, and lights flashed. Crypto could see what Mizu was doing: setting off every alarm in the hopes of dispersing SCRAM agents throughout the building. She needed to be everywhere at once and was doing a good job.

      They arrived at an intersection, Carson running up with Braintrust and Psy-Block in tow. Carson took them the rest of the way, stopping in front of an armored door. A thumbprint later they were inside. Hundreds of armored servers whirred in place like roman columns. The air conditioning alone made the place feel like a freezer; Kyle had it worse as his wet skin chilled him to the bone.

      “Workstation’s in the back. Everyone take a row,” Carson said.

      They crept forward, gaining some cover as the noise and flashing lights masked their approach. They realized she was on to them as small turrets dropped from the ceiling. Tiny phuts of gas sounded as tranquilizer darts whizzed over their heads. After a moment they were all hiding behind servers, out of view…and the only way to approach her was to put themselves in the line of fire.

      “Brainy,” Crypto called out. “Keep ahead of her! Psy-Block! I think you and I need to mess with her mind. Ready?”

      Psy-Block’s voice came around a server to his left. “I sure am. Give me one second! Here we go!”

      The setting changed subtly as Psy-Block drew Crypto and Mizu into a realm of pure thought. Ideally, Mizu was so busy tapping the servers she wouldn’t even notice the change. Kyle edged around one server to see Psy-Block, who spun a mental, multi-limbed exoskeleton around herself. She clanked around the servers, attracting Mizu’s attention. Crypto could hear the pounding of Mizu’s hands on the keyboard, and he sped forward, running through the maze of servers, finally launching himself at her with a war cry. He knocked her back, and they rolled, tumbling to the floor as he punched her. Or punched at her. She threw him off without any effort, and he saw Psy-Block clank into position behind her.

      “Damn you, Kyle. I’m saving the world!” Mizu shouted.

      “Not with our stuff, you’re not,” Psy-Block yelled. She reached out from behind Mizu, extended her claws and slashed at her face, her arms, her legs. Raindrops coalesced around them, grew into a downpour, then turned into an ocean as if fire hoses were turned on them. One stream knocked Crypto against a server, twitching as the equipment shorted out in a burst of sparks and noise.

      Psy-Block danced around the streams, grabbed Mizu’s hands, immobilizing her. Monstrous scissors extended from Psy-Block’s metal arms, bent toward Mizu and snipped her imaginary hands right off.

      Mizu screamed and thrashed in a violent craze as she tried to shake her attacker off. Psy-Block finally relented, releasing the girl. The two New Angels watched bitterly as she flopped and twirled, crying bloody hands as she tried to deal with the new attack.

      The scene dissolved as Psy-Block collapsed, releasing Mizu and Crypto from her mind game. He returned to his senses to see Braintrust, reaching for the console, plugging herself into SCRAM’s network, and deep diving into the works to repair the damage that Mizu had done. Psy-Block lay twitching on the floor, deep in a seizure, and Mizu sobbed and screamed about her hands, crying in a ball at the other end of the hallway. She lay in a shallow pool of water, the stone turning to liquid beneath her. Her hands, while still attached to her, flopped limply as she waved her arms. Still stuck in her head, she likely didn’t even see them.

      Carson looked down at the women. Crypto had never seen him so angry as he looked back up. “What the hell did she do?”

      “Psy-Block separated her from her computer telepathy,” Crypto said. “She’s still a rainmaker, but her hacking days are over. Unless she actually learns Python, that is.”

      “Good job,” Braintrust said. “I’ll finish up here. You guys—”

      “Too late.”

      Crypto glared at Agent Carson. “I’ll clean up my mess. You clean up yours,” he said, pointing to Mizu. “If I remember correctly, the shielded holding cells are down on level five. That right?”

      Carson took a step, back in control of his feelings. “They are. I…thank you for your help. I couldn’t have done this alone.”

      “You could have. If you’d wanted to.”

      “Not really. I’m just one person. It helps to have a solid team behind you. Doesn’t it?”

      Crypto watched the New Angels as they worked. Strongarm was moving equipment into place for Braintrust’s recovery and repair scheme, and Psy-Block seemed to be shaking less, merely trembling now. These folks were as close to home as he got. What else did he have? An office in the Pentagon and piles of paperwork? No, this was better. He could see that clearly now.

      “It does.” He went to Psy-Block’s side and held her hand, keeping her limbs from twisting, and waiting for her to come back to them. Eventually, the seizing stopped, and she started breathing normally. Her eyes opened. “How long?”

      “A minute, maybe two. Mizu is in worse shape.”

      She rolled onto her side and nodded. “Oy. Didn’t mean to take her out that harshly, but it seemed like the thing to do.”

      “She’ll be fine. She has a team to take care of her. And if she’s in a holding tank, SCRAM won’t actually try to kill her.” He raised his head and his voice. “Agent Carson is good at keeping his people alive.”

      Carson took a deep breath and let it out, then went to scoop his protégé into his arms and headed out. His armored vest slowly dissolved beneath her, staining the rest of his clothes as he brought Mizu over. “I’ll take her down. Mr. Armstrong. You group’s security clearances will be sent shortly. Thank you again for your help.” Carson left a wet trail as he left.

      Braintrust raised an eyebrow as Crypto folded his arms. “Security clearances? You made us part of SCRAM? After what you saw today?”

      Strongarm smiled. “Absolutely. We have bills to pay and being part of SCRAM helps us get noticed. Besides, I don’t think these government types can survive without us. Do you?”
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            Superhero Talk Show

          

          By Dean Floyd

        

      

    

    
      Skycam 1 hovered over the clapping, smiling audience, gliding down until it rested on the well-lit stage where the host laughed at an inside joke with his guests. “Welcome back to the show. I’m your host, Tony Cantrell, and in case you're just joining us, we’ve been speaking with our city’s infamous hero, Greyscale.” Tony paused while applause erupted, flashing the camera a toothy smile before continuing. “Greyscale claims that his arch nemesis, Dr. Chromatic, kidnapped his son, who had just taken up the mantle of Greyscale’s new sidekick, Pitfall. He claims that Dr. Chromatic took his son last summer, and in the time since, the doctor has allegedly brainwashed Pitfall, making him think he is not our legendary superhero's sidekick.

      “Dr. Chromatic’s parole officer has graciously allowed the doctor to join us in person today. Dr. Chromatic come on out!” Camera 3 shot past Tony’s raised palm, zooming to the side entrance, stage right. On cue, a light illuminated the doorway and out stepped Dr. Chromatic shadowed by his armed parole officer. Most of the crowd booed, a few even throwing cups and snacks at the villain. Dr. Chromatic took it all in stride, slithering his way to the empty modern armchair designated for him, carrying with him his signature keytar.

      “Dr. Chromatic, thank you for joining us today,” said Tony with genuine fervor. “This is an incredible opportunity in TV history to sit, in a neutral zone as it were, and hear both sides of the story.”

      Camera 4 switched over to Greyscale, catching a glimpse of his massive pewter gloved fingers digging into the armrest.

      Dr. Chromatic took a bow, propped his keytar on the side of the armchair and slumped into the chair.

      “I trust that your keytar is a simple prop today?” said Tony with a nervous laugh.

      “Oh, this ole’ thing? Of course,” said Dr. Chromatic, jutting a thumb at the officer behind him. “You think he’d let me in here if this thing were real? Psssshhh.”

      Tony, wiped his brow. “Whew. Great. And thank you, officer, for being available today as well.” Camera 1 did a quick cut of the officer sitting on a stool behind the villain, capturing his curt nod and a bright glare from his shaved head.

      “Well, Doctor, you are aware that Greyscale is claiming that you kidnapped his son. Why would you kidnap an innocent boy and drag him into your fight?”

      “As most of you know, I have two passions,” said Chromatic. “Science and music. Science is a means to an end in most cases for me.”

      “Like when you blew up a quarter of the city,” butted in Greyscale.

      Tony held up a hand to Greyscale, and Dr. Chromatic continued. “I got bored playing music by myself, and I wanted a new scientific challenge. So I decided to borrow some of Greyscale’s DNA to make my first new band member.”

      A boo escaped the crowd.

      “My protege is the product of experimentation that I created in a lab while trying to clone my arch nemesis. I consider the experiment a success. I would also like to point out that ever since Greyscale was beaten by Haymaker, he’s displayed a pattern of delusion, bordering on schizophrenia. I think he made this whole Pitfall character up.”

      Tony turned to the hero. “Greyscale,” said Tony, “May I call you Grey?”

      “Sure,” said Greyscale.

      “Grey, do you have any proof that you have a son? Maybe a birth certificate or something else along those lines. Until today, no one even knew you had taken a sidekick under your wing, let alone that you had a son.”

      Greyscale’s white-out eyes frowned under his domino mask. “It’s true. I wanted to wait to reveal to the city that I had a sidekick. I didn’t want my son feeling unnecessary pressure. It needed to be his choice. As for a birth certificate, I do have one, but if I were to produce it, it would reveal the real identity of my son.”

      Dr. Chromatic countered. “If ‘Pitfall’ really is your beloved son, wouldn’t you do anything to get him back safe and sound?”

      Greyscale puffed out his swollen chest. “Of course I’ll do whatever it takes. Whatever.” He breathed the last word like a threat and Camera 2 made sure to catch a close up of his tightened square jaw.

      Dr. Chromatic flashed his sharp teeth. “Then remove your mask and reveal to the world who you really are.”

      “No!” barked Greyscale.

      Squinting in thought, Tony asked, “But if Pitfall is really your son, isn’t revealing your identity worth it?”

      Greyscale sighed. “If it came to that, if there was no other way to get my son back, then yes I would reveal my identity.”

      “So why not do that? Why come on the show at all?”

      “Because I don’t think it needs to go to that. I think I can prove it without giving up my mask and cape.”

      Cantrell turned his attention to Dr. Chromatic, who sat with his chin pointed upward, his hipster glasses making his otherwise beady eyes the size of plums. He sat with one leg crossed and his hands were folded, resting on his knee. “Doctor,” said Cantrell, “Is this true? Have you kidnapped and brainwashed your nemesis’ sidekick and son as part of some evil plot?”

      The Dr. smiled revealing his coffee-stained teeth. “No of course not. As you said, we had not even heard of this ‘Pitfall’ until today. I created this boy. His very existence is a miraculous accomplishment of science. But Greyscale can’t stand the fact that I have succeeded at anything. He has concocted this fictional account of a son which he can never prove is actually his.”

      “Now just a minute,” said Greyscale.

      Tony put his hand up. “Hold on, Grey. Doctor, if this is true, how can you prove that you created this boy? How do we know that you aren’t lying?”

      “That is a good question, Cantrell. Unfortunately, the common man would not comprehend the full scope of my work, suffice it to say that during one of our many...encounters I was able to obtain a small sample of Greyscale’s blood. I brought it back to my secret lab and manipulated his DNA, making an imperfect clone of him to raise and nurture as my own son.”

      “Do you think,” said Tony, turning to Greyscale, “that because Dr. Chromatic used your DNA in his experiment that it makes this boy your son?”

      “No,” said Greyscale slamming his fist into the coffee table between them. “I don't think that because Pitfall is my son.”

      “He is my creation. You must come out of your delusions Greyscale. Live in the real world. Accept that I have succeeded and move on.”

      Veins popped out of Greyscale’s neck. He tried to get words past his tongue, but all that came out was spittle.

      “And,” continued the doctor, “if he is your son, as you claim, then prove it. Remove your mask. Show us.”

      “I don’t need to,” said Greyscale in a low voice. “You already know who I am Dr. Chromatic. Why don’t you tell the world? Hmm?”

      “I don’t understand what you’re getting at.”

      “What I’m getting at is, if you really cloned me, then you would be able to figure out my true identity. And if you didn’t clone me, then that means that Pitfall is my son. Either way, you now know who I am. So why haven’t you revealed my identity to the world? This is your chance to blow my top. Unless you didn’t think that far ahead?”

      Dr. Chromatic began fidgeting with the neck of his keytar.

      “You didn’t think ahead, because you assumed you had me cornered. Your ego can only stand to see me publically humiliated. But you didn’t realize, either way, you screwed up. You planned this whole thing to get me to reveal myself without realizing that you backed yourself into a corner. I am Greyscale, and Pitfall is my son!”

      Prompted, the crowd broke into standing applause.

      Tony faced Camera 1 with his signature smile. “After the break, will a blood test be enough to tell the truth?”

      

      “If you’re just joining us, this is the hour-long special where Greyscale and Dr. Chromatic have called a truce to hold an historic hash out, here on The Cantrell Show.” Light applause followed.

      “Dr. Chromatic claims that he was finally able to create human life in the form of an imperfect clone of his arch nemesis, the self-appointed hero, Greyscale. But Grey claims that Dr. Chromatic did nothing of the sort. Instead, Grey says that Chromatic kidnapped and brainwashed his son into thinking that Dr. Chromatic is his creator and father. Greyscale argues that this is all a ruse to get him to reveal his secret identity.

      “Now before we went to break,” said Tony, looking into the camera, “I promised that we would have the results of a blood test. But given the controversial nature of our conflict here today, it will be somewhat difficult to prove.” He turned to Greyscale. “Grey, you do realize that because the Dr. is claiming to have created the boy from a sample of your tissue, a blood test would really prove nothing. Obviously, this boy would have similar DNA. So how do you think you can prove that Pitfall is your son with a blood test?”

      Camera 2 zoomed in on Greyscale’s pearl white smile, displayed for the first time since being on the show. “Well as you know Tony, before the show I agreed to have my wife come backstage as long as you kept her identity secret.”

      Some of the crowd gasped and murmured amongst themselves.

      Tony nodded, and Greyscale went on, “I realized that getting a blood test on myself would prove nothing. But comparing my wife's blood with Pitfall’s would prove without a doubt that Pitfall is my son.”

      Cantrell turned to the Dr. “And Dr. Chromatic what do you think this test will prove?”

      Dr. Chromatic hesitated for a millisecond. “It will prove nothing. How do we even know if the results are real if you’re not going to disclose to us who this woman really is?”

      “A good point,” said Cantrell. “Let’s turn our attention to this mystery woman and hear her testimony.”

      A large flat screen monitor mounted on the wall turned on. A woman could be seen from the waist up wearing a flower patterned blouse. Her face was blurred on the screen, and her voice has been altered. Somber piano music began to play softly.

      “Hello. I am the wife of Greyscale, my loving husband. And the mother of…” she took a quivering breath, “...our little boy Pitfall.

      “Last year when Greyscale finally decided to take on a sidekick I thought that he had an older teen in mind, maybe even a peer. I never thought he was going to train our son so early. But my boy was eager, and he already designed a costume, and his powers developed earlier than expected.” She held up a color crayon stick figure drawing to the camera. It depicted Greyscale and Pitfall as best as any nine-year-old could draw.

      “We had a lot of arguments about it. I didn’t want to see my son harmed, but Greyscale promised me that he’d protect our son. And now…” she wiped her blurred eyes with a tissue, “...now my little Pitfall has been taken from me, and he doesn’t remember us anymore.” She broke down sobbing, and the screen faded out.

      Tony handed a tissue to Greyscale who carefully wiped his eyes. Skycam 1 panned across the crowd, many glossy eyed, and a few teared up themselves, including a brunette soccer mom.

      “Well,” said Tony, “it seems that your alleged wife has won over the audience. But the question still remains. Are your claims true? Is Pitfall your son, or can you truly not stand that your arch nemesis, Dr. Chromatic, used some of your DNA to accomplish an incredible feat of science?”

      Cantrell turned to face the camera again. “We will find out who is telling the truth, right after the break.”

      

      “And we are back. Dr. Chromatic claims to have created an imperfect clone of the hero Greyscale, but Greyscale claims if that is true, what will happen if this boy’s DNA matches with that of his wife?

      “One person we have not heard from today is the boy himself. Please welcome to the show the young man in question.”

      The crowd applauded as a young boy was escorted out from backstage. He wore a Misfits t-shirt, tattered jeans completed with a white lab coat and safety goggles. From his attire, he looked exactly like a protege of Dr. Chromatic, but beneath the attire, there was no denying his athletic build and jawline resembled Greyscale, even at his young age.

      “Please take a seat,” said Tony, motioning to a seat conveniently placed in between Greyscale and Dr. Chromatic. “Please introduce yourself to the audience and our viewers at home.”

      The boy looked to the crowd, then to the camera, then to Dr. Chromatic. When he opened his mouth to speak his voice was monotone. “My name is Tonedef. I was created by my father, Dr. Chromatic.”

      Some of the crowd booed until Tony motioned for them to be quiet. “And this man here,” he motioned to Greyscale. “Who is this man to you?”

      “He is my father’s enemy.”

      “No, I AM your dad, son!” said Greyscale.

      “I may share your DNA, but Dr. Chromatic made me, raised me. He is my father.”

      Greyscale’s gloves stretched thin around his knuckles until the armrests of his chair splintered. “Those are implanted memories, son. Chromatic brainwashed you.”

      “I’ve been made aware that you hate my father and that you have a biased opinion because of the feuds you and he held in the past, but I have been shown undeniable proof that you are not my biological father.”

      Greyscale rose from his broken chair pointing his gloved finger at Dr. Chromatic. “You disgust me. To do this to my son, the mental damage…” Then he looked to Tonedef. “You want undeniable proof, son? Tony.”

      On cue, Tony’s lovely high-heeled assistant brought forth a sealed manila envelope. “Well, we have the truth right here in this envelope. Do you want to know the truth?” The crowd erupted into applause. Slowly he unwound the red string that kept the envelope sealed and removed the paperwork from within. He took a breath. Silence hovered over the crowd like a dark cloud before the rain starts. “When it comes to this nine-year-old young man, the DNA test shows that he does have the same DNA as Greyscale.”

      The crowd applauded.

      “Of course he does,” agreed Dr. Chromatic.

      “When we cross-examined the DNA of Greyscale’s wife with that of this boy, we found that… it matched! Greyscale, you are the father!”

      The crowd jumped out of their chairs applauding.

      Greyscale got out of his chair slowly, a scowl on his face. He picked up the armchair he had been sitting on and tore it in half throwing it across the stage, knocking Camera 3 off of its tripod which would have to be fixed in post. The crowd gasped. Greyscale did not see the crowd, he did not see Tony, he did not even see his son. His eyes were only on Dr. Chromatic. Now that he was vindicated he had only one agenda.

      “You broke my wife’s heart.” He took a step. “You broke my son’s mind.” He stepped closer. “Now I’m going to break you.”

      Tony raised his eyebrows. “I think we’re going to need some help.”

      Immediately ushers and security men rushed in to tackle Greyscale, but it was too late. He flung them across the room like a child dismantling a block tower. One man collided with a Skycam 1 wiping out the top down wide angle. Another usher flew into the crowd and landed on several large women, none of whom were hurt—thanks to the extra cushion.

      Dr. Chromatic did not try to run, did not even rise from his chair. Greyscale gripped him in his gloved hands, hoisted him up and levitated into the air. A quick-thinking stagehand powered up a large fan and aimed it at Greyscale so his majestic cape would billow.

      Greyscale raised his right hand making a fist.

      Dr. Chromatic erupted with maniacal laughter.

      “This is going to hurt,” whispered Greyscale. He threw one punch, then another, and then many more. The crowd oohed, then grimaced, until finally, a man screamed, “Someone stop him!”

      The more bloody Chromatic became, the harder the villain laughed. The crowd was out of control, and the cameras that still worked were rolling. Tony and several security officers were standing on the chairs trying to grab Greyscale by the ankle and pull him down. Someone brought a ladder.

      Amidst the chaos and the beating, Tonedef screamed hysterically. “Let my father go. Stop hurting my father. You think you’re the hero? You’re the villain.”

      Greyscale heard the words and inclined his head in his son’s direction.

      “You see,” said Dr. Chromatic through busted lips, “You may have proved your point, but I still won. You may have outsmarted me, but your son’s mind is mine.”

      “Fix him,” growled the hero.

      “I can’t, he’s beyond repair.”

      “Then I’m afraid you’re beyond repair.”

      Before anyone could cheer or scream Greyscale flew through the roof dragging Dr. Chromatic with him.

      

      “I’m Kevin Chittle with this afternoon’s breaking news. It appears that our beloved hero Greyscale has lost a mental battle with Dr. Chromatic. But while Greyscale may have lost his mind, it appears that Dr. Chromatic may have lost his life. Reporting for us live on the scene is Sasha Montoya.”

      Sasha stood smiling dumbly for a few seconds until her audio caught up to Kevin’s live feed. “Thanks, Kevin. I’m here live, just outside of the studio where Tony Cantrell’s morning talk show is filmed. As most of us know, both Greyscale and Dr. Chromatic had called a truce to hash out a dispute they had over a young protege. Greyscale claimed the young boy was his new sidekick, his own son in fact, while Dr. Chromatic claimed he biochemically engineered the boy from Greyscale’s DNA. Apparently, there was some heated arguing on the set which led to a physical altercation that moved to the rooftop of the studio. Witnesses say this is where Greyscale allegedly threw Dr. Chromatic from the building. As you can see behind me, there are the remains of a splattered corpse, so the allegations are anything but…”

      “I’d like to interject here to remind those at home that viewer discretion is advised as some of this footage coming to us live may be quite graphic and disturbing,” said Kevin.

      “Thanks, Kevin,” said Sasha with a cheerful smile.

      After going over the gruesome scene, Sasha turned the broadcast back over to Kevin who turned it over to a station break. When they came back, Kevin was sitting with psychologist and longtime Greyscale expert, Leo McKinsey.

      “Leo, what do you think drove Greyscale over the edge today? Can he ever come back from something like this?”

      “To answer your second question first, no. I do think we will look back on this day as a pivotal turning point in the life of our resident crimefighter Greyscale. In the fifteen years that he has served our city, twenty if you count his amateur days as Spectrum, we have never seen him cross the line, and that is what he did this morning. He went from fighting crime to dishing it out with his own hands. To answer your first question, witnesses from today’s scene repeated the chilling words of Dr. Chromatic, accusing Greyscale of mental illness, even schizophrenia. I think these are the aftereffects of Greyscale’s last defeat at the fists of Haymaker.”

      “Do you think he should be held responsible for the life of Dr. Chromatic, a man who has terrorized our city with numerous nefarious plots?”

      “Yes,” said McKinsey. “While he took the life of a villain, he still took life. He should be held responsible and accountable for his actions.” Leo went on. “What is so devastating about this occurrence is that today marks a new chapter in Greyscale’s life story. While he may have satisfied some brief need for revenge, his son Pitfall is still brainwashed and continues to think that he is Tonedef.”

      “Do you think that this will have a lasting effect on the family?”

      “If you want my honest opinion, I think that Greyscale has created his most potent arch nemesis to date in his brainwashed son, Tonedef. Only time will tell.”

      Kevin turned to the camera. “Thanks, Leo. Sobering words from the resident expert on all things supers related. We will all have to wait and see what comes of our fallen hero and his deranged son. Is Greyscale still out to protect us, or has he become a danger to us all? We’ll talk more after the break.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Word From Dean Floyd

          

        

      

    

    
      Before humans chose their TV shows, they were at the mercy of locally scheduled broadcasting and good weather. I grew up during this time period, which also happened to be the golden era of superhero cartoons.

      Every weekday afternoon I sat transfixed to a cubed-shaped television, watching Batman the Animated Series, Spider-man, Superman, and X-Men. Aside from outstanding vocal performances and catchy theme songs, they bolstered talented writers that churned out engaging tales. At least that’s what nostalgia tells me. Those shows gave me a love for superheroes and influenced me to be a storyteller.

      Check out my story Tough Luck for free on Amazon. It’s Action Adventure Urban Fantasy with a dash of Celtic mythology. Enjoy!

      DeanFloyd.com
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            Date Knight

          

          By Gary Smith

        

      

    

    
      As she glanced at her watch for what felt like the hundredth time since she’d taken her seat, Karen Reid resigned herself to the fact that the evening looked set to merit another entry in her ever-growing book of bad dates. Over the last few months, she’d been on disastrous dates with men who were all united by a common trait: in person, they never quite matched what was promised beforehand. Take the self-described successful businessman who turned out to play online poker in his mom’s basement. And who could forget the romantic looking for love who was still in the process of removing his wedding ring as he walked into view?

      Still, she reflected. As boring, weird, and downright obnoxious as some of these men had been, at least they had shown up in the first place. She had been sitting in the restaurant for over twenty minutes now, and the butterflies in her stomach were long gone, replaced with growing pangs of hunger. A small mercy was that the surrounding couples were too immersed in each other to notice her isolation, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to ignore the glances of the waiters as they scurried back and forth. Some seemed amused by her isolation while others could barely conceal their impatience, obviously wishing she would relinquish her seat to a paying customer.

      What was especially frustrating was that she’d been sure her date wasn’t the type to stand someone up; part of the reason his profile had first caught her eye was for its very normality. There had been no outlandish claims or boasting about past exploits, just a matter-of-fact-listing of key points. His photo had depicted a man with unstyled, dark hair, glasses that veered on just the right side of dorky, and clothes that suggested minimal interest in the finer points of fashion. Even his name, James Black, had hinted at a steadfast down to earth guy—exactly what she needed.

      Except that he'd never showed.

      Taking yet another look at her watch, Karen sighed as she registered the time. Half past seven, long past the tipping point where "running late" became "never left the house in the first place.” She briefly toyed with the notion of dining alone before deciding against it. She’d had enough humiliation for one night without having to admit that her table for two had become dinner for one.

      Thinking very unkind thoughts that would have horrified her mother, Karen reached under the table for her handbag. When she brought it back up, she was surprised to find that she was no longer alone. James Black was standing beside her chair, shifting nervously from foot to foot.

      Before she had the chance to say anything, he began to blurt out his apologies, the words tripping over each other in his haste to explain.

      “Karen, I'm so sorry. I thought that I’d get the bus, but it broke down midway. Then I tried to hail a cab but no-one would stop, and I couldn’t let you know because I couldn’t find my phone.”

      He paused for breath, and his forehead wrinkled with concentration.

      “Actually, now that I think about it, I hope I haven’t left my phone on the bus.”

      Despite her earlier frustration, as Karen listened to the ongoing catalog of mishaps, she found it hard to keep the smile from her lips. Unlike so many others, James appeared to have no qualms about admitting to his mistakes, not even trying to maintain a veneer of sophistication. She liked that and appreciated the honesty.

      “Sit down,” she laughed. “After all that, you must be starving!”

      He gave her a grateful smile as he pulled out his seat, and Karen studied him with interest as he engaged in a pitched battle with the overhanging tablecloth. He was dressed much like his profile photo, with dark blue jeans and a checked shirt. But in person, he was bigger than she’d expected, although it was unclear how much of that was down to muscle. It actually looked as if he wore multiple layers of clothing, and she wondered how anyone could be cold on such a beautiful night.

      “Have you ordered something to drink?” he asked, interrupting her thoughts. “What would you like?”

      “I really don’t mind,” she replied. “Surprise me.”

      She regretted the offer as soon as the words were out of her mouth—if his palate was as simple as his taste in clothes, then he’d probably order them both warm milk.

      When the waiter came over, James ordered a medium-rare steak, and she opted for the chicken. When the waiter inquired about wine, James surprised her by scanning the wine list and picking a fruity Merlot, with the waiter enthusiastically complimenting him on his choice.

      “You obviously know your wines,” she teased. “I really hadn’t taken you for much of a drinker.”

      “I’m not really,” he smiled, pushing his glasses up his nose. “But I’ve traveled enough to pick up a few recommendations.”

      “Oh really?” Karen enthused, her interest piqued. “I love to travel! Where have you been recently? Was it for business or pleasure?”

      “Oh, a little of both,” he answered. “But I’ve jabbered on enough since I got here—I want to hear about you. Tell me a little about yourself.”

      The abrupt change of subject was glaringly obvious, and warning signs began to flash in Karen’s head. She brushed the thought away. He was just being polite and letting her talk, wasn’t he?

      Oh, God. Had he been on a trip with someone? A girlfriend? A wife?

      James was still looking at her, an encouraging smile on his lips as he waited for her reply, and she mentally chided herself for assuming the worst. Just because she had suffered some unpleasant experiences with men didn’t mean that James was cut from the same cloth. Sometimes, things really were as good as they seemed.

      “There’s not much to tell, really,” she began. “I’ve lived here for just over five years now, and I’ve grown to love it. I like the hustle and bustle of the big city and the fact that every day, there’s something new to see. Every Saturday I go for a run, and I swear every time there’s a new building under construction or a business that’s changed its name. There’s this one building on the corner of Hope Street. It’s been a diner, a Chinese restaurant, and as of last month, it’s now a pizza place. I’m guessing in six months it will probably be a burger joint, or maybe….”

      Karen stopped, suddenly feeling self-conscious. James was staring into the distance, the distracted expression on his face suggesting he didn’t share her interest in theoretical restaurant openings. She waited for him to register the silence between them, but his eyes still had that faraway look, as if he was mulling over some private thought. Irritated, she loudly cleared her throat.

      It had the desired effect as James whipped his head around, his blue eyes no longer distant but suddenly hard and focused, his body poised as if ready for action. In a flash, the hard expression was replaced by embarrassment as he registered the look of displeasure on her face. The change was so drastic, so sudden, that Karen thought she’d perhaps imagined it.

      “So, tell me,” she asked, trying to hide her irritation behind a jocular tone. “Was my story that boring or were you distracted by thoughts of the dessert menu?”

      James gave a self-conscious laugh and spread his arms. “I’m really sorry about that. Your story wasn’t boring at all—it’s just that it’s sometimes hard to switch off from work stuff, that’s all.”

      “Wow, if you’d rather think about your work than enjoy the meal then I definitely picked the wrong dress tonight.”

      She expected—hoped—this would get some sort of reaction, but to her frustration, she saw that James was once again staring into the distance, apparently oblivious to what she had just said.

      Before she could say anything, he stood up.

      Oh God, she thought. He’s going to cut and run.

      Instead, he turned to her, the words pouring from him as he extracted himself from behind the table. “I’m sorry, but I’m really not feeling too well, I think I need something to settle my stomach before we eat. I’ll just see if I can find a store to pick up some Pepto. I’ll call you if I’m held up.”

      He was moving through the restaurant before she could even muster a reply, dodging past scurrying waiters with a grace that belied his stocky frame. “But you said you’d lost your phone,” she called after him, but by that point, he was gone, leaving her alone at the table once more.

      With perfect timing, another waiter appeared to distribute their starters. He placed Karen’s plate in front of her before placing James’ soup in front of his empty seat with an exaggerated flourish.

      “Would Madam like anything else?” he inquired, and from the hint of a smile that tugged the edge of his lips, Karen knew he thought she had been abandoned. Perhaps he was right.

      “Another glass of wine, please. And make it a large one.”

      Drinking alone at a dinner for two, she thought. Definitely a new contender for inclusion in her book of bad dates. She took a large swig and drained her glass, mentally composing another chapter.

      

      When James eventually came back to the restaurant, hurrying over to rejoin her, the bottle of wine was almost empty. She saw James’ eyes flick toward it and then to her as he settled back into his seat, but upon seeing the expression on her face, he wisely chose to pursue a different line of conversation.

      “I’m really sorry I had to rush off like that, but I really am feeling a lot better now. Have I missed the starters?”

      “I’m afraid you have, Mr. James Black,” Karen laughed. “Mine was lovely, and yours smelled good too, but I told the waiters to take it away. After all, with your delicate stomach, we wouldn’t want you getting food poisoning from food that’s been left lying out, would we?”

      “That’s probably a good idea. Thanks for being so thoughtful.”

      She smiled sweetly but was nonetheless disappointed with the reaction. She knew it was petty, but she’d been hoping to elicit some kind of response; anything that showed he was actually invested in the here and now rather than half in the room.

      Damn it—why did he have to be so reasonable? Was it all just an act or was he really just the decent big klutz that he appeared to be? Perhaps she should give him just one more chance.

      “I really am sorry, truly. And I do want to hear more about you—you have my undivided attention. What else do you like about the city?” He pulled his chair closer to the table and sat forward, making a big show of paying attention.

      “There is one thing,” Karen replied, “but it’s a little embarrassing.” She leaned closer and beckoned James to do the same, until their heads were almost touching. “I love superheroes,” she declared, before sitting back and awaiting his reaction.

      Like everything James seemed to do, his response was measured and low-key, with just the hint of a raised eyebrow. “Superheroes? Really? For any reason in particular?”

      His dismissive tone put Karen on the defensive, and she crossed her arms in frustration. “You think I’m being silly, don’t you?”

      “No, of course not. I just wondered what it is about them that you like.”

      She took another sip of wine while she considered her answer, wondering why she’d thought it was a good idea to share this. “It would be amazing to have powers, that’s for sure. But what I like about them is that they care, you know? They put their lives on the line to help people, most of whom they’ve probably never met. Most people I’ve met since I moved here don’t even give you the time of day, so someone who devotes themselves to helping others is pretty amazing.”

      “When you put it like that, I suppose I can see your point,” said James with a smile. “It does create a high standard for us ordinary Joes to live up to, though.”

      “Join the club. Have you seen what the girls wear? I think part of their strategy is to distract the bad guys by showing as much flesh as possible.”

      James burst out laughing, and Karen began to relax. The conversation was beginning to flow nicely, and he seemed to be becoming more comfortable. Either that or he was enjoying the thought of superheroines in skintight spandex.

      “I almost met one once,” she confessed. “I was walking to work when the White Knight flew by, right in front of me. He was so close I could almost touch his cape. He’s the one that really fascinates me. He was the original, but how much do we really know about him?”

      James smiled, apparently amused by her enthusiasm. “I must admit I do think it’s kind of nice, doing good deeds without any expectation of reward. Have you seen some of the newer heroes? They’re sponsored by so many companies that they’re practically walking billboards.”

      Karen took another sip of her wine, considering his words. “Maybe you’re right, but I think if I were going to put myself in danger every day then I’d want at least a little recognition. The White Knight barely stays around long enough for a goodbye hug before he has to…”

      When she saw James discard his napkin and get up from his chair, her first thought was that he was teasing her, mimicking her description of a speedy exit. Then she saw the apologetic look on his face and realization dawned.

      “Oh, come on, you can’t be serious! What are you leaving for this time? If you go now, you’ll probably miss the main course as well.” She fixed him with her best penetrating stare, the wine emboldening her and allowing her to give full vent to her frustration.

      James hopped from foot to foot, exuding awkwardness. “I know, I know, I’m really sorry. I just feel a little queasy and need some fresh air. I’ll be back as quick as I can.”

      “It’s probably just hunger pains!” she shouted to his retreating form as he ran toward the exit, not even bothering to conceal her irritation. So much for a normal guy. James Black was turning out to be memorable for all the wrong reasons.

      Just then, she heard a polite cough behind her. Upon turning around, she was confronted with their waiter holding two main courses.

      “Well, that’s just great,” Karen muttered to herself, doing her best to smile politely as the waiter placed her chicken in front of her and placed James’ steak in front of the empty seat.

      “I am here with someone,” she protested. “He’s just had to pop outside for a moment.”

      The waiter gave an exaggerated nod, as if to assure her that he had never doubted it for a second, and had certainly never suspected she was a crazy lady who enjoyed dining with imaginary boyfriends.

      “He’s got a sore stomach you see, and he’s just—”

      “Perhaps if he tried the food, Madam, that might assist with his stomach problem?”

      Karen felt herself spiraling down the rabbit hole and closed her eyes. “There is one thing that you can do for me.”

      “Of course, Madam, how may I assist you?”

      “Bring another bottle of wine.”
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        * * *

      

      The second bottle was almost half-empty when James returned, hurrying through the restaurant as he fumbled with his shirt buttons. He pulled out the chair and sat down, spreading his arms wide.

      “I’m so sorry I was away so long. I wasn’t feeling well, and I suppose I lost track of time.”

      “Oh, you lost track of time, did you?” Karen exclaimed. “I never noticed.” She looked down at the table and gave an exaggerated gasp of realization. “Oh my goodness, I’ve finished my main course and drank my body weight in wine! That must mean that you’ve been away for bloody ages!”

      James blushed beetroot as her gaze bore into him, and his embarrassment only deepened as he registered the steak set before him, the hot plate no longer sizzling, and the mushrooms cold and lifeless.

      “I am sorry. I know it hasn’t been the night we planned but we can still—”

      “Still what?” Karen laughed. “Still order dessert so you can leave me by myself again? You do know that half the waiters in this place probably think I’m crazy!”

      A number of heads turned to look their way, and James moved closer, attempting to placate her. It failed to have the desired effect.

      “Is that smoke I smell on you? It is, you reek of it! An upset stomach you said. Did you leave me here just so you could sneak off for a sly cigarette like some fifteen-year-old boy?”

      Karen could feel her anger building. Tonight was supposed to be different. James was supposed to be different. But all that she’d found was yet more lies. She was so tired with men and their constant inability to be honest with her.

      “I wasn’t smoking. There was someone else outside who was. I think he must have been waiting for someone.”

      It was just a small thing, a slight flicker of the eyes, but Karen knew that he was lying. Had he been going for a smoke? To meet another woman? In truth, she was almost too tired to care about the exact reasons. What hurt was that he wasn’t being honest.

      Lost in her thoughts, she’d hardly noticed the sound of James clearing his throat, trying to get her attention. If he’d looked sheepish before, then he looked even more so now, positively squirming in his seat. She knew what he was going to say before he even voiced the words.

      “No, don’t even think about it—you’re not going.”

      “You don’t understand. I’m so sorry, but I do need to go.” He placed his hands on the table and began to rise from the seat, oblivious to Karen’s protests. Frustrated and enraged, she reached out and grabbed his shirt, pulling him back into his seat with all her strength. Caught off guard, he landed back in his chair with a thud, looking at her with an expression of comical surprise.

      Karen was equally blindsided, but for an entirely different reason. Where she had grabbed James’ shirt, the buttons had come loose, exposing the material underneath. Clearly visible was part of an all too familiar logo—that of the White Knight.

      She sat there, staring, her muddled thoughts trying to make sense of this unexpected turn of events.

      James spotted her gaze and looked down at his unkempt shirt. With a muttered exclamation, he hurriedly did up the buttons before turning his attention to Karen.

      “Okay, you’ve got me,” he admitted. “I’m a White Knight fanboy, what can I say?”

      He was a fanboy, of course. He probably lived in his parents’ basement surrounded by comics. And yet… it hadn’t looked like a t-shirt or a cheap imitation—it had looked real. And the excuses… the constant disappearances… Could it be? What outcome would she prefer?

      “James, if that even is your real name. I’ve been lied to and let down so many times. If you say you’re just a fan, then I’ll believe you but please, have the decency to be honest with me.”

      He stared at her for a long time and for a moment it seemed as if there was no one in the restaurant apart from them, nothing else ongoing apart from their own private drama. Their eyes remained locked until eventually, with a weary smile, he looked at the table, resting his head on his hands. Karen remained silent, not wanting to push him into a decision.

      When he raised his head, there was something different about him—a newfound determination, a sense of confidence that hadn’t been there before. “You’re right, Karen, I should be honest with you. You deserve to know the real me.”

      With these words, he took hold of his glasses and moved them down his nose, until he was looking over the top of them toward her. No, Karen realized, that wasn’t quite right. James Black wasn’t looking at her—the White Knight was. Freed from the glasses, his eyes seemed to take on new life—brighter and more penetrating, as if they could see into her soul.

      He slid the frames back up his nose and looked at her, waiting for a response. In truth, she didn’t know what to say. She had been drinking way too much, and perhaps her imagination was playing tricks on her. In the cold light of day, she might realize that all she had really seen was an old t-shirt and a Paddington Bear hard stare.

      “If you’re… him… then is there anything you can show me to prove it? Anything that you can do?”

      He was silent for a second, seemingly considering his next move. “My steak is cold,” he eventually declared. “I prefer it hot.”

      He lowered his glasses down his nose and stared at his steak, seemingly examining it closely. Karen watched with interest. What did he think he was going to do? Warm it through the power of positive thinking?

      But then before her eyes, the hot plate began to sizzle, and she smelled the intoxicating aroma of cooked steak. James continued to stare at the dish until the steak was sizzling and popping, with the depleted mushrooms growing ever smaller.

      He replaced his glasses and leaned forward toward her. “Heat vision,” he whispered. “Never leave home without it.” He looked down at the sizzling hotplate, a small cloud of steam rising into the air above it, and smiled. “I think I got a bit carried away there. It’s a good thing I like well-done steak.”

      Karen felt her head beginning to spin as she tried to comprehend what was happening here. She had thought James might have a secret but never in her wildest flights of fantasy could she have imagined this. A small part of her wondered whether she was dreaming—if the wine she had consumed in James’ absence had left her face-down on the table, snoring gently as waiters pointed and laughed at her half-prone form.

      “So now you understand why I have to go,” James interjected, interrupting her thoughts. “I don’t want to leave you, but I have to help people that are in trouble.”

      “Of course you do,” laughed Karen, her laugh sounding a touch too hysterical for her liking. “That’s what superheroes do, right? So go and save someone!”

      He gave her a grateful smile and stood up. “Thanks. And I promise, when I come back we can have a proper talk about this.”

      She hardly noticed him leave, so caught up was she in the myriad images playing within her head. When a waiter arrived at her side, obviously anticipating a request for more wine, she declined. She wanted a clear head for what was going to happen next.
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        * * *

      

      When James finally returned, Karen was onto her second cup of coffee, and the remaining customers in the restaurant were now outnumbered by empty tables. As he resumed his seat, Karen couldn’t miss the flash of pain briefly visible on his face.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, concerned. Could superheroes even get hurt? Was that a thing?

      “I’ll be fine,” he replied with a forced smile. “Occupational hazard.”

      “I didn’t realize you could get hurt. With what you can do… I guess I thought nothing could faze you.”

      “That would be nice,” he smiled. “But I’m flesh and blood like you. I’m no man of steel.”

      They sat in silence for a minute, acutely conscious of the distance that had grown between them. Karen was the first to break.

      “I’m sorry, but this is just too crazy. You’re a superhero! You could go anywhere—do anything. Why are you here with me? It’s pretty obvious you have other things that you could be doing.”

      James took a look around and after satisfying himself that no one was paying attention to their conversation, moved closer, gesturing for her to do the same.

      “Because I’m selfish,” he admitted. “Because I spend my whole life saving others and trying to make their lives better. I just wanted a night where I could be me.” He picked up his water and gently shook the glass, watching as the liquid sloshed from side to side.

      “The only problem is I’m not quite sure who that is anymore. I spend so long playing the part of the White Knight that sometimes I think that’s all there is. That it’s actually James Black who is the lie.”

      Karen’s head was throbbing, and she was now firmly regretting the amount of wine she’d consumed. “I don’t understand,” she said. “Are you saying you don’t enjoy being a superhero? Most people would give anything to do what you can do.”

      James took some time to answer, a wistful expression on his face as he considered his answer. “I love it,” he eventually volunteered. “But in doing this, I can’t pick and choose—I can’t favor one person over another—I have to help everyone. I—”

      He stopped mid-sentence and put his hand to his temples. “Oh, come on” he muttered. “I’ll be right back,” he told her, before tracing his familiar route out of the restaurant.

      She watched him go and wondered what the reason could possibly be this time. A bank robbery around the corner? A kid whose lunch money had been stolen? An old lady who needed help crossing the street? She laughed out loud at the mental image, and the waiters broke off from their conversation to turn in her direction, obviously wishing she would just call it a night and head home.

      “I’m having a lovely time,” she called over sweetly. “You have a wonderful restaurant.”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, James returned, and if he noticed the waiters’ sullen gazes as he returned to their table, then he showed no sign. “I know what you’re going to ask,” he told Karen. “It was a cat stuck up a tree.”

      “My hero,” she laughed, and when James joined in, the restaurant staff began to talk among themselves, their hand gestures growing ever more animated.

      “Okay, here’s the thing,” asked Karen. “I get that you want more in your life than being a superhero, and it’s pretty darn clear that you’re in desperate need of a night off. But what I don’t understand is why here and why me? I’ve seen some of the women you work with and… well, they’re certainly not shy about exposing their attributes.”

      She’d spent the time alone debating whether to ask the question and satisfy her curiosity. The risk was that he’d burnt through all the superpowered hotties and was now slumming it, or even worse, had just picked her by sheer chance. Whatever the reason, she’d rather know.

      “You’ve heard the saying that you should never date a co-worker, right? Besides, just between you and me, some of these women are pretty darn scary.”

      His expression grew more serious, and he reached out and took her hand. For someone who had been in so many fights it was surprisingly soft, his grip almost gentle.

      “As for why I wanted to meet you, there’s no big secret or hidden agenda. You seemed nice and genuine, as well as really pretty, of course.”

      She was taken off guard by the unexpected compliment, the night’s strange events having almost made her forget that this was meant to be a date.

      “It’s certainly been an interesting night,” she replied, unsure how to respond. “I hope you’ve enjoyed yourself?”

      “You know I have, it’s been—” He trailed off and looked into the distance a look of concentration on his face. When he turned toward her, she interrupted before he even had the chance to speak. “Just go,” she told him, ushering him toward the door “I’m not going anywhere.”

      When the waiters saw James get up, they exchanged expectant glances which quickly turned to looks of annoyance as he continued past them and out the door. One of their number approached Karen, a look of forced politeness plastered on his face. “Would madam like the bill now?” he inquired innocently.

      “I’ll have another glass of water, please,” she replied, trying her best to avoid eye contact.
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        * * *

      

      When James returned, he had a distracted, worried expression on his face, and she automatically assumed the worst.

      “Oh God, what is it? Please tell me no one died.”

      “No, nothing like that, don’t worry.”

      He stayed standing by the edge of the table, not taking his seat, and Karen looked him over for any obvious signs of injury. Had he been hurt?

      “Then what is it? Come on, we were just starting to be honest with each other. Don’t stop now.”

      He sighed, and she knew then that she was going to regret her words.

      “Karen, I’m sorry, but I can’t do this anymore. I don’t know why I thought I could. It was selfish of me to drag you into my life—we’ve spent more time apart than together this evening.”

      He was staring at the floor as he spoke, and she wondered if this was due to guilt or some fear that seeing her hurt expression would dent his resolve. For all his strength, at that moment, he looked completely out of his element.

      “I know that, and I can’t say I preferred my own company, but I understand the reasons now, I know it’s not your fault. And that’s not to say that next time wouldn’t be better.”

      She wondered whether she really believed that. His response made it clear that he entertained no such illusions.

      “That’s just the thing. Next time would be the same, and the time after that, and the time after that. It comes with the life I’ve chosen.”

      “That may be, but don’t you deserve a life of your own?”

      “Maybe, but there are five hundred thousand people in this city. Against that, what I want out of life doesn’t seem very important.”

      He bent down and kissed her on the cheek. “Goodbye, Karen,” he whispered. “Thanks for everything.”

      Then she was left alone in the deserted restaurant, trying to process what had just happened. She didn’t know whether to curse him for abandoning her, pity him for his lack of personal life, or admire him for his devotion to the city. Then her thoughts were interrupted by a firm cough from beside her.

      “Your bill, madam,” exclaimed the waiter, placing the invoice in front of her.

      Curse him, she decided. Definitely curse him.
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        * * *

      

      By the time that Karen emerged onto the street, her mood was as dark as the evening sky. She had barely managed to scrape together enough money to pay the bill, leaving her with nothing to use for the cab fare home. Displeased at having their night extended, the restaurant staff hadn’t even provided her with the traditional after-dinner mint. It had truly been the perfect night.

      As she walked through the quiet streets, her high heels clacking on the pavement, she cursed herself for being taken in by James and his stories. She should have known all too well the lies that men were capable of spinning. He’d obviously just wanted a free meal and had played her for a fool. Perhaps, in another restaurant, a different woman had been left alone at a table, listening in awe to James’ stories each time he returned to her.

      A superhero, of all things! How stupid and desperate he must have thought she was to believe his lies? After all, what proof did he really give her? A glimpse of a logo that might have been printed on a t-shirt, and a steak that was reheated. He must have been laughing to himself the whole way home.

      “Excuse me, Miss.”

      The voice startled her, and she spun around, instantly on the defensive. What greeted her was the sight of the White Knight, in full costume, hovering in the air before her.

      “J... James?” she managed to ask, forcing the words out through lips that were suddenly dry.

      The White Knight gently floated down to the ground until he was standing right in front of her. He removed his domino mask and even in the dull glow of the streetlight she could tell that it was James now standing before her.

      “I’m really sorry about leaving you like that,” he began. “It’s not the most superheroic thing I’ve ever done.”

      “You can say that again,” she replied, still trying to process the strange sight before her. “Next time you abandon a girl in a restaurant, maybe do her a favor and make sure it’s a less expensive one.”

      He blushed then, and it helped to humanize the person before her. For all of his obvious physical strength, his visible awkwardness made the scene feel almost like a child playing dress up.

      “That’s part of the reason I wanted to find you,” he admitted. “I’m not used to carrying a wallet anymore—as a general rule, spandex isn’t the most forgiving of materials.”

      There was a pause then, the awkward kind found on a million first dates throughout the world where two people evaluate the other, establishing whether the risk is worth the reward.

      “I’m sorry, I’ll leave you in peace now,” he offered. “I know this hasn’t been the kind of night you wanted—that I wasn’t the kind of man you wanted—but I just wanted you to know that I wish I could have made it better for you.”

      Karen shrugged, purposefully trying to keep the conversation light. “Believe me, I’ve been on dates that turned out a lot worse than this one. And I can definitely say that this has been one of the most memorable.”

      “That’s good,” he smiled. “Well, I’m glad I could help with that, at least.”

      He pulled his mask down and arranged his cape over his shoulders. Then he turned away and broke into a jog, ready to leap into the air.

      “Wait!”

      While he came to an abrupt stop, the cape kept moving, floating up and draping itself over his head. When he managed to extract himself from its clutches, he stood a little straighter in front of her, attempting to regain his dignity. “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      “I just wanted to say that I know tonight wasn’t perfect, but how about next time you come to my place, and I can cook for you? There will be no waiters giving me the stink eye, and you can maybe bring back a bottle of wine from your travels.”

      “You want to see me again? Really?”

      She tried not to smile at his expression of pure surprise. She couldn’t blame him—she’d surprised herself when she called him back.

      “Well, actually, I just have some odd jobs I need some help with. You did say you had to help everyone, right?”

      He laughed then, a genuine hearty chuckle. “That sounds lovely. I’m scheduled to save the world on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, but an alien invasion on Saturday was cancelled, so I do have a gap at the moment.”

      “You really know how to make a girl feel wanted,” she teased. “Do you know where I stay?”

      “No, but if you let me take you home, then you can show me.”

      He extended his hand and gave her a reassuring smile, and, for a moment, she was torn. Playful banter was one thing, but how sure was she about this? Had she learned nothing from her past dating disasters?

      She reached out and took his hand, and he pulled her close, holding her tight in his arms.

      “Hold on tight now,” he advised. “I’m afraid I left the seatbelts in my spare costume.”

      She closed her eyes, enjoying the closeness and the feel of the wind against her face. Later she might come to regret this, or James might prove himself as disappointingly human as all her other ex-partners. For now, though, it felt like she was walking on air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Word From Gary Smith

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve loved superheroes since I was young, and when I realised that my search for a radioactive spider was unlikely to be successful, I decided to write about and research superheroes instead. I’ve taught University courses on Marvel Comics, written for Comic Book Resources and The Big Glasgow Comics Page, and work with schoolchildren on superheroes and storytelling techniques. My ongoing YA series, The Mentaleeze Chronicles, follows a group of ordinary teens who develop extraordinary powers, while my children’s book—The Supervillain Next Door—will be out in early 2019.
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            Broken Nights: Shock and Awe

          

          By Matthew Davenport

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Chapter 1

      

      

      Jason Night enjoyed the walk up the stone steps into the Darden Valley Credit Union more than he thought he should. It gave him the feeling of walking into a museum in some much bigger city. Of course, that happy thought was tainted by scars on the stairs and the credit union itself from the battle between Samson, a man with impossible strength, and Jason’s secret persona as the city’s protector, the Darden Valley Guardian.

      Still, the repairs and renovations had happened quickly, and even with the few gouges that were still visible, Jason found joy in his walk up the steps and through the large doors. It was Friday, and Friday meant deposit day for The Hobby Trunk: his small board games and models shop.

      Once inside, Jason approached the teller, adjusting his pleather money bag under his arm so he could pull out his phone and turn it to silent. Banks were like libraries, at least to Jason, and he felt that any jarring noise was made increasingly so by the ambient silent energy of the place. Besides, nobody was going to call him in the next ten minutes that couldn’t wait.
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        * * *

      

      “Why isn’t he answering his damned phone,” the digital copy of Jason’s sister, Amy, shouted from the speakers that lined the walls throughout The Hobby Trunk.

      Alan, the clerk at the hobby shop and longtime friend of the Night family, left his bench where he had been repairing the Guardian’s gauntlets and speed-walked to the nearest Microsoft Hololens headset. When he put it on, the clear lenses showed the room, but also a screen created with augmented reality technology showing a security camera feed aimed at a street somewhere in Darden Valley. Next to the nonexistent screen was a digital avatar of an almost identical representation of the once-living Amy Night.

      “Who? Jason?” Alan asked. “If he’s at the bank, he would have turned off his phone. You know this.”

      “That’s the problem,” Amy reached forward and spread her hands apart. In response, the security feed zoomed in, and Alan could make out a small car parked on the sidewalk leading to the Darden Valley Credit Union. “If his phone is muted,” Amy demanded, “how can I tell him about that?”

      Before Alan could ask what Amy was talking about, three people exited the car. Alan noticed the one person staying in the car before the weapons in the others’ hands. They each had a pistol.

      Pulling ski masks over their faces, they started the march up the scarred steps of the Darden Valley Credit Union.
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        * * *

      

      If there was anything Jason hated about banks, it was the same thing that he hated about any place, and that was the wait. He was the fourth in line for attention from the tellers. A little over a year ago, he would have still hated the wait, but it wouldn’t have been nearly as bad. On the same night his sister died and been transferred into a computer system, the same process had left Jason with enhanced mental processes. This meant that, among other things, his brain moved at a faster pace than the average person. While incredibly helpful as the Darden Valley Guardian, it was equally as frustrating for the average daily citizen, Jason Night.

      It was these same enhanced abilities which allowed him to take in every aspect of the bank with great detail and had alerted him almost instantly to the three persons wearing ski masks as they came through the doors.

      Jason’s first instinct was to step forward and disarm them before anyone noticed them. Unfortunately, to do so would involve telling everyone present that Jason was more than just a man who owned a hobby store. Without taking his eyes off of the three, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. A quick glance at the screen showed Amy’s face along with several missed calls and texts. He cursed himself and looked around as he tried to weigh his options.

      If he stepped forward and began disarming the gunmen, Jason had no doubt at least one of the tellers would recognize him as the Guardian. There were only so many in Darden Valley that could move like the Guardian, and it would only take one who knew Jason to make a connection between the two.

      As quickly as his mind was working, Jason was running out of time.

      Other customers in the credit union had taken note of the three. With his enhanced senses, Jason had to choose the best approach that would stop the customers from getting shot by the assailants.

      Jason dropped to his knees and raised his arms before shouting, “Don’t shoot me! Please, don’t shoot me.”

      Everyone’s attention snapped to Jason, and then to the three in balaclavas. The credit union was filled with gasps quickly evolving into screams before the closest man in a mask raised his gun into the air and fired it once.

      “Quiet,” he shouted as the customers all dropped to their knees. The screams didn’t entirely disappear so much as shift into a mix of whimpers and mumbles.

      “You,” the woman in the balaclava took quick steps to the nearest teller window and tossed a bag at the man behind the counter. “Fill that with,” she paused and tilted her head to the side, and Jason recognized the slight bulge under her mask above her ear, “as much as you can in big bills.”

      A quick glance at the other two gunmen affirmed Jason’s suspicions that they were all on headsets and they seemed more afraid than confident. The Guardian had seen plenty of criminals mid-crime-spree, and while they might normally be afraid or nervous, they tended to rally themselves during the event. This was something else. These robbers seemed unsure of themselves like they didn’t know what was going to happen next.

      “Are you stupid?” The woman next to Jason, a short-haired redhead wearing a denim jacket a few sizes too big and covered in colorful patches bearing symbols of things Jason didn’t recognize, climbed to her feet.

      The first gunman stepped toward her, raising his gun. It was shaking, but still close enough not to matter.

      “What did you say?” He demanded.

      The shaking gun didn’t seem to phase her as she stepped closer and increased her volume. “I asked you if you were stupid? Look around you.” She waved her hand, indicating the walls and the floor of the bank. The gunman tensed at the movement. “They could have fixed this place up so you’d never’ve known what had happened here, but instead they filled the cracks, smoothed over the dents, and made it very easy to see what happens to idiots who try to rob them.”

      As if he hadn’t seen them before, the gunman looked at the scars from the Guardian’s previous battle in the credit union. The Darden Valley Credit Union chose to accentuate them during their repairs out of an assumed sense of pride in their local protector as well as for the aesthetic and security they provided.

      The masked man’s head tilted, only slightly, to the side, casting his eyes downward.

      “No,” he said before repeating it. He said it a third time before tipping his head back and staring at the ceiling.

      He took four deep and loud breaths, muttering, ramping himself up. He was just given an order from his hidden earpiece. An order he didn’t want to obey.

      After the fourth deep breath, he brought his head down and the gun up, aimed at the vocal redhead.

      Jason’s heightened mental processes bought him more time than the denim-clad woman beside him. He shoved her aside and toward the teller windows while twisting away in the opposite direction. The gun fired, blasting tile and flooring into shards behind them. Jason only had a small window in which he could move. Allowing his twist to continue, he brought his forearm down on the hand holding the pistol and sent a quick jab with the side of his hand into the man’s throat.

      The gunman released his pistol to clutch his throat. Jason used that distraction to make a clumsy tackle that took them both to the ground. There were more than a few more effective takedowns that Jason could have used, but at this point, everyone’s eyes were on him, and he needed to look less capable.

      They hit the ground together as the third assailant stomped over to grab at Jason’s collar. Before he made his way to them, Jason pressed his mouth against the side of the balaclava that didn’t have the earpiece and whispered, “Stay down. I can get you out of this, but not if you don’t stay down.” His eyes met Jason’s with fear and confusion before he closed them and went limp.

      That was when the third robber grabbed Jason’s shirt and pressed the pistol to the back of his head. Jason waited to hear any indication that the man was going to pull the trigger but it never came.

      Instead, the gunman thumped Jason over the back of his head with the butt of the gun. While Jason probably wouldn’t have blacked out anyway, this wasn’t the hit of a professional. Pretending to black out, Jason went limp and collapsed to the floor.

      He kept his attention as focused as he could with his eyes closed and tried not to move, but there was no longer any need for heroes. Through his eyelashes, he could see the two remaining bank robbers, guns aimed at the tellers, waiting for the bag to be filled. Once that was done, they scooped up their third, and left.

      

      
        
        Chapter 2

      

      

      “Stop turning your phone off,” Amy was practically shouting at her brother over the speakers. The large steel door in The Hobby Trunk basement slid open, and Jason entered.

      He ignored her and asked, “Were you able to listen in on their headsets?”

      “They were wearing headsets?” Alan asked, typing on one of Amy’s terminals.

      Jason nodded, “They were getting directions from someone. It was obvious they didn’t want to be there.”

      “That’s a lead,” Amy cut in, “but I can’t track a signal I don’t know is there. If you want me to track them down, I’ll need to at least know the brand of headset they were using. Knowing the model number would help, too.”

      “Or,” Jason smiled, “you can just track my phone.”

      “What?” Alan asked but Amy was way ahead of him, and the monitor Alan was working on was suddenly filled with a map of an area across town.

      “I slipped my phone into that guy’s jacket when I tackled him,” Jason explained to the still-confused Alan.

      "That was surprisingly clever of you," Amy snickered over the speakers.

      "You're not the only smart one in the family," Jason was mock-offended. "Just because I don't know how many pickles are on a high definition television doesn't mean I'm an idiot."

      It was Alan's turn to laugh. "I think you mean 'pixels,' not pickles."

      Jason raised an eyebrow, "Isn't that what I said?"

      "Anyway," Amy cut in. "I found your phone. It's moving, but the area has a few apartment complexes in it. It'll probably stop soon."

      Jason walked to the lockers where he kept his gear. "Then I should probably suit up, it'll be dark by the time I get there."
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        * * *

      

      In the last year, Team Guardian had seen a lot of changes to their gear. When the still-alive Amy had discovered his secret nighttime activities, she took it upon herself to upgrade his armament. Before she’d come along, he'd worn simple forearm guards with Kevlar sleeves and open-fingered gloves. When Amy started working her magic, his gauntlets were augmented to provide a debilitating electrical charge upon impact, giving the Guardian his shocker-sleeves.

      While Amy and her digital duplicate had been instrumental in inventing and upgrading his gear, the Guardian's newest tool was designed and built by Alan.

      He cruised the darkened nights on the back of a matte black four-wheeler. Normally, these machines were loud and could be heard long before they arrived on a location, but Alan had designed this one with an electric motor. This gave it the ability to move silently through the streets, and it was small enough that Jason could maneuver it down alleys and hide it next to garbage bins.

      The other big difference in Alan's design was the addition of a satellite link. With it, Amy could track the vehicle and even remotely drive it in the event of an emergency.

      The downside to having the vehicle was that he had to stick to the ground and his chances of being seen were increased. For that reason, he tended to avoid using it unless he needed to get across town quickly. Seeing as he wasn't sure what he would be facing when he caught up with the robber and his phone, Jason had decided the increased visibility might be worth the risk.

      He stopped the four-wheeler a little over half a mile to the apartment building in an alley Amy had picked out due to its low levels of traffic or security cameras.

      With the ATV hidden, the Guardian used several leaps to scale the side of the building and put the fire escape within reach. Once he was on the roof, he felt like he had returned to his roots.

      Running in the direction of the apartment building he needed to reach, Jason placed his foot on the edge of the building and leaped.

      His fingers grabbed the edge of the building across the alley from his initial jump and his feet planted against the side of the building. As soon as his legs had absorbed the impact, he kicked off of the wall and pulled himself over the edge. Almost never slowing, the Guardian continued in this manner. On the taller buildings, he would use the windows and whatever he could get a good grip on to continue scaling the side. His tuned-up brain and parkour skills always found him something to grab onto.

      Finally reaching the apartment building, the Guardian took a moment to check in.

      "What's his apartment number?"

      While Amy did have access to a drone Alan had outfitted for her to fly reconnaissance, they'd all agreed that a drone hovering directly outside a bank robber's window might tip their hand. Alternatively, Amy had access to the entirety of the internet and, as such, they had other means at their disposal.

      "Almost have it," Amy's response sounded distant as she ran her tracking software to track not only Jason's phone but also the phone's internal hardware and software for more data. "Alright," Amy already sounded proud of herself. "The nearest wireless access point is named 'TellMyWifiLoveHer,' and belongs to a rented Mid-Electric router. It's rented to a Warren Goff. His address lists apartment 419." Jason waited for the part he needed. "South side of the building. Three floors down, fourth window from the east."

      "Thanks," Jason said before running at the edge of the building and jumping off.

      It wasn't a dive so much as a toes-first drop. He twisted in the air to face the building. As the first set of windows began to pass him, he shot his hands out and gripped the first ledge, letting his feet slap against the brickwork before releasing and dropping to the next floor of windows. When he reached the correct floor, he hung by his fingers on the window's edge and used only his arms to swing to the next window, repeating the process until he was finally outside of Warren Goff's apartment.

      The Guardian pulled himself up to peek into the window. The apartment was bare—no decor and hardly any furniture. In the middle of the room, was a worn armchair and a small television stand. The TV was off and sitting in the chair was, presumably, Warren.

      "He's crying," the Guardian reported.

      "Then he's distracted," Amy returned. "Go in."

      Shifting his weight to one arm, the Guardian reached for the window with his free hand and attempted to slide it up.

      "It's locked."

      Amy's tone implied she thought her brother an idiot. "Are you sure? Nobody locks windows on the fourth floor."

      Jason didn't reply, deciding that the amount of help his digital sister could provide during this situation had reached its limit.

      Returning both arms to the edge of the window, the Guardian lowered his waist and walked his feet up the wall. What he was going to try wasn't something he liked doing for a multitude of reasons. Not the least of which was in the likely event that it went wrong, he would hit the ground with fatal force.

      Flexing his knees twice was the only test of his grip he allowed himself time for before quickly pulling himself up and toward the window and letting his legs propel him forward.

      Warren jumped as the Guardian came through his window head first and rolled across the floor.

      "Oh, hell," Warren shouted as he jumped from his seat and slammed his back into the wall. He was a middle-aged man with wisps of blond hair that dotted his mostly bald head.

      The Guardian came out of the roll and onto his feet in one fluid motion before taking to quick steps at Warren, closing the gap between them and getting close enough to feel the bank robber breathing. He didn't want to come off more aggressive than leaping through his window had already made him seem, so he didn't grab him.

      "Why did you rob the Darden Valley Credit Union?"

      "What?" Warren seemed confused behind his fear.

      "You heard me," the Guardian said quietly.

      Warren's shoulders visibly sagged. He pointed to a small Bluetooth earpiece sitting on the television stand. "They made me."

      It was relieving to have his theory confirmed, but the Guardian didn't miss that this man was obviously in terror. "Who?"

      Warren shook his head. "I just came home one day, and there was a phone and that ear thing with a note. The note said to answer the phone, and then it rang."

      "How did they make you rob the bank?" the Guardian pressed. "What do they have on you?"

      "My mom," Warren was crying again. "They know where she lives and they are going to kill her if I don't do everything they tell me to."

      The Guardian softened his voice. "Next time they call, don't answer. I'm going to get you out of this." He held out his hand. "I'm going to need your phone, though."

      Warren's face went white, and Jason noticed for the first time that the man's hand had been in his pocket. He grabbed Warren's wrist and pulled his hand out with the phone. Taking it from him, Jason saw that Warren had called someone and they were still on the other end.

      He put it to his ear. "Who is this?"

      A slow laugh started on the other end before a voice said, "We'll meet you outside." The line disconnected.

      Glaring at Warren, the Guardian put Warren's phone in a pocket. "For what it's worth, I'm still going to get you out of this."

      "Really?" Warren's eyes lit up.

      The Guardian nodded. "Yes, but stop working against me or this promise might get harder to keep."

      
        
        Chapter 3

      

      

      Jason pressed himself against the wall near Warren's shattered living room window. At first, he couldn't see anyone, but it didn't take long before he saw the subtle movements of someone behind the only tree on this side of the road. From there, Jason located five more people hidden behind different objects and within the apartment building’s blind-spots. They were hoping for an ambush.

      The Guardian would give them one.

      Ignoring Warren, Jason went out through the apartment's door, stopping at the pile of coats and shoes on the floor to get his own phone back.

      Using the stairs, he made his way back to the roof.
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        * * *

      

      The men outside were beginning to get restless. They knew who the Guardian was and they didn't like waiting to fight him. Even the most confident of them wanted to get the fight over with. Then they could take care of Warren and the other two they'd blackmailed into working for them.

      The leader of the group, a round-faced man by the name of Lloyd, jumped as the phone in his pocket began to vibrate. Taking it out, he saw that he had a text from Warren Goff.

      
        
        In the alley. Come and get me.

      

      

      Annoyed, but without options, Lloyd gave the hand-signals that directed his men to the alley. Raising their guns, the nearest of them to the alley led the charge. Traditionally, Lloyd would’ve preferred to be in the front, but he wasn't an idiot. He was already having issues with their assignment. Nobody with any sense would have been at the front of any efforts against the Darden Valley Guardian.

      As they positioned themselves in the alley, being sure the dumpster, rooftops, and both exits were covered, Lloyd gripped his automatic rifle tighter. This is what he did. This was his life and if anyone was ever going to take him down it wasn't going to be some asshole in spandex with a God complex.

      A sharp ping of metal on metal echoed at the dumpster and then from a pipe on the opposite wall. Before Lloyd could command his men to ignore it, they all swung their rifles in toward the sound.

      Lloyd, on the other hand, brought his rifle up and searched the rooftops. As the Guardian crested the apartment building roof and fell toward his men, Lloyd briefly noticed a cable fire from the Guardian's side as he fell. Obviously, this device was to help him slow or guide his fall. Lloyd brought his gun around and fired at the falling mass. His men caught on, but not nearly quick enough, swinging their rifles up to the sky as Darden Valley's hero landed between them.

      The three closest to the Guardian were only a few feet from his landing position and were the first into battle.

      The Guardian planted his foot on the nearest, propelling him away and into the wall as he took his tonfa, a martial arts weapon similar to a policeman's nightstick in that it was long with a handle that was perpendicular to the rest of the weapon, and hooked it under the ankle of the next man.

      As the second fell to the ground, the Guardian kept the momentum of his tonfa going and brought it up and through the path of the third man's rifle. The rifle went skyward as the combatant fired it. The Guardian took his other hand and punched the third man in the throat, causing him to drop his gun and grasp at his neck for breath.

      Lloyd and his men were able to bring their rifles to bear on the would-be hero, but the Guardian grabbed the man he had previously kicked against the wall and kicked him again but this time toward the two remaining men and Lloyd. The impact caused their shots to go wide as he slapped his knuckles together and an electric whine filled the alley.

      The Guardian leap-frogged over the pushed member of Lloyd's team and brought his fist down on the face of the next closest man. The fist released an electric charge that flipped the man over before he landed on his chest, unconscious in the alley. This man in armor and with no firearms never stopped moving. As he landed, he spun and punched outward, taking the last of Lloyd's men in the chest. While the Guardian's gauntlet discharged its electricity, it didn't fully penetrate the man's armor. The Guardian moved like he never expected it to, swiping the gun away and punching the man in the throat once before knocking him out with two blows to the face.

      Lloyd was proud he’d blocked the Guardian’s first two swings after the unarmed hero took away his rifle but then he felt the crack of the Guardian’s boot against his knee. Lloyd went down with a yelp of pain and tried to bring up his own fist into the Guardian's nether regions. He was blocked before the Guardian’s next fist came down on his temple and everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      Jason took a moment to examine the men he’d just fought. Each was outfitted with body armor, but they also had the telltale signs of mercenaries. Those signs included scars and combat skills that the average thug didn't normally possess.

      Amy and Jason had encountered mercenaries in Darden Valley before in the form of a group known as the Shades. Amy had defeated the Shades entirely on her own by using her internet and computer skills to take over their bank accounts. Nothing controls a mercenary more than their money, and Amy had threatened to hit them where it hurt if they ever returned to Darden Valley. In one quick decision, they all left that night.

      It was unlikely a second mercenary group would be in the Iowan city, but it was also unlikely any of the Shades were dumb enough to think Amy's threat had been an empty one.

      Jason bent and searched the last man he’d taken down.

      Aside from weapons and zip-ties, Jason only found the mercenary’s phone. He turned it off and put it into his pocket.

      The crunching of alley trash alerted Jason that someone was behind him and he spun around to see his ATV, with no visible driver, rolling up.

      He held up the phone before shoving it back into his pocket. “Mercenaries. Not the Shades, though.” Jason looked down at them one last time. “I don’t think so, anyway.”

      “Get back here,” Amy’s voice said over his earpiece, “and we’ll dive into that phone and figure it out.”

      “Not yet,” Jason answered his sister. “We need to move Warren somewhere safe before these men wake up.”

      “The police are already on their way,” Amy countered. “Get to the roof and keep an eye on them until the police show up, and then you can get out of here. I’ve already filled in the department with what we know and advised them to move Warren Goff to a secure location.”

      With all of Amy’s power, it was inevitable someone in law enforcement or in the course of the Guardian’s duties would have discovered her presence. To minimize that effect, Amy outed herself to the police under the pseudonym of “Eve.” She hated the name, but Jason had been the one to come up with it in a spur of the moment, and now she was stuck with it. The positive result of having her own secret identity was she could communicate securely with the police without compromising anyone from the Guardian’s team. It also meant she could communicate secure information, such as the situation regarding Warren Goff, and have them respond accordingly.

      “Hopefully, they’ll be able to get the names of his accomplices and kidnappers before we can figure it out,” Jason said as he climbed onto the ATV and drove it into a set of bushes where it wouldn’t be seen.

      As he dismounted and headed back toward the apartment building, Amy argued, “We don’t want them to figure everything out.” She put mock hurt in her voice. “I’d like to still have something to do during all of this.”

      
        
        Chapter 4

      

      

      Jason set the mercenary’s phone down on the desk, and Alan didn’t hesitate to plug it into one of the many cables stretching from Amy’s computers. After a second of digging through his uniform’s tight pockets, he set Warren’s phone down next to the first.

      “How long before we can track them or hear their communications?” Jason asked.

      “It’s good to see you, too,” Alan smirked.

      Amy’s voice echoed around the room, “I’m tracking every number in both of the phones. I’ve also located Warren’s mother and am emailing that information to the Darden Valley Police.”

      “Any idea who they are?” Jason leaned onto the desk, watching as maps tried to locate each of the cell phones listed in the mercenary’s contact directory.

      “Not yet, but I need you to hold your horses,” Amy replied. On the map, a cluster of red dots indicating cell phone signals were gathering together. “I think they are on the move.”

      “Where are they going?” Jason’s heart was pumping.

      The collection of red dots began to move north.

      “Give me a minute,” Amy paused as the map zoomed in on two locations. The first was the cluster of phones representing the mercenaries while the second zoomed-in screen was stationary and alone. “It looks like they are headed toward this dot.”

      “If this is a contact in their phone, who is it?” Alan asked.

      “Ellen Hartman,” Amy brought up Ellen’s Facebook profile.

      Jason’s eyes scanned it. “She’s no mercenary. She’s one of the other bank robbers.”

      Alan’s brow furrowed. “How can you tell?”

      “For starters,” Jason smirked, “mercenaries don’t tend to use Facebook accounts with their real names.” He pointed at all of the pictures with her kids. “And there’s the leverage they’re using to get her to steal for them.”

      “Jay,” Amy’s voice sounded pained, “they are going to kill her.”

      “Do you know where the third bank robber is?” Jason realized that he couldn’t just race the mercenaries to Ellen. He was going to have to stop them.

      “Not yet,” Amy’s answer came over the speakers. “There are about fifteen of them in that vehicle. I’ll tell the police to get there, and you can work on stopping the mercenaries.”

      Jason turned toward the stairs and started taking them two at a time before Amy’s voice stopped him.

      “Jay, there’s a call going through. Someone is giving out instructions.”

      Jason’s thoughts turned dark. “Who is it?”

      Amy patched the call through.

      “—take her out and make it quick. We need both of them dead before the night is through.”

      A second voice, softer than the first, cut in. “What about the one the cops have?”

      “We’ll worry about Goff later. Right now is about tying up loose ends.”

      “Consider it done.” The call ended.

      “Can you trace the person who gave the order?” Jason asked.

      “I think so, but that doesn’t change anything,” Amy answered. “You have to get to that vehicle before it gets to Ellen.”

      Jason turned to continue up the stairs.

      “What about the leader?” Alan asked after him. “We have to stop him.”

      “Work on figuring out who they are,” Jason said. “We’ll get him.”
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        * * *

      

      The ATV raced through alleys when it could, but sometimes the shortest route was to take to the streets. The Guardian ignored the calls of excitement from the few late-nighters. On the one hand, while he hated the attention being the Darden Valley Guardian brought him, he couldn’t deny its effectiveness. In the last year, he'd seen the city’s crime drop drastically just from fear. On the other hand, he feared people seeing him on the street would want to know where he was going and follow him. To avoid that, he took difficult to follow routes as Amy ran interference on any of his fans’ possible electronic devices.

      Amy also helped him track the vehicle, a large moving truck with the usual ads on the side removed. From the way it was riding, all of the mercenaries were in the back and Jason was sure they were prepared for a fight. That meant guns. Amy said there were at least twelve phones inside, meaning at least twelve guns the Guardian was going to need to neutralize.

      Following Amy’s directions placed him on a path ahead of the truck. As he approached the place on the road where his path would intersect with the truck’s, Jason jumped off of the ATV and Amy drove it away, leaving the Guardian standing in the middle of the road as the truck turned the corner and came at him.

      The driver saw him almost immediately and drew a pistol. He fired repeatedly from the driver’s side window. The Guardian watched the gun’s barrel and, using his superior mental powers, predicted where each of the bullets was going to hit.

      To the driver’s credit, he pulled his gun in and pressed his foot on the gas.

      While running directly at a speeding truck was normally considered insane, Jason’s enhanced perceptions and athletic skill allowed him the confidence to pivot his momentum only feet from the bumper, grab the side of the grill and swing his legs up and through the open window. His feet connected with the side of the driver’s head, knocking him out. Instead of worrying about the brake and stopping the truck, Jason yanked the wheel to the right from his prone position on top of the unconscious driver.

      In response, the truck twisted, its momentum shifted, and the truck tipped over onto its side. Jason never stopped moving, punching out the passenger side window and climbing out as the top of the truck slammed down onto the pavement. The sudden jerking motion as the truck came to a stop was missed by Jason as he had already leaped from the side of the vehicle. He landed in a roll on the pavement.

      The door to the back of the truck fell open, and seven mercenaries filed out of the truck as if it hadn’t just rolled onto its side. Each was dressed in the same armored vests and black pants as they came out with military grade rifles at the ready. Instead of the rifles, two of them had different guns. They came out in the middle of the pack of mercenaries. Their guns looked more like cannons with rifle grips.

      Time slowed for Jason as his mental acuity took over. He broke into a sprint and ran at the oncoming small army watching for the small movements that indicated that they were about to shoot and subconsciously tracking the aim of each gun. The Guardian wasn’t capable of traveling faster than normal, but his mind was, thanks to his sister’s altering of it. Using that asset, he dodged the bullets fired by the lead mercenaries as the two with the odd weaponry took aim.

      It was that same asset that allowed Jason to see he was being set up. The bullets were being fired in a staggering pattern, keeping the Guardian in a tight lane of attack as the weird weapons took aim. As they fired, and at a slower rate than the guns, Jason recognized what they were.

      Bolas launched at a rapid rate from each gun as the shooters moved the large barrels in a circular motion. Each gun fired three of the ball and rope weapons.

      The Guardian leaped into the air, twisting and drawing his tonfa from his back sheath. As he spun horizontally in the air, he managed to avoid some of the bolas and sweep two of them away with the tonfa. Unfortunately, he couldn’t avoid the last one as it wrapped around his knees and stopped his forward momentum.

      Jason landed on the road in a roll. While his legs were still bound, it didn’t stop him from adding the remainder of his forward momentum to the swing of his tonfa. The baton flew with unerring accuracy, connecting with the bola gun closest to him. It swung to the left and caused the two nearest gunmen to flinch and readjust their positions, buying Jason a brief moment.

      In almost a single movement, the Guardian pulled a knife from a pocket on his uniform and cut the nylon rope of the bola and allowed the blade to continue forward and into the hand of the nearest shooter. Jumping to his feet, he grabbed the top, formerly the left side, of the truck and swung himself over it. Bullets peppered the truck as Jason rolled toward the back of the truck and came down in the middle of his attackers.

      The Guardian came down on two of the weapons peppering the truck before pulling one of them away and thrusting the butt of the gun into the face of the gun’s owner before repeating the process on his nearest companion. As they fell, the hero ejected the magazine and pulled the slide to remove the remaining cartridge. He never stopped moving, bringing the gun around like a bat and taking out the nearest mercenary holding a bola launcher. As they spun around, the Guardian kicked out, propelling them toward their fellow bola user and beyond, into the mercenary still grappling at the knife in his hand. They went down in a heap, leaving one mercenary with a rifle on each side.

      As if their minds were synced, they both dropped their rifles and drew knives. Each knife consisted of a blade with a gap down the middle. A familiar whine filled the air and Jason recognized it immediately. These weren’t just knives, they were knives with an electric charge, similar to his own shocker sleeves.

      The mercenary on his left let out an almost inaudible laugh and wiggled his knife as he took up a stance with the blade high.

      “When in Rome…” he lunged at the Guardian.

      Jason spun and slapped the attacking arm to the side just in time to see the blade of the second attacker coming in low on his right. He continued spinning and brought up his knee while leaning forward. His move helped the second knife slide by him as his knee drove the second man into the back of the still opened truck.

      The Guardian slammed his knuckles together, but the move cost him time as the first knife wielder planted a foot in his back and pushed Jason into the truck as well. He almost lost his balance but managed to right himself as the recovered-second-mercenary lunged forward with his charged knife.

      They hadn’t tagged him yet, but they weren’t new to this form of combat. Even with the Guardian’s incredible skills and enhanced abilities they were managing to keep him off balance enough that it wasn’t a matter of if he would slip up but of when.

      He needed to end this quickly.

      No sooner had that thought crossed his mind when a bola hit him in the back. His arms were pinned to his sides, and he almost fell under the sudden shock of the attack. Using that momentum, he came up into a roll right next to the mercenary still in the truck. As he came up, Jason could see that one of the original bola launchers was in the hands of the man who had previously had a knife through his hand.

      The mercenary in the truck lunged at Jason with his shocker knife and this time Jason didn’t move out of the way. Instead, he dropped about two inches and twisted. The knife sunk into his armored vest and into the soft flesh underneath, mostly cutting skin and the thin layer of fatty tissue without hitting any vital organs.

      And also cutting the nylon cord of the bola.

      The blade of the knife was still charged and released a current into the hero. Waves of nausea and spasming pain surged through his body, and he couldn’t help but buck away from the blade.

      As the last of the charge left his body in aches and pains, Jason pushed past it and grabbed at the length of bola that had just been cut. The nylon cord was still attached to one of the large rubber balls, so Jason scooped it up and began swinging it.

      Jason had no practice with any sort of weighted weaponry like this, but he didn’t need it. He swung it wide as a distraction and watched as the mercenary at his back with the knife grabbed the nylon cord and let the ball wrap it around his hand.

      The hero gave a quick tug, surprising the mercenary with the simple maneuver and bringing him within reach of Jason’s electrically charged fist.

      The mercenary who had stabbed him stepped toward the Guardian quickly, jabbing quickly with the knife hoping to put a few more holes into Darden Valley’s self-proclaimed protector.

      Unfortunately for him, Jason had retrieved the now unconscious mercenary’s electric blade and in an almost invisible movement, threw it. It sunk into the shoulder of the charging attacker and he shook as the electricity washed over him. From experience, Jason didn’t expect the small charge of the blade to be enough to drop the man, so he stepped in and discharged his other gauntlet into the side of his temple.

      While only the mercenary with the wounded hand was up and fighting, Jason could see that the two original owners of the bola launchers were starting to get up. The mercenary started firing the bola launcher as the Guardian turned and ran straight for him. The Guardian ducked each of the rope weapons before tackling the man and punching him twice in the side of the head, putting him down.

      Standing, he spun and kicked the had of the nearest stirring mercenary. His head smacked into that of his nearby companion, and the mercenaries were all unconscious.

      
        
        Chapter 5

      

      

      The Guardian had taken all of the mercenaries and tied them with a mix of zip ties and the bolas from the launchers. All except one of them. The Guardian took the mercenary with the knife wound in his hand and tied him to the ATV. Then he dragged him into an alley about three blocks from the downed truck.

      Amy had called and informed the Darden Valley Police, and Jason could already hear the sirens.

      Punching the tied up mercenary in the stomach was all it took to wake him up.

      “Who are you?” Jason demanded.

      “Carl Sagan,” the mercenary coughed out.

      “Why Carl,” the Guardian raised his fist, the whine of the charged gauntlet echoing off the alley walls, “are you telling me that you’d like to see stars?”

      ‘Carl’s’ originally smug look fell away as his face turned serious.

      “We’re the Shock Squad.”

      “Is that supposed to mean something?” Jason demanded.

      Carl gave a smirk. “It will.”

      Amy’s voice came over Jason’s earpiece. “Jay, his real name is Ray Thorpe. He was once a member of the Shades.”

      That made some sense. Amy had forced the Shades out of Darden Valley by threatening all of their electronic funds. It only made some sense because she had threatened to eliminate everything from their financial records if they ever returned.

      “You’re a Shade.”

      Carl spit. “The Shades are cowards.”

      “No, the Shades were smart,” Jason countered. “Cowards blackmail innocent people into robbing banks.”

      Carl shook his head. “That wasn’t the plan.”

      “Then what was?” Jason demanded.

      “This,” Carl replied. “You hurt the Shades, and they left, but not all of us were happy about that decision. So, we decided to fight back.”

      “What’s he talking about, Jay?” Amy asked.

      “How?” Jason asked.

      “With better weapons and faster bullets. With advanced combat training and enhanced tools. We’re on the hunt for big game,” Carl started laughing as he spoke. “We don’t care about robbing banks. That was bait. We have an entirely different prey.” Jason didn’t have to ask what it was. Carl supplied it readily. “We hunt heroes.”

      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” Jason said quietly, “but you failed tonight.”

      Carl shook his head. “No, we didn’t. This was inauguration night. Tonight the Shock Squad managed to lure out the Guardian. There might be a few dozen Shades, but they’ve got nothing on us. Tonight we made you bleed. Tomorrow we bury you.”

      “Shock Squad?” Jason asked.

      “Oh yeah,” Carl answered. “That’s what we call ourselves now.” He nodded toward the Guardian’s gauntlets. “You’ve inspired us to bring our A-game. The Shock Squad will be the ones who kill the Guardian.”

      He punched the mercenary, knocking him out cold.

      Jason took the unconscious man and left him tied up in front of the Darden Valley Police Station.

      As he drove through alleys and dark parking lots back to The Hobby Trunk, Amy mulled over what the man had said.

      “So, there’s an army of well-trained and violent killers hunting you?”

      “And they have no problem using innocent people as bait,” Jason added.

      Amy was quiet for a moment before asking, “What do we do?”

      “The same thing we do with every threat,” Jason answered. “We’re going to end it before people get hurt.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Word From Matthew Davenport

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for reading “Broken Nights: Shock and Awe.” I am a writer from Des Moines, Iowa where I live with my wife, Ren, and daughter, Willow. When my scattered author brain isn't earning weird looks from the ladies of my life, I enjoy reading sci-fi and horror, tinkering with electronics, and doing escape rooms.

      I am the author of the Andrew Doran series, the Broken Nights series (along with my brother, Michael), The Trials of Obed Marsh, and Satan's Salesman among other titles.

      I’m also a self-styled student of the Cthulhu Mythos and exercise that influence in my stories and as an editor at the blog Shoggoth.net.

      Follow me on twitter: @spazenport.

      I also update my blog from time to time at davenportwrites.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          

      

    

    







            JOIN THE CAUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you love Superheroes and Vile Villains, sign up to join the cause! Every hero (or villain) needs a “person in the chair” to direct them!

        

      

      
        
        Sign up now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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 three other volumes that can be found by searching Superheroes and Vile Villains on Amazon. 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
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